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Introduction 

21st Century Russia and the Sea:  

Rebirth of a Continental Power Navy 

In March 2000, the new acting President of the Russian Federation, Vladimir Putin (2000-2008; 

2012-ongoing), approved a new guiding policy document on the development of the Russian 

Navy. The document, titled ‘The Foundations of Policy of the Russian Federation in the Field 

of Naval Activity in the time period until the year 2010’ (henceforth: The Foundations of 

Russian Naval Policy), stated that Russia ‘needs to possess suitable maritime potential in order 

to defend its state interests on the world’s ocean.’ It further postulated that  

The presence and rational use of a powerful maritime potential is an objective necessity 

for the Russian Federation, one of the most important conditions to ensure its national 

security and its socio-economic und cultural development (Flot.com 2000).  

In order to implement these policy objectives, the document enumerated a wide range of 

measures including ‘the balanced development of the naval component of strategic nuclear 

forces and naval forces of general purpose.’ More explicitly, the document specified the 

following modernisation and procurement targets: 

a)   The production of new generation strategic missile submarines, the 

modernisation and repair of existing submarines of this class and the 

design and production of their missile armament;   

b) The construction of multipurpose submarines and surface warships, 

including aircraft carriers with advanced combat capabilities […], 

defence systems and effective aviation systems for various purposes as 

well as amphibious assault ships and mine countermeasures vessels; 

v) The production of sea-based and land-based multifunctional aircraft 

(airplanes, helicopters, unmanned aerial vehicle) and coastal defence 

systems (Flot.com 2000) 

Two decades after the issuance of the policy document, the state of the Russian Navy revealed 

a complex picture that only partially met the criteria formulated at the beginning of the 

millennium. Certain procurement goals outlined in the The Foundations of Russian Naval 

Policy had been reached. As later sections of this thesis will detail, during the first two decades 

of the 21st century, the production of Russia’s new generation of nuclear-powered ballistic 

missile submarines (SSBNs) picked up speed and three Dolgorukiy-class SSBNs were 



2 
 

commissioned before 2020. Moreover, the Russian military succeeded in developing powerful 

anti-air and anti-surface systems that, when combined with other combat and combat support 

elements, enabled Russia to establish powerful coastal defence systems.   

On the other hand, few major surface warships, so-called tier one vessels [korabli 1-go ranga] 

in the Russian warship classification system,1 were commissioned into the Russian Navy. When 

the 2010s came to a close, not a single carrier or amphibious assault ship had been put into 

service despite the demands that had been made in The Foundations of Russian Naval Policy.2 

Instead, throughout the first two decades of the 21st century, large amounts of heavily armed 

minor surface units such as patrol vessels and corvettes joined the Russian fleets. Consequently, 

this raises the question why certain procurement objectives that had been set by the naval and 

political leadership and had been outlined in the policy document were accomplished while 

others were far from being implemented.  

In addition to the procurement situation, interpretations of Russian naval activities at the time 

were also inconsistent. Drastic changes in the assessment of Russian naval strength alternated 

quickly and influenced the public perception of the Russian Navy at the time. Particularly 

problematic, as CNA analysts Michael Kofman and Jeffrey Edmonds note, was the tendency 

of many scholars to ‘either portray the Russian military as a giant or as though it were on the 

verge of disappearance. These narratives trend towards the factually incorrect and profoundly 

unhelpful’ (Kofman and Edmonds 2017). 

At the end of the 2000s and the during the early 2010s, some, especially western, authors were 

painting a grim picture of the Russian Navy. For example, titles of articles published during 

these years on the Jamestown Foundation’s Eurasia Daily Monitor, such as ‘Another Disaster 

in the Russian Navy’ (McDermott 2008), ‘A Depressing Curtain for Russian Naval Power: 

Admiral Sergei Gorshkov Fails Her Sea Trials (Part One)’ (Kipp 2012) or ‘Russian Navy 

Cannot Escape Its Sinking Feeling’ (McDermott 2013a), pointed towards a catastrophic state 

of the Russian Navy. Most drastically, Erin Decker, a Moscow-based editor, went as far as to 

question the survival of the overall Russian Navy arguing that  

The Navy has, in many ways, become a liability for society, rather than an asset. […] In 

any case, much reform and investment is needed if the fleet is to survive in a form able 

to protect Russia and Russian commerce (Decker 2010). 

 
1 Nuclear-powered submarines are equally considered tier one units.  
2 One Ivan Gren-class vessel was commissioned in 2018. These units, however, classify as large tank landing ships 

[BDK – Bol’shie desantnye korabli] not amphibious assault ships [UDK – universal’nye desantnye korabli].  
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While it is important to note that these articles drew attention to serious problems and 

shortcomings that hampered the Russian Navy at the beginning of the 21st century, the 

cumulative effect of this highly critical coverage of Russian naval subtopics was to give the 

reader the impression that the state of the Russian Navy was catastrophic and that Russia’s 

naval forces were potentially on the brink of total collapse. Such an excessively negative 

impression was very quickly rebutted by Russian military operations after February 2014 (Renz 

2014, 62). In February-March 2014, the Russian Black Sea Fleet (BSF) participated in the 

military operations aimed at gaining control over the Crimean Peninsula. In effect, the navy 

assumed a critical enabling function for the territory’s political annexation shortly afterwards. 

Furthermore, since October 2015, Russian naval units had been deployed to the Caspian Sea 

and Mediterranean in the context of Russia’s military intervention in the Syrian Civil War. Sea-

launched Kalibr missile strikes against targets in Syria demonstrated to the world that Russian 

naval force had returned to the world stage as a powerful policy instrument. In face of a 

revitalised Russian military, the naval domain made again the headlines, albeit now with a focus 

on Russian military strengths rather than its weaknesses. Numerous articles, research and policy 

papers focused on Russia’s newly-acquired and upgraded sea- and land-based A2/AD (anti-

access/area denial) capabilities and the challenges they would pose to any adversary attempting 

to enter sea zones under conditions of high-intensity warfare (see, for example, Lanoszka and 

Hunzeker 2016; Smura 2016; Altman 2016; Barrie 2019; Carl 2019).  

Furthermore, as Russian naval force was applied during the course of the Russian military 

intervention in Syria, an exaggerated perception of the Russian Navy – now disseminated by 

the Russian side – was again conveyed through public media. When a Russian naval task force 

centered around the nuclear-powered guided-missile cruiser Peter the Great and the aircraft 

carrier Admiral Kuznetsov was deployed to the Mediterranean to support military operations in 

Syria between October 2016 and February 2017, Russian headlines titled ‘Mass Media: 

“Admiral Kuznetsov” terrified fighters in Syria’ (Ria Novosti 2016a) or ‘“Admiral Kuznetsov” 

terrified the English: NATO alarmed by the deployment of the Northern Fleet’s carrier strike 

group to the coast of Syria’ (Mukhin 2016). Ultimately, a multiple-part TV production by TV 

Zvezda, Russia’s state-owned TV network run by the Russian Ministry of Defence, that had 

been filmed exclusively to cover the carrier strike group’s deployment to Syria, claimed that 

the Russian carrier Admiral Kuznetsov is ‘one of the fastest, most heavily armed and protected 

carriers in the world’ (Telekanal Zvezda 2016). The documentary further claimed that  
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The carrier had decisively increased the radius of action of carrier-based fighter 

airplanes. No one talks about how far exactly, but it is understood that the increased 

range frightens our western partners.  

Towards the end of the first episode, the documentary recapitulated ‘Now it is understood why 

the whole world is watching Kuznetsov and why a potential adversary wants to see her broken’ 

(Telekanal Zvezda 2016). Such overblown reports on the impact of the Russian carrier strike 

group stood in sharp contrast to the desolate appearance of the Kuznetsov during the actual 

operation. As media sources widely reported, within a few weeks, Russian fighter jets crashed 

twice into the Mediterranean while trying to recover to the Russian carrier. Following the loss 

of both planes, sources assessed that the air wing’s operations were moved ashore (O’Connor 

and Ripley 2016, 5; IISS 2018, 171). After a few weeks of unproportionally small added 

military value to the Russian military intervention in Syria, the Russian carrier strike group 

withdrew from the area of the operation.  

In sum, while the Russian Navy strengthened certain operational capabilities, such as its A2/AD 

capabilities, the litmus test of carrier operations in the context of the War in Syria had revealed 

that certain other capabilities, such as those for naval-air overseas power projection, had not 

been developed. This again raises the question of prioritisation. Why were certain kinds of naval 

capabilities more strongly developed, maintained and/or upgraded than others?   

Thus, at the beginning of this thesis, there is a puzzle of apparent contradictions in the way in 

which Russian naval power manifested itself, misperceptions of Russian naval arms 

procurement, operational capabilities and the way in which these capabilities could contribute 

to achieving the Russian leadership’s policy objectives. In order to properly address this puzzle, 

explanations are required as to which interests and forces were driving Russian naval ambitions, 

developments and the application of naval force.  

 

 

Central Argument 

This thesis seeks to explain how Russian naval forces have been utilised to accomplish Russian 

policy goals, how the Russian fleet design fit into this approach and why – as far as naval 

operations were concerned – the Russian Navy possessed qualities in certain areas while 

neglecting others. As will become evident over the course of this thesis, problems related to the 

proper design of the Russian Navy tailored to fulfill clearly-defined objectives governed by 

long-term policy have been haunting the Russian Navy since the era of Peter the Great. 

Consequently, an answer to a question dealing with contemporary naval affairs requires taking 
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into consideration the nature of the Russian Navy and of the Russian state in general reflecting 

both past and present. Ultimately, the thesis places its emphasis on long-term subjects of 

geography, identity and strategic culture, and argues that the continental nature of the Russian 

state and its navy served as a driving force behind Russian naval strategy and fleet design and 

continued to do so during the first two decades of the 21st century.  

Although various debates that characterised Russian naval affairs at the beginning of the 21st 

century, such as those on the country’s industrial limitations, its dependence on foreign 

(shipbuilding) technology, inter-service rivalry to the detriment of the navy or on Russian 

A2/AD capabilities, may look as if they were novel, unparalleled and unique to the specific 

circumstances at the beginning of the 21st century. Yet by drawing from a historically-informed 

model of continental power, it is that a larger pattern becomes apparent. By examining Russian 

naval affairs through the lens of continental power allows this thesis to illustrate interrelations 

and present assessments that might otherwise have been left unnoticed.     

Applying Alastair Johnston’s interpretation of strategic culture that ‘there are consistent and 

persistent historical patterns in the way particular states […] think about the use of force for 

political ends’ (Johnston 1995, 1), understanding such patterns – which this thesis argues are 

significantly shaped by Russia’s identity as a continental power – is key to understanding the 

way in which Russia develops and applies naval force. Indeed, as will be shown throughout this 

thesis, certain characteristics of the Russian Navy have repeated over the course of history. In 

fact, as several authors have argued, with regard to some features the 21st century Russian state, 

its governance system and economic model have shown remarkable similarities with its 

historical predecessors (Hedlund 2005; Rosefielde 2007; Rosefielde and Hedlund 2009; Grigas 

2016, 4-5). This is the result of certain conditions, such as geography or particular aspects of 

the political/strategic culture, that experienced little elemental changes and have shaped the 

nature of the Russian state, its relationship with the sea and its naval force. Throughout various 

points this thesis elaborates on these conditions and how they shaped Russia’s relationship with 

the naval domain whilst chapters one and two place particular emphasis on this linkage.  

To understand these mechanisms is important for naval theoreticians and practitioners alike as 

the strategic culture of a military informs the way in which it approaches strategy, procurement 

and operations, anticipates capabilities and accepts limitations. In the words of Jack Snyder, 

one of the early analysts working with a strategic culture approach (Johnston 1995, 5; Biehl, 

Giegerich and Jonas 2013, 9), strategic culture guides the ‘thought on strategic questions, 

influences the way strategic issues are formulated, and sets the vocabulary and the perceptual 
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parameters of strategic debate’ (Snyder 1977, 9). Thus, this research seeks to make a useful 

contribution relevant for both academic and policy purposes.  

By examining Russia though the lens of continental power this author does not want to evoke 

the impression of being ignorant of Russia’s maritime past. During the Cold War this was a 

heatedly-debated topic. Western authors were discussing whether the rise of Soviet sea power 

was unparalleled while Soviet naval enthusiasts, such as Admiral of the Fleet of the Soviet 

Union Sergey Gorshkov, the Chief of the Navy [glavkom VMF - glavnokomanduiushchii 

Voenno-morskoi flot] (1956-1985), criticised westerners of being ignorant about the Russian 

people(s)’ seafaring history and traditions (Gorschkow 1978, 102 ff.; Ranft and Till 1989, 6-8). 

In fact, at various points throughout this thesis, the author underpins Russian achievements in 

the maritime domain both in the past and in the present and acknowledges their significance. 

To state just one example from the early 21st century, Russian naval efforts to keep the so-called 

Syrian Express running,3 was a remarkable accomplishment achieved by a limited number of 

vessels operating day and night. Still, as argued throughout this thesis, due to the continental 

nature of the Russian state, when policy interests are conflicting and the Kremlin needs to set 

priorities – often in face of limited resources – land-centred considerations are given precedence 

– a fact Russian naval leaders during the early 2000s publicly lamented (see subchapter 5.3).   

There is also the question how this thesis’ continental power model is embedded within the 

greater theoretical debates. This is an intricate question. As will become apparent at various 

points in this thesis, notions relevant in the debate on continental power, such as spheres of 

influence, control over territory (rather than commerce) or geopolitical insularity are closely 

related with the realist school of international relations (IR). Other aspects of the concept, for 

example the role of norms and values – in this thesis’ case the liberal-maritime values of 

seapower states that stand in opposition to their autocratic counterparts which have largely been 

associated with land-centred considerations – do not blend well with political realism. Similarly, 

examining government systems with respect to the opportunities they award maritime 

stakeholders, such as merchants, to influence governance and policies, is better located in the 

field of comparative politics rather than IR.  

Essentially, this question reflects the longstanding debate how to conceptualise ‘strategic 

culture’ and whether there is any theoretical space in the realist school of thought for cultural 

approaches – especially if they are shaped by ‘hard’ factors such as geography (Johnston 1995, 

3; Desch 1998, 169; Gray 1999, 51; Biehl, Giegerich and Jonas 2013, 9-11). Admittedly, this 

 
3 The Syrian Express was the major sea line of communication (SLOC) that ensured the survival of the Syrian 

government during the Civil War (2011-ongoing).  
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author does not have an easy answer to a complex question that has been debated by political 

scientists for decades. Given that the guiding questions driving this research design are naval-

related, the pragmatic approach this thesis has taken is to assess the theoretical concepts on the 

basis whether they are associated with discourses on continental and seapower and can 

contribute to interpreting Russian naval affairs rather than evaluating them based on their 

affiliation to a particular theoretical school of thought. In consequence, this thesis adopts a 

multi-disciplinary approach and is conceptually located at the intersection of Russian area 

studies and naval history, classical geopolitics and strategic studies. 

 

 

Regional Focus and Additional Themes 

As opposed to many distinguished publications of the recent past dealing with the Russian Navy, 

this thesis does not place its focus on Europe’s northern flank – the waters of the Arctic, the 

northern European marginal seas and the North Atlantic Ocean. All these sea zones have 

received significant attention by scholars and strategists. In the polar region, Russian naval 

activities and an expanding military presence have been the object of close examination given 

Russia’s role as an Arctic power, the possibility to extract lucrative natural resources that were 

at the time of writing partially still hidden under the melting ice and the economic potential 

offered by the Northern Sea Route (NSR) (Zysk 2011; Blank 2011a; Konyshev and Sergunin 

2014; Flake 2015, 73, 90-97; Laruelle 2015; Sergunin and Konyshev 2017; Zysk 2017; Flake 

2017, 20-22; Baev 2019). Authors have elaborated on the great strategic relevance of the Baltic 

Sea with regard to maritime hybrid warfare and potential threats to NATO’s SLOCs to the 

Baltic States posed by Russian area denial capabilities (Lanoszka and Hunzeker 2016; Murphy 

and Schaub Jr. 2018; Bruns 2019, 125). Moreover, Russian naval activities on the Atlantic 

Ocean, especially Russian submarine operations, have been at the heart of academic and 

popular literature, culminating in claims of a new Battle of the Atlantic between the Russian 

and NATO navies (Foggo III and Fritz 2016; Nordenman 2017; Nordenman 2019; Axe 2019).    

Excluding the Arctic for the most part from this examination also means that developments 

concerning Russia’s naval ‘bastion’ in the high north that fell within the time period under 

consideration in this thesis – the 21st century’s first two decades – will not be covered. This is 

a necessary limitation to stay within the scope of this thesis research design although 

thematically the bastion concept clearly demonstrates ways of thinking about naval operations 

closely associated with continental power culture (Zysk 2012, 117).         



8 
 

Instead, this thesis’ emphasis lies on Europe’s southern maritime flank. For the purposes of this 

thesis this includes the Caspian Sea, the Sea of Azov and the Black Sea, the Mediterranean Sea 

and, for the time period from 2008 to 2019, the Horn of Africa (see figure 1).  

 

Figure 1: Russia’s southern maritime flank – the focus of this thesis (Based on: Viktor V 2010; CC BY-SA 2.0)  

 

The reasons for this geographic focus are manifold. As discussed later in this thesis, apart from 

high-intensity combat, for Russian naval strategy at the beginning of the 21st century, the 

southern flank played a preeminent role as an area of operation for Russian forward-deployed 

warships, as a region enjoying high priority concerning naval arms procurement and as a role 

model for regional area denial capability. David Lewis eloquently sums up why a study devoted 

specifically to naval affairs at the southern tier is absolutely justified: 

Western attention has long been focused on a Russian threat to the Baltics and Eastern 

Europe, but it is along Russia’s southern flank — in a long arc from the North Caucasus 
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to Ukraine — that Russian military campaigns and burgeoning naval power are 

redrawing maps and reviving imperial geographies (Lewis 2019). 

Moreover, the southern theatre was and still is also highly relevant with regard to the political 

dimension of Russian military strategy. Given the political impacts and destructive effects of 

the application of Russian military force in Georgia, Ukraine, Syria and on wider interstate 

relations, the implications of Russian naval policy were highly relevant for regional and global 

security. Russian foreign policy interests in the region were strong and extensive. Policy 

objectives were as diverse as maintaining dominance over the regional energy supply 

infrastructure and preventing the rise of anti-Russian neighbouring governments in the 

aftermath of the colour revolutions of the mid-2000s and NATO from expanding further 

eastwards. Furthermore, at the beginning of the 21st century, several of the Kremlin’s strategic 

partners were located at the southern flank, Russia sustained close relationships with clients 

procuring Russian arms exports, secured access to the regional markets and seas and contributed 

to mutually-beneficial regime stability (Mankoff 2012, 220-224; Allison 2013; Gvosdev and 

Marsh 2014, 315-317; Aybak 2015, 352-353; Nalbandov 2016, 249 ff.). That regional interests 

like these were indeed deemed vital by Russia’s political leadership is demonstrated by the fact 

that the Kremlin was willing to use military means to safeguard its interests in the 2008 Russo-

Georgian War, the 2014 annexation of Crimea and the Russian involvement in the wars in 

Ukraine, Libya and Syria. All of these hard-power conflicts were located at Russia’s southern 

tier.  

Setting this thesis’ focus on the southern tier means that a great many aspects relevant for the 

Russian Navy during the period under consideration go beyond the limits of this thesis. In 

addition to the already-mentioned omission of most Arctic-related content, The Pacific theatre, 

with the exception of anti-piracy deployments to the Horn of Africa, will be entirely left out. 

The Northern Fleet (NF) and the Baltic Fleet (BF) will only be occasionally referred to when 

vessels of these formations were operating at the southern flank or when major exercises took 

place that involved, for example, BSF warships. As nuclear/strategic deterrence is just one side 

topic covered in this thesis, Russia’s strategic subsurface fleet which is allocated to the Russian 

Navy’s NF and Pacific Fleet (PF), will only be awarded minor consideration.  To sum up, BF, 

NF and PF affairs will be covered as far as they relate to the southern flank or reflect the 

development of the early 21st century Russian Navy and thus help to contextualise naval 

developments in the south.  
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In doing so, this thesis likewise touches upon different themes, including Russia’s regional and 

wider foreign policy, military reform, geostrategy, great power ambitions and the Russian 

leadership’s threat perceptions, geoeconomics, arms exports and relations with the West/NATO. 

It goes far beyond the scope and aim of this thesis to go into detail with regard to any of these 

topics. While important to gain understanding of the political considerations driving the 

utilisation and application of Russian military force, the research design of this thesis 

determines that such topics will be covered only as far as necessary to interpret Russian naval 

activities. 

This thesis argues that the continental nature of Russia decisively shaped the Russian 

Federation’s approach to the maritime domain and naval affairs in the time period under 

examination. In order to show the interrelations between Russia’s land-centric nature and the 

country’s relationship with the sea – particularly with regard to the military dimension – the 

thesis applies concepts of continental and seapower that draw from classical geopolitics and 

especially naval theory. Some elaboration, on how these terms are understood, is needed.  

In naval theory, there are various and sometimes contested definitions of the term seapower 

(Till 2013a, 23-24). Interpretations range from very narrow, such as Eric Gove’s ‘form of 

military power that is deployed at or from the sea’ (Grove 1990, 3) to very broad including Ian 

Speller’s notion of  

All uses of the sea, both civil and military. In its widest sense it can be defined as military, 

political and economic power […] exerted through an ability to use the sea. […] It also 

includes civilian capabilities such as port infrastructure, merchant shipping or a capacity 

for marine insurance’ (Speller 2019, 6).  

Moreover, analysis differentiates between the characteristics that constitute the source of power 

– the inputs which, for example, encompass a strong maritime commercial sector or a 

prospering merchant fleet – and the impact of such power – the outputs, for example, the 

influence this power can yield on other stakeholders (Till 2013a, 24). This difference in the 

perspective of analysis stands at the heart of two different schools of thought in seapower theory 

(Patalano 2012, 2).  

In one school, sea power refers to a naval-focused concept that involves the strategic use of the 

sea by a state in the tradition of the writings of Alfred Thayer Mahan (*1840 - †1914), one of 

the early leading naval strategists. In his book The Influence of Sea Power upon History 1660-

1783, one of Mahan’s central arguments is that command of the sea allows states to appropriate 

the profits of maritime commerce and modify the outcome of wars through naval supremacy 
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(Mahan 1890, 1). Thus, at its core, the Mahanian interpretation is about the exercise of power 

by the use of the sea (Patalano 2012, 2-3). The principal means to achieve this objective are the 

naval forces of a particular country. Therefore, to use the words of Jakub Grygiel, sea power 

deals with a state’s ‘ability to bring naval capabilities to bear on the interests and security of 

another state, thereby altering its behaviour’ (Grygiel 2014, 19). Moreover, this strategic 

interpretation of sea power is not exclusive with regard to any particular states as ‘any state 

with enough men, money and harbours to build a navy’ can exercise sea power (Lambert 2018, 

4). The way that different states choose to employ sea power to meet their respective policy 

objectives, in other words their naval strategy, may significantly vary, however, depending on 

a variety of factors such as the balance of naval power of the parties involved or the political 

considerations governing the strategic objectives.  

The second principal way of understanding the concept refers to the nature of a particular state, 

the cultural construction of seapower and the ‘nation’s dependence upon the use of the sea for 

its economic survival’ (Patalano 2012, 3). This concept was first advanced by British naval 

strategists and historians like George Grote, John Robert Seeley and Sir Julian S. Corbett and 

its different nature with regard to Mahan’s strategic sea power has been firmly established in 

Andrew Lambert’s book Seapower States – Maritime Cultures, Continental Empires and the 

Conflict That Made the Modern World (Patalano 2012, 3; Lambert 2018). Applying this 

school’s interpretation, seapower will be written in one word as it was the case with the Greek 

original thalassokratia (Lambert 2018, 4). Chapters one and two will provide more details on 

the conditions that shape the identity of states and decisively influence their interaction with 

land and sea. 

In order to engage with the research object of this thesis, the Russian Navy at the beginning of 

the 21st century, both interpretations of the seapower concept need to be applied, although for 

different research aims. Examining Russia and its navy from the perspective of strategic culture 

requires an explanation of the nature of the Russian state and its relationship with the sea and 

the land. The aim is to answer the question to which degree the state and its navy were shaped 

by conditions associated with seapower or continental power. Strategic culture thus provides 

the context that informs the development of Russia’s military/naval strategy and its fleet design. 

The thesis does not limit itself, however, to the analysis of strategic culture but also 

examines Russian naval exercises and operations. It seeks to demonstrate that Russia’s identity 

as a continental power also influenced the policy and strategic objectives that guided the 

application of naval force. The thesis also aims to show that, at various instances, the nature of 

the Russian Navy as a continental military navy influenced the ways in which naval (and land-
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based) forces were trained, deployed, arranged and oriented and, ultimately, employed. 

Therefore, analysing Russian naval activities also necessitates the application of the strategic 

interpretation of sea power in the sense traditionally associated with a Mahanian school of 

thought. In several instances in this thesis, the context is relevant for both discourses. In these 

cases, the spelling seapower will be used.  

Another issue that refers to the use of terminology concerns the use of A2/AD in the latter 

sections of this thesis. Firstly, the debate surrounding these concepts was shaped in the global 

west and applied to interpret naval strategies of various non-western states, particularly those 

with potent land-based strike assets such as Russia, China or, to a lesser degree, Iran. Secondly, 

the way in which A2/AD was predominantly interpreted could give the impression that these 

concepts were solely defensive. Thus, by interpreting military strategy through the lens of 

A2/AD there was an inherent danger of potentially neglecting the offensive components of 

these stakeholders’ capabilities and intentions (Rackwitz 2020; Vego 2022). This author is 

aware of the limitations connected with using these terms. Due to the general usage of these 

concepts in naval literature and the fact that, as Roger McDermott and Charles Bartles argue, 

the term A2/AD is adequate in light of the Russian military’s existing capabilities (McDermott 

and Bartles 2020, 2), this thesis uses the term A2/AD at various points. Furthermore, many 

Russian concepts that touch upon similar ideas such as the historical ‘central mine and artillery 

position’ or the ‘defence of a naval base’ as part of the systematic military actions of the fleet 

[sistematicheskie boevye deistviia] are far more concrete and thus cannot be generalised easily. 

When this thesis refers to ‘area denial’ or ‘A2/AD’ it does not exclude the possibility of naval 

operations being conducted in an offensive way under the umbrella of an A2/AD bubble.    

 

 

 

Literature Review  

In line with the great significance of the southern flank for Russian foreign and security policy, 

Russian naval affairs in southern European seas have equally attracted considerable attention 

both in academic and military literature and in policy analysis. 

Scholars have interpreted the struggle between Ukraine and Russia that took place during the 

early 2000s concerning the presence of the BSF on Crimea in the context of Russian identity, 

sovereignty and spheres of influence (Deyermond 2008; Limonier 2010). They have identified 

various factors – most of them directly or indirectly caused by the collapse of the USSR – such 

as the Russian Navy’s inventory of aging platforms, lack of sufficient air support, the 
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dependence on good relations with Ukraine to resupply and modernise the fleet and generally 

disputes about the status of the BSF, Sea of Azov and the Strait of Kerch as constraints on 

Russian maritime power in the Black Sea region and causes for instability and rivalry (Sanders 

2012; Skaridov 2014; Sanders 2014; Zadorozhnii 2016, 121 ff.).  

Ultimately, the Kremlin’s aims to keep the vulnerable flanks of its empire under control went 

far beyond the Black Sea alone: the entire belt along Europe’s southern flank, which included 

various important energy and security corridors, faced severe geopolitical competition between 

the U.S., European, powerful Middle Eastern states and Russia (Trenin 2005; Laruelle and 

Peyrouse 2009; Celikpala 2010; German 2014; Bugajski and Assenova 2016, 219 ff., 282 ff.). 

As the 2000s proceeded, high oil prices had awarded the Kremlin with the economic foundation 

to upgrade its policy instruments and initiate a military reform and thus develop the means 

necessary to execute a more assertive policy stand.  

Following the acceleration of Russia’s military reform around the turn of the decade and the 

newly-acquired hardware in form of ships and weapon systems, the composition and nature of 

the fleet Russia was creating became an object of intense academic debate, ranging from claims 

that Russia was on the way to develop an oceanic fleet ultimately also including various aircraft 

carriers to more modest evaluations that assessed the Russian Navy – with the exception of sea-

based nuclear deterrence – was developing into a green-water force primarily made up of minor 

combatants (Bosbotinis 2010a, 23 ff.; Kofman 2015; Kofman and Polmar 2016; Kofman and 

Edmonds 2017; Gorenburg 2017a; Zysk 2018; Crane, Oliker and Nichiporuk 2019, 39-44; 

APAN 2020c). 

The implications of Russia’s newly-acquired strength became particularly noteworthy at 

Russia’s southern tier. With regard to the post-2014 situation, various authors have taken the 

geostrategic changes and the upgrade of Russian naval capabilities in Europe’s marginal seas 

into consideration and have drawn attention to the expanding ambitions of a resurging Russia. 

This resurgence, that manifested itself in Russia aiming to (re-)establish itself as the dominant 

power in the Black Sea, military expansion in the Eastern Mediterranean and the establishment 

of a credible A2/AD and regional power projection capability, challenged NATO and required, 

as Spyridon Litsas argues, western countries to change their policy from deterrence to 

containment (Delanoe 2014; Srivastava 2016; Altman 2016; Chuma 2016; Bugajski and Doran 

2016; Litsas 2016; Blank 2018; Barrie 2019; Carl 2019; Güney 2019).  

In their publications the above-mentioned authors address a wide variety of naval-related topics 

concerning Russia’s southern maritime flank and thus provide a strong academic foundation 

and a rich fund of information and assessments concerning Russian naval policy in this thesis’ 
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geographic area of interest. Where this thesis differs from these contributions is by embedding 

Russian naval strategy, fleet design and procurement and operations within a greater debate on 

Russian seapower. The thesis builds on the existing scholarship and sets Russian naval affairs 

in the context of the nature and strategic culture of the Russian state. Furthermore, it provides 

additional details with regard to the operational level analysis.  

In this undertaking, this author can also build on profound scholarship that, although has not 

focused on early 21st century Russia and its approach to the southern maritime domain, indeed 

has been characterised by notions and concepts associated with continental power to examine 

Russia’s strategic culture in the past or with regard to the Russian state in general. Most of the 

authors connected with this academic approach are characterised by their strong affiliation with 

(naval) history.   

The Late Russian Empire, for example, was the object of academic examination particularly 

with respect to the land and sea domains, not least because policy-makers of the major players 

in the maritime domain - the British Empire and the United States - were at the time faced with 

the expansive policies of the Russian behemoth on the Eurasian continent.  

The conceptual approach applied in thesis thus shares some similarities with Sir George 

Sydenham Clarke’s Russia's Sea-Power, Past and Present Or The Rise Of The Russian Navy 

published in 1898. In Clarke’s seminal work, the author identifies the defining continental 

characteristics of the way in which late 19th century Imperial Russia utilises its navy for 

territorial expansion and influence and concludes that, due to the land-centred nature of the 

Russian naval undertaking, it is neither practical nor necessary for the seapower state Great 

Britain to interfere with Russia by waging war against the Eurasian great power (Clarke 1898).  

Mahan’s The Problem of Asia is another classic dealing with the influence of land and sea in 

shaping their respective states’ security policy agenda and, concurrent with the respective era, 

their preferred roads for expansion placing particular emphasis on principal stakeholders in the 

naval domain such as the British Empire and the U.S., on the one hand, and principal land 

powers such the Russian Empire, on the other hand. Mahan’s work, apart from being more than 

120 years old, is to a large degree limited to geopolitical drivers and thus does not cover many 

aspects not directly related to geography that have joined the academic discourse about 

continental and seapower during the last 120 years (Mahan 1900). 

This thesis cites naval historian Andrew Lambert at various stages as he has provided an in-

depth examination of the 18th century Russian Empire, particularly the Petrinian era, to support 

his argument that Russia’s maritime endeavours proved unsustainable due to the empire’s 

continental nature (Lambert 2018, 227-265).  
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Another great naval historian, Geoffrey Till, has differentiated Russia from ‘more conventional 

maritime powers’, among others, by underlining the decisive role of the political leaders during 

their respective eras, the willingness of these individuals to invest enormous resources and the 

implications of and the need to change a continental geography (Till 2013a, 90, 96; APAN 

2020a; APAN 2020b). Through their works, Till and Lambert have thus not only drawn from 

the discourse on continental power but also significantly contributed to shaping its content.  

Concerning the era of the Perestroika, Norman Cigar has examined the land power – sea power 

discourse specifically at this point in time. Cigar identifies inter-service rivalry and the ‘uneasy 

dichotomy in orientation’ traditionally associated with the land power-sea power debate in 

Russia and shows how the navy leadership adopts to a discourse dominated by land power 

considerations than trying to resist it (Cigar 2009). This thesis was strongly shaped by the 

writings of these authors both directly and indirectly. It has adopted many ideas and concepts 

and has applied them to the case of early 21st century Russia.  

Ultimately, there are also several authors who refer to Russia’s continental character when 

elaborating on 21st century Russian naval affairs and present assertions that are in accordance 

with the arguments made in this thesis. However, in light of the specific contemporary naval 

issues these authors focus on, ideas connected with continental power - when applied - often 

lack academic depth.   

Katarzyna Zysk, for example, applies strategic culture, including references to the continental 

or seapower debate, to interpret the Russian Navy during the time period of the first decade of 

the 21st century (Zysk 2012). Given the limited space available in her book chapter, Zysk’s 

focus is on naval procurement and fleet design rather than on naval operations. Furthermore, 

she has little space to discuss to which degree the early 21st century Russian Federation qualifies 

as a continental or seapower. Consequently, the applicability of many of the discourses 

developed during Imperial or Soviet days for the case of 21st century Russia still require further 

evidence.     

Ihor Kabanenko claims that ‘historically, Russian […] maritime policy was militarily and 

politically motivated’ rather than commercially and that since the end of the Cold War the 

Russian government, despite ambitions outlined in policy documents, had achieved little effect 

in improving the situation of Russia’s merchant marine (Kabanenko 2019, 38). Given that the 

focus of Kabanenko’s book chapter lies on contemporary developments of the Russian BSF, 

the author does not explain how he comes to these conclusions, why the maritime-commercial 

sector faced such great challenges in historical Russia and which difficulties the Russian 

merchant fleet has been confronted with since 1991.  
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Pascal Ausseur and Pierre Razoux assert that ‘Russia still considers itself a continental power’ 

and ‘behaves like a continental power’ but the authors provide little explanation how a 

continental power behaves or how this identity manifests itself in practice apart from protecting 

‘itself from hostile actions from the sea’ or ‘seeking to harass its rivals from land or from an 

island, much more significantly than it does from the sea’ (Ausseur and Razoux 2021, 24-25). 

Jason Chuma, Igor Delanoe, Jonathan Caverley and Peter Dombrowski and Michael Kofman 

and Norman Polmar all mention Russia as a ‘continental power’ or ‘major land power’ in their 

respective articles. Caverley and Dombrowski support their assessment with references to the 

fact that Russia’s military intervention in Syria was largely confined the ground and air force, 

decreasing naval budgets and the primacy of coastal defence among the objectives of the navy. 

Chuma refers to Russia’s ‘challenge of not having great coastal access’ and Delanoe, Kofman 

and Polmar do not support their claim with any evidence (Chuma 2016; Kofman and Polmar 

2016; Delanoe 2019, 4; Caverley and Dombrowski 2020, 583-584). While the main assertions 

presented by these authors are essentially congruent with the findings in this thesis, the lack of 

in-depth argumentation leaves the claim for Russia as a continental power open for criticism. 

British military operations in the War in Afghanistan (2001-2021), for example, were also 

almost entirely carried out by the army and air force. Was this also an indicator for the nature 

of the UK as a land power?  Furthermore, early 21st century Russia was in possession of one of 

the longest coastlines in the world. Why was this insufficient to challenge Chuma’s claim that 

Russia was a continental power? 

This thesis substantiates the assertion of early 21st century Russia as a continental power that 

have also been made by these authors. It contributes extensive empirical evidence to support 

this notion and demonstrates the way in which the country’s continental character has shaped 

the relationship between Russia and its navy. In doing so the thesis also enters into dispute with 

some influential interpretations that have underpinned the role of sea power for early 21st 

century Russia.  

In light of the expanding activities and capabilities of a resurgent Russian Navy and the 

country’s growing military presence in the Arctic region, James Bosbotinis goes as far to argue 

that ‘Russian grand strategy in the twenty-first century will be to a notable extent, based on 

maritime interests’ (Bosbotinis 2010a, i). Subsequently, Bosbotinis emphasises the successes 

achieved in warship construction and goes even as far to argue that ‘given Russia’s ambitions 

and desire to be recognised as a great maritime power it is most likely – bar a strategic shock – 

that Moscow will eventually build a new carrier or carriers’ (APAN 2020c).  
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Similarly, Andrew Monaghan assesses Russia to be a ‘leading seafaring nation’ whose 

aspirations in the maritime domain are realised through a series of sub-strategies that engulf, 

among others, the naval domain, the energy sector, shipbuilding and the development of critical 

infrastructure in the Arctic (APAN 2022). Taking the experience of previous years and the 

impact of the 2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine into consideration, Monaghan and Richard 

Connolly argue that  

The Russian leadership has framed a strategic agenda to turn Russia into one of the 

world’s ‘leading seafaring states’. This agenda is set out in a series of broadly 

harmonized and well-resourced plans (by volume of financial resources alone, Russia is 

a naval power of global importance), and Moscow is making a sustained and concerted 

extensive effort to implement it. […] Obstacles and problems, such as slow ship building 

capacity, remain, underlined by Western sanctions, but it is time to think of Russia not 

only as a “continental” or “land” power, but as a “seafaring state” (APAN 2022). 

Ultimately, interpreting Russia as a continental power also contradicts the Kremlin’s official 

policy at the beginning of the 21st century that defined ‘historically, Russia is a leading sea 

power’ and ultimately aimed at further strengthening ‘Russia's position as a leading sea power’ 

(Kremlin 2001).  

By employing a different research design, one that emphasises analysing the nature of the state 

and its navy, this thesis proposes an alternative interpretation arguing that Russian naval 

strategy, both in its political and military dimension, is primarily not driven by maritime 

interests but rather an expression of the country’s continental agenda. 

 

 

Structure 

Although this thesis embraces the academic debate on continental and seapower, it does not 

intend to make a theoretical contribution on its own and thus builds on an existing body of 

literature and applies it in order to explain Russian naval affairs. Therefore, the first chapter 

provides a brief introduction into the theoretical frame of reference. 

Following the theory section, the second chapter employs a historical examination in order to 

establish a Russian-specific conceptual frame of reference within which later chapters will 

assess contemporary developments. Through the lens of continental and seapower, the second 

chapter interprets Russian history and emphasises the preponderance of continental 

considerations and mechanisms driving the country’s decision-making process over the vast 
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majority of Russian history. Having identified the historical nature of the Russian state as 

continental, several recurrent characteristics of historic Russian approaches to naval affairs are 

subsequently placed in context of the land-centric agenda dominating Russian naval policy 

making.  

Chapter three applies these same concepts to early 21st century Russia. It examines the impact 

of Russia’s geopolitical situation, the foundation of the country’s economic well-being, the role 

of Russia’s maritime economy and the set-up of the political system. The chapter argues that 

early 21st century Russia demonstrates that the early 21st century Russian Federation possessed 

few elements of a seapower system and underlines the continental nature of the modern Russian 

state. 

While this thesis presents the argument that the continental nature of the Russian state and its 

navy has decisively shaped Russian naval strategy in early 21st century, it acknowledges that, 

as is the case with every theory, there are limitations to the methodology. Concepts applied in 

this thesis cannot be extended to explain every Russian naval development at every geographic 

location between 2000 and 2019. Particularly in the Arctic region, Russian naval-related 

developments occurred that showed characteristics of Till’s ‘virtuous maritime circle’ (Till 

2013a, 17). As chapter two reveals, there were historical precedents exceptional seapower 

features even in Imperial Russia. These could have a regional impact for limited time periods 

but could neither at the beginning of 19th nor at the beginning of the 21st century change the 

greater nature of whole Russian state as a continental power.  

Having outlined the continental nature of Russia in the past and present, the thesis goes on to 

interpret early 21st century Russian naval affairs. It does so by applying the ‘Ends, Means, Way’ 

model of strategy, the dominant strategy model in US Army doctrine at the beginning of the 

21st century, to structure the vast Russian naval-related content during the period under 

consideration (Webb 2019). Consequently, subsequent sections of this thesis will be devoted to 

firstly examining the objectives and interests that have driven the use and development of naval 

force, secondly the procurement of naval units and their weapon systems and, thirdly, the way 

how naval force was deployed and employed. As this thesis argues, the nature of Russia as a 

continental power shaped all three dimensions of strategy to differing degrees at various points 

of time. This author is aware of the limits of this 1980s model that, for example, was not 

designed to develop military strategy as an integral component of a comprehensive national 

strategy (Webb 2019). However, as the ‘Ends, Means, Ways’ model is not used here to craft 

strategy but rather to interpret, the model is deemed adequate for this purpose.  
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Therefore, the fourth chapter discusses the ‘ends’ to which Russia has deployed and employed 

naval force during the time period under consideration. It reveals policy objectives and strategic 

interests very much influenced by its nature as a continental power. At the beginning of the 21st 

century, Russia applied naval force to protect Russia’s vulnerable maritime flanks at the 

Eurasian continent’s periphery. The navy aided in accomplishing geoeconomic interests which 

were driven by ambitions for territorial control closely associated with land-centred thinking. 

The navy operated within a command structure that was heavily dominated by decision-makers 

wearing the uniform of the ground forces and relations with NATO seriously deteriorated not 

least that due to a value conflict between an alliance traditionally dominated by liberal-maritime 

states and a continuously more authoritarian continental power.  

This chapter is followed by a chapter on Russian naval arms procurement, early 21st century 

Russia’s anticipated fleet design and the distribution of newly-built units among the fleets. It 

shows how mechanisms challenging the success of the Russian naval modernisation process 

often have their roots in the country’s lack of seapower. The chapter outlines how the Russian 

military reform has been prioritising the acquisition of naval units optimised for green-water 

operations and the allocation of units to the fleets located in the marginal seas with a particular 

emphasis on the country’s southern tier. Principal surface combatants designed to establish 

oceanic sea control, a primary objective for seapower navies, however, has not been a priority 

in Russia’s naval modernisation process.  

The sixth chapter addresses the operational level of Russian naval developments at Europe’s 

southern maritime flank. Due to the strict limitations imposed on the scope of this thesis, this 

chapter – unlike the rest of the thesis – will only examine the time period between 2000 and 

2014/15. In order to properly address Russian naval activities at the end of the 2010s, 

particularly those operations related to the war in Syria, would require an entire chapter on its 

own. The chapters examine the ways in which Russia conducted its naval deployments. This 

includes operations conducted during the course of the 2008 Russo-Georgia War, the re-

establishment of the permanent Russian deployment to the Mediterranean, the annexation of 

Crimea in 2014 and the naval components of Russia’s military intervention in Syria since 2015, 

and contextualises them by applying the characteristics of Russia’s continental approach to 

naval warfare that were established in chapter two. The chapter shows Russian efforts to create 

strong coastal defence and area denial capabilities - traditional objectives of continental powers. 

While not ignoring the Russian Navy’s seafaring activities on the open ocean, often for 

diplomatic purposes and show-of-force, the chapter underpins the predominant importance of 
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the marginal seas and adjacent land territories for the Russian naval forces under conditions of 

armed conflict. 

The concluding chapter recapitulates key developments of the Russian Navy in the first two 

decades of the 21st century. It puts forward the argument that Russian naval procurement and 

deployment are shaped by the nature of the Russian state as a continental power. It presents 

threat perceptions and prioritisations of strategic objectives that are, from the perspective of the 

Eurasian landmass, eminently naval and not maritime. Thus, on the opposite side of the same 

coin, when the Russian Navy fails to achieve its operational or strategic objectives, seapower 

theory can provide a useful explanatory framework as many of these flaws can be attributed to 

an inherent discrepancy between a Russian state that seeks to wield significant sea power but 

continues to suffer from a lack of sustainable seapower. In the end, the chapter presents the 21st 

century Russian Navy as naval force that, although differing with regard to its comparative 

naval power and its design, shares important similarities with its historical predecessors because 

its nature has been driven by similar conditions of a continental power. Finally, the chapter 

outlines the implications of the analysis for the post-February 2022 situation.  

 

 

Sources and Limitations 

This thesis’ originality therefore lies in its conceptual approach in order to demonstrate 

dynamics and characteristics that influence Russia’s approach to naval affairs across time. For 

this purpose, this thesis derived information from a great variety of sources. Raw data providing 

the foundation for the analyses of naval arms procurement, changes in the naval order of battle 

and assessments of capabilities, was acquired from authoritative sources for military reference 

data, such as Jane’s Fighting Ships and IISS’ The Military Balance, and information provided 

by Russian naval experts online. In contrast to academic studies designed to examine other 

service branches, such as land or cyber forces, any study focusing on naval forces enjoys the 

advantage of conducting research on ‘large, discrete items (warships) whose composition can 

only change gradually in number and characteristics, and such evidence is available outside the 

country’s land frontiers’ (MccGwire 1973, 176). Thus, when cross-checked with media 

publications this thesis is based on reliable data in a generally constrained field of study. The 

thesis has consistently drawn from primary documents, secondary news articles and various 

academic publications. The online press release of the Russian ministry of defence and official 

newspapers, such as Krasnaya Zvezda, were especially insightful. Moreover, AIS data that was 

used to assess Russian maritime commerce, was obtained through Lloyd’s List Intelligence, a 
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vessel tracking and maritime data information service. As far as this thesis’ quantitative data is 

concerned, this author has gathered and analysed the data to the best of his knowledge and great 

care. In some instances, there were minor discrepancies between the sources – most likely due 

to data collection at different points during the year or use of different standards. In any case, 

these minor discrepancies were insufficient to impact the overall statement made in this thesis.  

Dealing with a topic closely associated with geostrategy, this thesis uses of a lot of maps. Due 

to copyright considerations, the thesis has adopted Wikipedia-maps, which are free to use for 

academic purposes, as the map artwork foundation. This author has then adapted and developed 

the maps further. All content that goes beyond the relief, such as cities, ships, military districts 

or missile ranges, have been inserted by the author.    

The specific focus of this thesis and the application of its concepts related to sea and continental 

power theory impose strict limits on the content and scope of this work. Limitations on the 

geographic focus have already been mentioned.  

Internal aspects of the Russian Navy were for the most part also set aside. Exceptions exist 

when these were so significant that they allow for general inferences concerning the state of 

affairs of the entire navy, especially when relevant to the southern tier. The time period under 

examination witnessed some components of the military reform dealing with bad treatment of 

conscripts and corruption. The reform also included improvements of social life in an attempt 

to make service more attractive. Some aspects related to this had direct connection with naval 

affairs at the southern flank. For example, after 2010 when Sevastopol had received little to 

none infrastructure investments for years, Moscow pushed for a further agreement with Kiev 

that would allow Russia to upgrade its social infrastructure in the city (Russian Defense Policy 

2010; Sanders 2014, 77-78). As these issues had little to do with the utilisation of the navy as a 

policy instrument, such topics will be mostly omitted. 

Furthermore, with the exception of the procurement chapter, naval forces discussed in this 

examination do not include Russia’s sea-based nuclear deterrence force. Equally, Russian 

nuclear deterrence and strategy, a field of study that has been covered in great depth in recent 

years, was set aside (Cimbala 2008; Blank 2011b; Bruusgaard 2016; Arbatov 2017; Podvig 

2018; Zysk 2018).   

Moreover, as the thesis set its focus on topics associated with strategic culture, naval policy, 

strategy and naval operations, very little space was devoted to the discussion of tactical 

questions, technical details, armaments of ships and the development, the background and the 

strengths and weaknesses of individual weapon systems. Only when relevant to understand the 

larger operational or strategic situation does this thesis discuss weapon and sensor systems. If 
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the reader is interested in these kinds of technical details more specialised literature is available. 

Among others, IHS’ Jane’s Fighting Ships and the Naval Institute Guide to World Naval 

Weapon Systems can be recommended.  

Another challenge this thesis had to confront was the level of detail: given focus and argument 

of this thesis not all naval matters, not even those connected with the southern flank, could be 

addressed. In fact, most information on exercises, routine logistics, accidents and mechanical 

failures on board, trainings, refits at shipyards - in short nearly everything determining the 

everyday life of Russian sailors at the time - were not included. The thesis limits itself to the 

analysis of major events that allow for inferences that fit within the research design of this thesis. 

The same logic applies to events that were indeed highly significant for the southern flank 

which could – due to the 20-year time window this thesis has to cover – not be addressed in 

detail. This thesis has tried to solve these issues by including comprehensive lists of references 

to further literature in relevant sections of the thesis. 

The deterioration of Russia-West relations since 2014 also severely affected the writing of this 

thesis. In the aftermath of the Crimean Crisis, NATO decided to stop the civilian and military 

cooperation between NATO and Russia (NATO 2014). This had severe consequences. For 

example, Russo-Western foreign exchange programmes at military educational facilities, once 

signs of improved military-to-military cooperation, were shut down. Subsequently, 

opportunities to get access to the Russian Navy, and possibly retrieve educational content that 

informs the decision-making of leadership personnel and thus helps to gain a better 

understanding of the organisational culture of the Russian Navy had faded away before this 

thesis project started. Moreover, in an atmosphere of conflict and competition rather than 

cooperation, no Russian institution or service member was willing to be cited. While Russian 

nationals working in the industrial or armed service sector were willing to share their thoughts 

on a personal level, thus providing a precious source for background knowledge, Russian source 

material that went beyond what was publicly available could not be published in this thesis. 

This author mitigated these issues in several ways.  

While contemporary Russian sources could not be accessed, Cold War sources affiliated with 

the organisational culture of Soviet and post-Soviet stakeholders in the maritime domain could. 

As Russian Navy personnel could not be cited, interviewing a former naval officer of a Warsaw 

Treaty Organisation state who, when the Iron Curtain fell, had just graduated from – what was 

the Soviet equivalent of an admiral staff officer course – at the A.A. Grechko Naval Academy 

[post-1990 Kuznetsov Naval Academy] in Leningrad, proved an invaluable source to gain a non-

NATO perspective. The same proved to be true for operational textbooks and instructional 
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materials published by the Soviet Navy, and to a small degree by allied Warsaw Pact nations, 

of which the German Democratic Republic’s National People’s Army in many cases received 

one copy to teach future military leaders at the Friedrich Engels Military Academy in Dresden. 

De-classified these documents are now accessible at the archives of the ZInfoAbBw of the 

German Armed Forces in Strausberg. In addition to the former insight source in a Warsaw Pact 

member state navy, a former Soviet merchant marine officer and now civilian captain who had 

served many years for BLASCO, one of the USSR’s largest shipping companies, helped to shed 

light on the late Soviet and the post-1991 Russian merchant fleet.  

Furthermore, sources from western countries were consulted and findings applied to interpret 

the Russian case wherever possible. Assessments given by former operations officers helped to 

interpret claims made in Russian media about Russian naval capabilities. Experience shared by 

a captain in the merchant navy, who had called many times in Russian ports, about Russian 

maritime infrastructure and maritime economic conditions and insights gained from a former 

master mariner working for the naval shipping section in Hamburg greatly aided in evaluating 

the state and significance of the Russian maritime economy.  

Assessments made by individuals within the German naval shipbuilding sector critically 

contributed to this thesis’ analysis of the Russian naval shipbuilding industry and naval arms 

procurement. Similarly, views offered by individuals from the naval intelligence sector 

significantly enhanced this author’s understanding of the Russian Navy’s operational and 

strategic setting. NATO and the EU representatives and diplomats made extremely valuable 

contributions to the difficult task of interpreting political intentions that are governing military 

actions.  

In sum, data obtained through observing naval operations and procurement, conducting 

interviews with practitioners from relevant institutions and examining teaching materials on 

Soviet/Russian operational art have led to the conclusion that the early 21st century Russian 

Navy that operated at Russia’s southern flank demonstrated certain features that made it distinct 

from the major seapower navies – features that were intrinsically linked to the Russian Navy’s 

continental nature.   
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1  

Continental Power in Naval and Geopolitical Theory 

1.1 Continental Power in Naval and Geopolitical Theory 

The influence of land and sea on the nature of states and empires and the way these stakeholders 

employ military force has been one of the great themes in classical geopolitics and sea power 

theory.4 As research objects, continental powers and seapower states are identified as two 

different kinds of states that are distinct from each other regarding function, dependencies and 

vulnerabilities. 5 Due to their maritime nature states associated with seapower depend on control 

of sea lanes for wealth generation, national (or imperial) cohesion and, ultimately, survival, 

whereas the identity, policies and strategies of their continental peers are dominated by land-

centred considerations (Schmitt 1942, 60-67; Cohen 2003, 6; Münkler 2007, 47-58; Patalano 

2016, 3; Lambert 2018, 4, 332, 324). The differentiation between land- and sea-centred 

orientation matters because, depending on the nature of a particular state, there is a ‘distinction 

to be drawn between the political structures, economies, cultural output and created identities 

of seapower states and continental states’ that has a profound impact on the way a country 

develops, sustains and employs naval power, as for continental powers ‘the sea is at best a 

marginal factor in their identities’ (Lambert 2018, 6, 325). While this conceptual antagonism, 

which applies to varying degrees to any state with a coast, would already make the case of early 

21st century Russia worth examining from an academic point of view, it is made still more 

significant by the enormous state-controlled assets, both military and civilian, the Kremlin had 

at its disposal, both on land and at sea, during the time period under consideration.  

There is wide, century-spanning consensus that the foundation enabling a state to become a 

seapower and/or to develop sea power depends on certain constituents. ‘These constituents’, in 

the words of Till, ‘are attributes of countries that make it easier or harder for them to be strong 

at sea’ (Till 2013a, 87). Among the many factors that appear throughout the academic discourse 

on seapower, three greater categories of constituents can be identified: a geography favouring 

 
4 See, for example, Friedrich der Große n.d.; Batsch 1890, 80; Mahan 1890; Mackinder 1904; Kirchhoff 1907, 1-

7; Corbett 1911, 14-15, 49 ff.; Schmitt 1942; Kennedy 1976, 206, 236-237; Ranft and Till 1989, 65-93; Menon 

1998; Cohen 2003, 6; Münkler 2007, 34-35, 47-58; Cigar 2009; Levy and Thompson 2010; Blagden 2011; 

Patalano 2011; Holmes 2012; Till 2013a, 87-115; Till 2013b; Patalano 2015; Lambert 2018; Rovner 2019; 

Kramnik 2020; Kollakowski 2021; Albrecht, Masala and Tsetsos 2021, 53-60.  
5 Similar to Lambert’s discrimination between a sea state and a seapower state based on the quantity of power 

available to the respective state, this thesis applies the same logic to land powers and continental powers, in which 

the latter essentially share the same features of the former with the exception of possessing dimensions of 

continental magnitude (Lambert 2018, 204).    
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maritime enterprise, a maritime economy and the socio-political set-up of a state (Mahan 1890, 

29-69; Kennedy 1976, 5-6; Brewster 2011, 839; Till 2013a,6 87; Lambert 2018, 5, 330-331). 

This thesis applies these three constituent categories as a framework for analysis in chapters 

two and three that are examining the nature of the Russian state. It is true that the focus on these 

three constituent categories means that not all constituents debated by scholars will be covered 

at this point. Geoffrey Till, for example, lists sufficient resources to fund naval forces as an 

essential factor for the development of sea power and refers to ‘seapower by other means’, 

among others, through joint military operations or by coalition building (Till 2013a, 99-102, 

109-114). Such factors are, of course, highly relevant for this thesis – especially questions of 

jointness and the relationship between the Russian Navy and the ground forces/land warfare – 

and this thesis touches upon them at various stages. They are, however, not exclusive in the 

sense that they differentiate sea- and continental power per se. Reaping the benefits of sea power 

through coalition building, for example, was open to seapowers and land powers alike. 

Examples include the Kingdom of Prussia under Frederick the Great – a pure continental power 

– featuring a successful alliance with Great Britain or the two archrival republics strongly 

associated with seapower – Genoa and Venice – temporarily joining forces to face the Ottoman 

threat in the Battle of Lepanto. Furthermore, what Mahan refers to as a ‘national character’ of 

nations – allegedly shaping a people’s approach to the maritime domain (Mahan 1890, 50-58) 

– will be disqualified as a constituent in this thesis. As a scientific category an element of sea 

power that assumes that ‘it cannot be doubted that’ respective nations ‘carry to them their 

inherited aptitude’ for certain characteristics is at least methodologically extremely problematic 

and at worst, as Paul Kennedy already criticised, ‘quasi-racialistic’ featuring a ‘questionable 

determinism’ (Kennedy 1976, 6). As chapter two of this thesis briefly elaborates, when brought 

about by systemic circumstances, even a continental power as Imperial Russia could develop 

features of seapower at certain locations and for a limited amount of time.    

Thus, the analytical framework as it is applied in this thesis begins with geographic aspects. At 

its very foundation the nature of a state and the amount of seapower it can develop depend upon 

its geography. With regard to the geographical position of a state, the need to protect long, 

insecure land borders severely constrains the resources the respective state and its society can 

provide for the development of seapower (Mahan 1890, 35; Kennedy 1976, 5; Till 2013a, 94-

95; Grygiel 2014, 19, 22-25). Its maritime endeavours are faced with a significant disadvantage 

 
6 This thesis utilises the third edition of Geoffrey Till’s seminal work Seapower: A Guide for the Twenty-First 

Century. In 2018, the fourth edition of the work was published. The revised and updated edition does not contain 

significant differences with regard to the theoretical discussions addressed in this thesis.  
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in comparison with a state that has the ‘very unity of its aim directed upon the sea’ (Mahan 

1890, 29). Thus, insularity, both as a geographic or as a geopolitical condition, serves as a key 

prerequisite/enabler for the development of seapower (März 1937, 13; Grygiel 2014, 25). As 

far as the state’s maritime geography is concerned, authors stress the role of a favourable 

coastline granting easy access to the high-seas and oceanic sea lines of communication (SLOCs) 

and providing for numerous deep seaports (Mahan 1890, 31, 35-36; Kennedy 1976, 5; Rodger 

1999, 197). Ideally, these harbours are well connected to the hinterland by navigable rivers that 

‘encourage an outward view towards the sea’ (Mahan 1890, 36; Speller 2019, 42). Some states 

and empires feature geographic conditions that are so maritime and dispersed in nature that only 

the sea offers the key for connectivity. As Till points out, for some states like these, the need to 

preserve national unity and cohesion by SLOCs makes for a striking example of the way in 

which geography influences the priority a state might attach to the development of seapower. 

Indonesia is given as a primary example of an archipelagic country whose national cohesion 

depends on being connected by maritime means (Till 2013a, 94). On the other extreme of the 

spectrum, there are states with a land-dominated geography that possess little coastline or 

coastlines of little maritime-commercial use or are entirely land-locked.  

Mahan also refers to the physical condition of states unable to support their populations from 

their own native soil as a significant constituent (Mahan 1890, 36-37). Due to the lack of 

sufficient arable land or because significant resources essential for the development of their 

civilisation during the respective historical era were not available on native land, certain states 

were driven out to the sea to gain access to these supplies. Ancient Athens, an early seapower 

state, developed seapower, among others, for this reason in turn providing a role model for 

several successor states to follow (Lambert 2018, 45-79; O'Halloran 2019, 266, 293; Strootman, 

Eijnde and Wijk 2020). Continental powers, on the other hand, were not faced with the necessity 

to turn to the sea as their vast territories provided them with high degrees of autarchy. Of course, 

along with the historical advance, it has become ever more difficult for states to secure all 

necessary resources to supply constantly more complex economic demands. Still, states in 

possession of very favourable physical conditions do not prioritise international seaborne trade 

and liberal economic orders to the same degree as do states whose survival depends ‘upon 

sources external to itself for the part it is playing in the world’ (Mahan 1890, 38). 

This leads to the second category that determines the identity of a state in the sense that it is 

applied in this thesis: the nature of a state’s economy. Since the early days proponents of 

seapower/sea power have underpinned the essential link between seaborne commerce, naval, 

economic and political power. In this sense, already Sir Walter Raleigh (*1550s - †1618) argues 
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that ‘for whosoever commands the sea commands the trade; whosoever commands the trade of 

the world commands the riches of the world, and consequently the world itself’ (Ralegh 1829, 

325). Similarly, Mahan claims that  

The profound influence of sea commerce upon the wealth and strength of countries was 

clearly seen long before the true principles which governed its growth and prosperity 

were detected. […] Therefore the history of sea power, while embracing in its broad 

sweep all that tends to make a people great upon the sea or by the sea, is largely a 

military history (Mahan 1890, 1).  

The degree, however, to which the economies of states depend on seaborne commerce and 

whether they approach the maritime domain out of choice or necessity varies greatly. On the 

one hand side, seapower economies are characterised by essential seaborne trade and a 

significant maritime sector of the economy (Patalano 2011; Till 2013a, 21, 103-105; Patalano 

2016, 3; Lambert 2018, 321, 327, 330). For a seapower state, like Great Britain, this connection 

was essential and well-recognised as argued by Robert Earl Nugent in the British Parliament in 

1745: 

Let us remember that we are superior to other nations, principally by our riches; that 

those riches are the gifts of commerce, and that commerce can subsist only while we 

maintain a naval force superior to that of other princes. A naval power, and an extended 

trade reciprocally produce each other (n. a. 1745, 465; Nugent 1812, 1274; see also Till 

1995, 28; Till 2013a, 103). 

On the other hand, theory identifies land powers whose economic survival does not depend on 

the sea. They generate their wealth by drawing from the resources and people of the enormous 

land masses under their control. Subsequently, various methods have been applied over the 

course of history to absorb capital by land powers, such as looting of nations at the periphery 

as carried out by nomadic steppe empires, taking control of, exploiting and/or diverting land-

based trade routes as exercised by the Grand Duchy of Moscow or the Timurid Empire, 

extracting levies and heavy taxes from the population, as during the era of the Tokugawa 

Shogunate, the Ottoman Empire, late Rus’ principalities or 16th century India, or possession of 

domestic markets of such enormous dimensions that international seaborne trade was of minor 

concern as was the case for most of Imperial China‘s dynasties with the exception of the famous 

Song Dynasty (Kirchner 1950, 41; Alesina, Spolaore and Wacziarg 2005, 1531; Darwin 2008, 

35; Till 2013a, 3-4, 21; Till 2013b, 10; Münkler 2007, 48, 52-78; Lambert 2018, 313). 
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Historically, the relatively smaller significance of foreign trade for the existence of a continental 

power did not preclude these states from conducting trade altogether. In fact, some continental 

powers did offer extremely valuable trading/export goods 7  or featured strong demand for 

certain supplies.8 In most cases, however, the commercial interest on behalf of the continental 

party was limited to the exchange of goods in the harbour, while the maritime, commercial 

infrastructure necessary for the regional or global transport of these respective goods was 

provided by stakeholders more closely associated with notions of seapower such as the Cretans, 

Phoenicians, Portuguese, Dutch or English (Lambert 2018, 17-21).  

Certainly, these historical observations need to be adapted to fit the reality of the 21st century. 

No modern state unleashes a horde of nomadic horseback riders that, running berserk in the 

neighbourhood, hauls away foreign wealth. Similarly, the nature of the globalised economy in 

the 21st century means that hardly any country can experience economic growth and 

technological advance without foreign, and that means mostly seaborne, trade. If these factors 

are understood as relative indicators, however, they keep their relevance even under 21st century 

conditions. Certain states, like Japan, completely depend on international seaborne trade 

because their countries do not provide enough natural resources, food or sufficient market size 

to satisfy the supply and demand needs of their economies (Australian Government n. d.). Other 

states, as for example the United States, feature exploitable territory and markets of continental 

dimensions in which domestic supply and demand is so great that they are much less dependent 

on, and thus also less vulnerable to, international trade (FAO 2015, 5; DiChristopher 2019).  

Furthermore, even under 21st century conditions, size of countries and economies retains 

significance. In larger countries and markets, domestic trade assumes greater importance 

relative to foreign trade (Frankel 2006, 2-3).9 

According to this theoretical approach, there is also an interconnection between seapower and 

continental power and the way in which these economies are shaped. States shaped by seapower, 

which tend to be smaller, feature preferences for international economic policies, aim for free 

and open trade and favour private entrepreneurship (Alesina, Spolaore and Wacziarg 2005, 

1500, 1514; Lambert 2018, 2, 7-8, 330). As Alesina, Spolaore and Wacziarg point out, trade 

liberalisation disassociates market and country sizes. To put it the other way around, the less 

integrated a country is in global production and exchange of services, the more significance the 

size of the country and its market assumes (Alesina, Spolaore and Wacziarg 2005, 1504). 

 
7 For example, wood, hemp and tar by Imperial Russia. 
8 For example, timber by Ancient Egypt.  
9 For a further discussion of other economic features differentiating large states from smaller countries, see 

Alesina, Spolaore and Wacziarg 2005, 1503-1506.  
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Against this background the same authors elaborate on the strongly trade and maritime 

associated city-states of Renaissance-era northern Italy and the Netherlands: 

The city-states of Italy and the Low Countries of the Renaissance in Europe represent a 

clear example of a political entity that could prosper even if very small because they 

were taking advantage of world markets. Free trade was the key to prosperity of these 

small states. A contemporary observer described Amsterdam as a place were “commerce 

is absolutely free, absolutely nothing is forbidden to merchants, they have no rule to 

follow but their own interest” (Alesina, Spolaore and Wacziarg 2005, 1530). 

 

On the other hand, economies of continental powers often feature a high-degree of state 

interventionism ranging from protectionism and dominant roles of state-owned enterprises to 

command economies and (partial) autarchy (Lambert 2018, 7, 10, 314, 316, 321).  

As long-distance sea-based trade requires access to specialised financial institutions to cover 

risks and retrieve working capital, seapower states often feature capital-intensive economies 

with a strong banking sector, integrated into global trade and finance, and dedicated maritime 

insurance companies (McCoy 2001; Vinkovetsky 2011, 11; Dejung and Petersson 2013, 2; Till 

2013a, 106; Till 2013b, 3, 514; Zamagni 2017, 36; Lambert 2018, 14, 170, 243). Consequently, 

it is of little surprise that banks, bourse and stock companies first flourished in various maritime-

associated countries, such as the Italian city states, the Netherlands and England (Till 2013b, 

14; Lambert 2018, 170). While it is not true that countries whose agenda is continentally 

dominated, cannot possess a highly-developed financial sector (for example Switzerland), it is 

difficult for a state to develop seapower, if not in possession of a strong institutionalised, 

financial foundation.  

Ultimately, the condition of the maritime economic sector, its port infrastructure, shipbuilding, 

merchant shipping and fisheries fleet and the amount of wealth and jobs these create, underline 

the relevance of a state’s maritime economy and are visible signs of the amount or absence of 

seapower in its identity (Till 2013a, 104; Speller 2019, 6). In this regard, although primarily 

examining naval-related content, this thesis applies a wider, seapower systemic understanding 

in the sense as it was described by W. MacNeile Dixon: 

Cease to think of Britain’s naval power in terms of battleships and cruisers and you 

begin to understand it. Think of it rather in terms of trade routes and navigation, of ship 

and dockyards, of busy ports and harbours, of a deeply indented coastline […] of great 

rivers flowing into wide estuaries; of liners and tramps (p. 9) […] Too often histories 
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speak of the Navy as if it were a thing apart, a mere fighting instrument, and forget to 

tell us of the fleets behind the fleet; of the merchant sailors and the fishermen, the 

pioneers and the builders of our sea-supported confederacy (p. 11) […] We should speak 

of it as an empire of tonnage – 20 million tons of it – carrying the weight of half of the 

world’s goods, a voyaging empire, in everlasting motion on the seas, that in the days of 

peace serves every race and country (Dixon 1917, 9, 11, 17). 

Thirdly, apart from the geographic conditions of a country and methods of generating revenue, 

the socio-political set-up of a respective state and its form of government has frequently been 

referred to as a key difference between sea and continental powers. Due to the fact that humans 

live on land, politics naturally tends to prioritise land-centred issues and requires constant 

lobbying by maritime stakeholders such as shipping companies, merchants and capital-owners. 

Therefore, according to theory, seapower is closely associated with various forms of inclusive 

political systems (Mahan 1890, 58-81; Rodger 1997, 433-434; Lambert 2018, 8, 243, 277) that 

‘by reflecting the interests of the merchant class, were most likely to understand the utility of 

the sea’ (Speller 2019, 42). In states shaped by seapower, trading structures generally feature a 

complex institutional interplay between private and public stakeholders in which private actors 

maximise profit while government actors exercise control and introduce regulative mechanisms 

(Dejung and Petersson 2013, 17). Moreover, government powers in states featuring some form 

of representative political system tend to be limited by forms of domestic political negotiation, 

constitutions and an independent judicial system. For the development of seapower these 

factors are highly relevant due to the risky nature of long-distance trade – a risk that can be 

mitigated by political systems respecting the rule of law and featuring strong institutions and 

protection of property rights (Dejung and Petersson 2013, 2; Lambert 2018, 316). Consequently, 

there is a strong historical linkage between investment and trade, on the one hand, and countries 

featuring strong institutions, constitutional governments and representative legislature that 

protect and enforce the rule of law, personal liberty rights, contract and property rights, on the 

other hand (Ferguson 2005, 178-179; Till 2013b, 3). These forms of government allow 

merchants to influence policy making, reflect norms and values beneficial for the development 

of trade, may generate public support for (seaborne) commerce, and ultimately contribute to 

sustaining naval force as a means of protecting maritime commerce (Till 2013a, 88-89; Lambert 

2018, 8-10).  

On the other extreme of the theoretical model, autocratic forms of government and militarism 

have largely been associated with land-centred considerations (Münkler 2007, 51, 59; Brewster 
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2011, 839). In his monography The Safeguard of the Sea: A Naval History of Britain, Nicholas 

A. M. Rodger exemplifies this context by elaborating on the shortcomings of absolute 

monarchies to develop sustainable seapower:  

absolutist monarchy was essentially a system of government for mobilizing 

manpower rather than money. More efficient in its way than the medieval 

constitutions it replaced, it was poorly adapted to meet the much greater strains 

imposed on state and society by a modern navy. For that, it may be suggested, what 

was needed was a system of government which involved the participation by those 

interest groups whose money and skills were indispensable to sea power – not just 

the nobility and peasantry whom absolutism set to work, but the shipowners and 

seafarers, the urban merchants and financiers, the industrial investors and managers, 

the skilled craftsmen; all the classes in short, which absolutist government least 

represented and least favoured […] A military regime could sustain itself by force, 

but a navy had to earn public support. Autocracy was adequate for an army, but 

navies needed consensus (Rodger 1997, 433-434). 

 

In line with the wealth generation mechanisms applied by continental powers as outlined in the 

previous subsection, powerful groups associated with decision-making in continental powers 

often include land owners, warrior elites, the clergy and/or bureaucrats (Till 2013b, 3). What 

distinguishes these influential groups is that they are in possession of sources of power and 

wealth that are primarily derived from within the territory under the control of the state they are 

supporting. The major role played by the state in economic affairs leads to state agents often 

assuming dominating positions in the economic sector of continental powers. As the autocratic 

nature of the state is by definition not checked by legal or political mechanisms, private 

enterprise and stakeholders have few options to defend their stakes in case of conflicting 

interests.   

To sum up, the theoretical debate highlights the fundamental differences in the nature of these 

two different kinds of states. This is also of great relevance for the interpretation of naval 

strategy because the concepts of sea and land power, in the words of Andrew Lambert, ‘are 

fundamentally different in origin, purpose and method. Land powers could secure victory 

through ‘decisive’ battle and the occupation of core territory, sea power was restricted to limited 

outcomes, achieved by economic exhaustion’ (Lambert 2018, 18). Subsequently, the nature of 

the armed forces as an expression of its state’s identity is also decisively shaped by maritime or 

land-centred considerations (Till 2013a, 25-26). Land-dominated militaries, for example, might 
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acquire military sealift capability to transport armed force across the sea thus enabling armies 

to conduct their respective military operations but the sea doesn’t assume an essential role in 

their understanding of power and security. The object of these continental navies has been to 

‘destroy seapower, not acquire it’ (Lambert 2018, 14). Ultimately, as Mahan points out, while 

states with despotic forms of governments at times have been capable of building navies faster 

than their democrat peers, their principal problem lies in sustaining naval power on the long 

term (Mahan 1890, 58-59).  

Having underlined the central place of the navy within the sea power concept at the beginning 

of this introduction, it is also useful to address the components that constitute a navy and define 

its naval power as this thesis will touch upon these subtopics at various instances. Till identifies 

five criteria commonly used to evaluate navies: the navy’s geographic reach, a condition that is 

further influenced by its geostrategic situation (Smith and Pinder 1997, 303-304), its functions 

and capabilities, its access to high-grade technology, its reputation and the size and nature of 

the fleet (Till 2013a, 117). 

As far as the first-mentioned criterium – a navy’s geographic reach, range or radius of action – 

is concerned, the sea zones within which naval forces have the capacity to operate are often 

referred to by their respective water colour. Nevertheless, different versions of this 

classification system exist. Ian Speller, for example, presents a three-colour system and 

classifies coastal waters including ports and harbours as ‘green water’ (Speller 2019, 16). 

Bernard D. Cole, on the other hand, applies a three-colour system but classifies ‘brown water’ 

as extending up to about 100 nm (what he designates as the ‘littoral’) and refers to ‘green water’ 

as an ocean area from ‘about 100 nm to the next significant land formation’, for example also 

encompassing the sea zone throughout the South China Sea (Cole 2003, 185). In contrast, 

Daniel Todd and Michael Lindberg classify navies by their force structure as blue-water and 

non-blue-water navies, thus omitting the ‘green water’ category altogether (Todd and Lindberg 

1996, 55). This thesis adopts a three-colour model defining ‘blue water’ as the open ocean, 

‘green water’ as marginal and regional seas and ‘brown water’ as coastal waters, rivers and 

estuaries.  

This thesis also frequently uses the term ‘littoral’ or ‘littoral zone.’ As Speller points out, NATO 

doctrine defines this area as “a coastal region consisting of the seaward area from the open 

ocean to the shore that must be controlled to support operations ashore, and the landward area 

inland from the shore that can be supported and defended directly from the sea” (Speller 2019, 

15). Consequently, rather than classifying this sea zone by water colour or providing a roughly-

estimated distance from the coastal baseline, for this thesis the defining characteristic of the 
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littoral zone will be its close association with military operations ashore resulting in sea (and 

land) zones of varying size depending on geographic conditions and the capabilities of the naval 

task force deployed.  

Caution needs to be exercised, however, when trying to classify a navy according to its water 

colour. As Till points out, an assessment of a naval vessel or a task force capable of sailing 

great distances also needs to take into consideration the same units’ ability to employ and 

sustain its capabilities at great distances (Till 2013a, 117). This limitation becomes even more 

pressing during times of war and has, as will become clear in subsequent chapters, been highly-

relevant with regard to the Russian navy throughout its history.  

Consequently, there is a strong interrelation between the sea zones where naval units operate 

and the other above-listed criteria used to classify navies. The need to sustain long-range 

missions and, potentially, standing naval deployments underpins the need for warships of 

greater sizes that are more seaworthy which means that they are designed to withstand high-

seas environmental conditions and offer, among others, more space for supplies and fuel and 

the necessary operational capabilities necessary for high-seas three-dimensional warfare 

(Ferreiro 2016, 233).  ‘Small, fast, shallow-draught vessels’, on the other hand,  

designed to work in coastal waters are likely to be less suitable for operations in rough  

seas at extended range, while larger vessels optimised for blue water operations may be  

less suited for operations close inshore where their size and deep draught may be a  

disadvantage. Nevertheless, larger warships tend to be more adaptable to different  

circumstances than their smaller counterparts. Unfortunately, such large and flexible  

vessels are expensive and most navies have to accept design compromises […] Small  

vessels tend to offer less flexibility as a result of their design and lack the seakeeping  

and endurance for blue water operations (Speller 2019, 27-28).  

Politically-driven procurement and deployment processes of navies that, under ideal 

circumstances, take into account, adapt to and change according to these defining criteria find 

their expression in the planned and realised composition of the fleet: the fleet design.     

As Admiral Philip Davidson, commander of the U.S. Fleet Forces Command (2014 – 2018), 

points out this term involves  

 

the design, the architecture, the number of ships, what those ships are, the number of 

aircraft, what those aircraft are, that needs to come out of any discussion of the strategic 
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design […] and the operational design, what we need to be able to do with that fleet’ 

(Davidson 2016).  

While, according to James Holmes, ‘the purpose of any fleet design is to give political and 

military leaders the implements they need to win in wartime and persuade in peace time’ 

(Holmes 2017), the respective design for the fleet looks very different for each country. This is 

because fleet design is a matter of deliberate choice. It involves a country’s naval and political 

leadership choosing to which classes and types of warships money and shipbuilding resources 

are to be allocated (Holmes 2019, 83). Consequently, as Corbett argues, ‘the classes of ships 

which constitute a fleet are, or ought to be, the expression in material of the strategical and 

tactical ideas that prevail at any given time’ (Corbett 1911, 105). 

In light of various limitations during the time period under consideration that chapter five will 

cover in greater detail and affected, among others, Russian shipbuilding, there is a point of 

contention whether the term fleet design – given its implied meaning of deliberate choice – can 

actually be applied to the Russian case. This thesis nevertheless uses this term as many 

procurement decisions that were made in face of these limitations were made deliberately, for 

example the choice to acquire comparatively large quantities of vessels as opposed to spending 

available resources on just a few vessels with high sea endurance and other blue-water 

capabilities. The same can be said for foreign policy choices that were consciously made by the 

Kremlin and consequently affected Russia’s ability to access foreign technology that could have 

potentially boosted Russia’s industrial and shipbuilding capabilities. 

As Speller points out, ‘naval capabilities reflect national requirements for the use of the sea and 

thus are filtered through a complex process whereby national interests and priorities are 

identified and solutions sought’ (Speller 2019, 33). This in turn means that no two navies look 

exactly the same. The strategic objectives they are supposed to execute, the geostrategic 

situation from which they have to operate and the already-mentioned criteria that ensue from 

these political demands and the resource base a state has available to design its navy, vary from 

country to country. Citing Jacob Burckhardt’s observation that navies are ‘a work of art’, 

Lambert goes even as far to argue that navies are ‘a cultural construction with an infinite variety 

of forms, forms that reflect the nature of the state, and best understood by examining the place 

that navies occupy in national or imperial culture’ (Lambert 2018, 228). According to this very 

interpretation of seapower, which belongs to the British school of thought introduced on page 

11, fleet designs, naval operations and the strategies guiding them are state specific depending 

not only on narrow military priorities but on the overall circumstances of the state concerned 
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(Corbett 1911, 48; Till 2013a, 63). As a consequence, the emphasis on land by a continental 

power has a great impact on the design and strategy of that state’s navy. It is this interrelation 

between the nature of the Russian state, its approach to the sea and the way in which it develops 

and utilises naval force that will be examined in the following chapters. 

 

 

1.2 Dealing with the Limitations of Seapower Theory 

Having established some fundamental principles of continental and seapower theory which this 

author will refer to throughout this thesis, it has to be appreciated that for more than two 

centuries scholars and military professionals have profoundly criticised theoretical concepts 

based on historic seapowers and their underlying assumptions. Thus, this section will address 

alternative views on seapower, critically reflect and discuss limitations inherent to seapower 

models and explain why, according to the point of view of this author, the application of 

seapower concepts continues to be justified for the purposes of this thesis, if each theory’s 

limitations are kept in mind.   

At base, some academic voices have critically questioned the viability of an academic approach 

that is built on the historically-informed development of seapower concepts. One of the central 

issues, according to this point of view, is the small number of states associated with seapower 

making for a small sample size. Consequently, if characteristics can be identified, these are 

specific to each case rather than a function of a more abstract seapower concept which – 

considered in the context of human technological advances – could provide few insights to 

scholarship.  

It is true that that the number of political entities associated with seapower is limited. In his 

seminal work Seapower States, Lambert restricts the number of true seapower states to five – 

Athens, Carthage, Venice, the Netherlands and England. Even these case studies face limitations 

as, for example, the Netherlands – due to various developments that included continental wars, 

economic erosion and lack of naval power – only fulfilled all the criteria commonly included 

in the seapower catalogue for a relatively short period of time and consequently lost their status 

as a seapower state by the beginning of the 18th century (Lambert 2018, 196-203). Historian 

and political scientist Beatrice Heuser equally comes to the conclusion that ‘there have been 

very few naval or maritime powers in world history’ (Heuser 2010, 204), although for different 

reasons as Lambert. Unlike Lambert, Heuser is not arguing in favour of a cultural concept of 

sea(power) states as an influential force in global history but takes a rather critical view on 

seapower models. In contrast to Lambert’s cultural approach, Heuser draws attention to the 
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condition of geographic / geopolitical insularity and the application of sea-based military force 

that awarded its owner ‘with a potential for predominating an entire ocean or even on a global 

scale’ (Heuser 2010, 205). Thus, it is not surprising that, according to Heuser’s interpretation, 

aspirations about 'command of the sea' are limited to ‘island states and states with many 

geographic characteristics in common […] - and these are finite in number: in different ages, 

Spain, Portugal, Britain, the USA and Japan' (Heuser 2010, 291). In consequence, the lack of a 

sufficient number of seapower case studies would not allow for generalisations and the 

subsequent development of theoretical models.10  

Such rather polarising views on seapower have not only been limited to criticism aimed at the 

small empirical basis. An entire school of thought in naval and seapower theory – the ‘matérial 

school’ – discarded attempts to develop ‘eternal truths’ by examining historical case studies. 

According to this intellectual school which became particularly relevant during the 2nd half of 

the 19th century, technological advance made historical knowledge about naval strategy largely 

irrelevant (Custance 1907, vii-viii; Heuser 2010, 206). In this intellectual tradition, already 

during the 17th century, Paul Hay du Chastelet (* ca. 1620 – † after 1682), author and high-

ranking judicial officer in France’s Ancien Régime, had illustrated this line of argument very 

well when he claimed that  

Whatever knowledge we have of the ancient maritime wars [...] we can hardly draw any 

rule from them for those that have been made in our time: our use is quite different from 

the practice of antiquity, & the invention of artillery has rendered useless all the 

machines which were used then (Chastelet 1757, 252).  

There are, of course, also valid arguments that support the use of historically-informed theoretic 

models on seapower. To begin with, Chastelet and proponents of the matérial school are right 

to point out that technological advances significantly alter the environment in which militaries 

operate. As far as the tactical level of war, application of technology and operating procedures 

are concerned, this school of thought has a point that indeed little knowledge of the past may 

provide insights for contemporary military issues and warfighting. Beyond these levels, such 

an all-out argument is not convincing. To use Till’s words, ‘if maritime theories are about the 

art of cookery, doctrine is concerned with today’s menus’ (Till 2013a, 51). The daily menu may 

change, but certain fundamental principles in the culinary arts remain the same throughout the 

ages. 

 
10 Beatrice Heuser, interview with the author on 18 July 2023.  
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Specifically engaging proponents of the ‘matérial’ school of thought, Admiral Sir Reginald 

Neville Custance (*1847 - † 1935) argued in favour of examining historical case studies and 

providing historically-informed answers to complex questions of the presence and future, 

among others, to call ‘attention to the dangers likely to accrue if the teachings of History are 

neglected’ (Custance 1907, ix).  He drew, for example, on the comparison of the campaign of 

the Spanish Armada in 1588 and the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-1905 to identify the 

continuing importance of seafaring skills irrespective of the form of a ship’s power supply and 

the continuing importance of freedom to manoeuvre as opposed to the adverse effects of 

blockade on an opponent’s naval capabilities. In summary, Custance came to the clear-cut 

conclusion that ‘the change from sails to steam has not altered the fundamental principles of 

war’ (Custance 1907, 43, 78, 317-318, 321).  

Taking the argument even further, the examination of historical case studies is significant when 

seeking to understand issues on the strategic level which are independent of the point of 

technological advance of the respective civilisation. Such examinations may help gain insight 

into human and/or organisational decision-making and leadership culture that are part of human 

nature or the organisations humans develop. Explanations to questions addressing research 

fields such as these do not become invalid just because technology advances. The question 

whether historical case studies are sufficiently comparable to allow for generalisation and 

construction of theories, depends on the specific characteristics of the case studies and the 

research interests of the academics and are hard to generalise.  

Again, this brings up the issue of the sample size of states associated with seapower. According 

to this author’s interpretation, the limited number of states associated with seapower, too, does 

not need to be a disqualifying factor for the development and use of seapower models, if the 

definitions that are used to develop these models are not excessively narrow. If seapower is not 

understood in absolute terms in the sense that only a state that fulfils all the criteria commonly 

included in the seapower catalogue may achieve seapower status but rather in relative terms 

that allow for varying shades of grey, the scope of states sharing seapower characteristics 

becomes much larger. According to this interpretation as it is applied in this thesis, a state might 

share a lot of characteristics of a continental or seapower and approach the theoretical model 

very closely. Naval theoretician Geoffrey Till has devoted a significant portion of his 

monograph Seapower: A Guide For The 21st Century to the usefulness and limits of seapower 

theories. He elaborates: 

Seapower is a relative concept, something that some countries have more than others. 

The real issue is the matter of degree. Nearly all countries have a degree of seapower. It 
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may be through their naval strength, or their ship-building, or their skills in marine 

insurance, or their capacity to supply seafarers, or a combination of all these 

characteristics and others. But some countries, and this is the point, have more or less 

than others, and it is that relationship that is strategically significant in peace and in war 

(Till 2013a, 25). 

Furthermore, research undertaken in recent decades has also made significant contributions to 

expand the examination of states associated with seapower beyond the eurocentric 

perspective.11 To quote Till: ‘seeing seapower as a relative concept is also a convenient means 

of closing down the curiously long-lived misapprehension that it is the exclusive property of a 

handful of largely Western countries’ (Till 2013a, 26).  

Examples include the Melaka Empire (Jong and Wijk 1960; Borschberg 2019),12 various Arabic 

seafaring states, for example several historical dynasties and state entities of Omani origin (El-

Ashban 1979; MacDougall 2017) or the Chinese (Southern) Song Dynasty (Wheatley 1959; Lo 

1969; Forage 1993; Gernet 1996, 300-329; Lo 2012; Schottenhammer 2015). Various pieces of 

scholarship have also addressed the southeast Asian political entity of Srivijaya, although not 

all sources appear to agree on the role of Srivijayan naval power, the importance of maritime 

trade for Srivijaya and thus the question whether Srivijaya can truly be considered a 

thalassocracy (Wolters 1970, 1-7; Tibbetts 1979, 37; Kulke 2009, 2; Mukund 2012, 94-96; 

Miksic 2013, 74; Heng 2013, 387; Paine 2014, 278; Kulke 2016). In South Asia, the medieval 

Chola Empire, a state that generated much of its wealth and influence through commercial and 

military seaborne activities in the Indian Ocean region has attracted much attention of scholars. 

Maritime commerce, foreign trade and merchant guilds, the take-over of the significant 

maritime commercial hubs of Sri Lanka and the Maldives and the merchants’ commercial and 

public presence in southeast Asia, institutions of local, representative governance that also dealt 

with merchants’ disputes, civilian and military seafaring and shipbuilding, the contribution of 

some merchants to the Chola state’s treasury, plunder as a factor determining Chola expansion 

and Chola naval raids on maritime southeast Asia – possibly due to commercial interests – are 

among the many maritime subtopics of the Chola dynasty that scholars have made accessible 

to the public.13 

 
11 The following examples include both sea states and seapower states according to Lambert’s differentiation. For 

the purposes of this thesis, the amount of ‘power’ these states could generate is less relevant than their maritime 

identities that contrasted them with their land-minded counterparts (Lambert 2018, 311).  
12 Often referred to as Malacca Sultanate (about 1400-1528). 
13 See, for example, Banerji 1935; Sastri 1955a, 592ff.; Sastri 1955b, 175, 196; Spencer 1976; Hall 1980, 191; 

Ramakrishna Rao 2007; Kulke, Kesavapany and Sakhuja 2009; Das 2012, xx-xxi; Mukund 2012, 88-90, 95; Heng 

2013, 386; Paine 2014, 276-278; Kulke 2016, 65. 
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In light of such a considerable number of historical examples from different cultural 

backgrounds, this author is convinced that the seapower sample group is indeed sufficient to 

justify the development and application of theoretical models, provided that a relative 

interpretation of seapower is employed. This caveat involves both the constituents of seapower 

as well as an interpretation relative to other states in the world. Going for an analytical 

framework that aims at differentiating continental and seapower identity, it is also less relevant 

that various political entities did not engage heavily in what Till defines as the ‘output’ function 

of seapower: the consequential application of this power to achieve policy aims (Till 2013a, 

24). Few of these non-European states made use of strategic sea power in a Mahanian 

intellectual tradition to ‘predominate an entire ocean or even on a global scale’ (Heuser 2010, 

205) and/or to utilise sea-based force to achieve political or economic effects overseas, 

according to J.C. Sharman the ‘particularly European contribution to the making of the modern 

international system’ (Sharman 2019, 163). 

In contrast, for the purposes of the theoretical concept as it is applied in this thesis, it is sufficient 

that the nature of such states was decisively shaped by seapower and if these states were in 

possession of a significant maritime sector regardless of whether these states utilised these 

maritime means – both civilian and military – to fight for command of the sea and build an 

overseas empire or whether they did not. This distinction also serves to illuminate the contrast 

with the research object of this thesis – early 21st century Russia – which did in fact utilise and 

employ strategic sea power during the period under consideration. As mentioned before, many 

continental powers in history had made use of the advantages of strategic sea power to achieve 

their policy objectives.  

Applying a broad understanding of the constituents of seapower also helps to address another 

major point of criticism directed by Rob Cullum against Lambert’s Seapower States and thus 

against the entire theoretical concept. Cullum criticises the use of the terms ‘liberal’ or ‘liberal 

polity’ – and thus by implication representative governments – to states run by oligarchic elites, 

such as Venice, which had very little in common with the modern, post-enlightenment 

interpretation of the word liberal. According to Cullum, 

Lambert makes much of seapowers’ liberal-democratic nature, but he is fuzzy on what 

this means or how it applies in each case. With regard to the Venetian Republic, he 

correctly notes that the Venetian elite was by 1297 a closed social structure dominated 

by certain aristocratic families (p. 127). However, he makes the claim that this obliged 

the elite to ‘secure the consent of the lower orders’ in the seapower project through ‘civic 

gestures, ceremonials, and festivals’ (p. 129). This is surely stretching the definition of 
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‘liberal polity’ to breaking point. A similar objection can be raised to any attempt to 

characterise the elite, oligarchical government of Carthage as ‘liberal’. Lambert might 

object that he is using the term in a relative sense, that these states were liberal by 

comparison with other powers at the time, but to retrospectively apply the ‘liberal’ word, 

with all its modernist connotations, onto the past is to radically misrepresent the very 

different set of religious, cosmological and political ideas and relationships of the period 

(Cullum 2021, 146).  

This point of criticism is valid when placing the research focus on comparative politics – the 

systematic study and comparison of political systems in the world. It becomes less of an issue, 

if the focus of this constituent is placed on inclusive transmission functions that often existed 

in seapower systems and provided the merchant class with a mechanism to articulate their 

maritime commercial interests and potentially even influence policy making. In the words of 

Lambert, ‘forms that gave merchants, traders and shipowners a share of political power, in 

exchange for services and financial contributions’ (Lambert 2018, 17). Various proponents of 

seapower theory are correct to point out that in European societies this function was often 

achieved through representative forms of government (Mahan 1890, 58-81; Rodger 1997, 433-

434; Lambert 2018, 43, 162, 202), for example the legislative bodies in seaports such as London, 

Amsterdam or Lübeck.  

In contrast, in other regions of the world there may have been other instruments to carry out 

this function.  Both (southern) Song China (960/1127 – 1279) and the Tamil Chola Empire (10th 

century – 13th century), for example, were characterised by a significant merchant class and its 

representative bodies, especially the guilds. 14  During the Song dynasty, powerful guilds 

represented the merchant class when interacting with the Chinese government and management 

of government monopolies was handed over to merchants. The social status of the merchant 

class was greatly elevated while the traditional aversion against mercantile activities by Neo-

Confucian bureaucrat scholars that were in charge of administrating Imperial China made way 

for a socio-economic climate in which bureaucrats (often) supported commerce. (Wheatley 

1959, 27-28; Guo 2006; Das 2012, xxi; Ebrey 2013, 145).  

In south Asia, the Chola Empire, among other Indian dynasties, was characterised by powerful 

merchant guilds which funded local projects and the construction of temples, enjoyed state-

sponsored immunity, provided security forces and gave loans to kings. The traders’ mercantile 

enterprises were guarded by warriors, in some cases, the presence of merchants appears to have 

 
14 There were representative government institutions in the Chola Empire on local level though (Sastri 1955b, 

196; Das 2012, xx-xxi; Mukund 2012, 72ff).  
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followed the presence of the Chola army and, as inscriptions in southern India imply, at least 

some of the merchant guilds maintained close relations with the king or local chiefs (Karashima 

2009a, 147, 149-151; Kulke and Rothermund 2010, 84-85; Das 2012, xxi). Engravings dating 

back to the eleventh century on a stone pillar in Barus also revealed the existence of an 

ainurruvar establishment – one of south India’s biggest merchant guilds – in Sumatra and, in 

combination with various other cultural appearances such as inscriptions, point towards a vast 

commercial network of local merchant organisations in South, Southeast and East Asia which 

rose in importance from the 9th century onwards until its ultimate decline during the 16th century 

(Karashima 2009b, 55-58). Thus, as various authors conclude, the Chola leadership aimed at 

accommodating the guilds and promoting the interests of the merchant class due to the benefit 

they derived from their trade (Kulke and Rothermund 2010, 84-85; Mukund 2012, 71). Kenneth 

Hall goes even as far to argue that the ‘evolution of the Cōla relationship with merchants mirrors 

the rise and fall of Cōla statecraft during the ninth through the thirteenth centuries a. D.’ (Hall 

1980, 186). 

If the transmission function for maritime commercial interests is placed at the centre of the 

conceptual debate and a relative interpretive lens is applied that examines legal and proprietorial 

conditions beneficial for commercial entrepreneurship in comparison with other states at the 

respective time period, the issue whether the attempt ‘to characterise the elite, oligarchical 

government of Carthage as “liberal”’ (Cullum 2021) fulfils the 21st century definition of the 

word ‘liberal’ is no longer an insurmountable obstacle to the formulation and application of 

seapower concepts.  

Another major challenge to a conceptual approach that is based on two bipolar extremes – 

continental and seapowers – is the existence of hybrid powers that unite several constituents of 

both models in one single entity. In fact, history has witnessed several of such hybrid powers. 

The German Empire (1871-1918), for example, was decisively characterised by both 

continental and seapower ideas. Following a massive industrialisation and diversification of 

branches of the economy, the initially dominating and land-focused position of the Prussian 

army and the class of large landowners was supplemented by influential groups which had a 

strong interest in accessing overseas markets, acquiring overseas raw materials and exporting 

Germany’s manufactured products. As Volker Plagemann argues, 'industry, commerce, banks 

and Imperial authorities were ultimately aligned in support of the Reich's new overseas 

orientation‘ (Plagemann 1988, 13-14). Over the course of several decades until WW1 

Germany’s leading seafaring, commercial and shipbuilding companies advanced, port 

industries and wealthy banks rose up and in general an affluent commercially-attuned 
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bourgeoisie developed (Plagemann 1988, 14). Consequently, the German merchant fleet’s share 

of worldwide merchant tonnage had risen to third rank by the turn of the century and to the 

second rank by 1914 and Hamburg-based HAPAG and Bremen-based Norddeutscher Lloyd 

had become the two largest shipping companies in the world (Postel 1988, 33; Walle 1988a, 71-

72). Apart from seaborne cargo transportation, German shipping companies also rose to 

prominence with regard to passenger shipping as two British – Cunard Line und White Star 

Line15 – and two German – Hamburg-Amerika Linie and Norddeutscher Llyod – companies 

were fiercely competing for dominance on the North Atlantic, the most important sea line of 

communication at the beginning of the 20th century (Kludas 1988, 166). 

To shape the identity of Imperial Germany as a maritime state, the German naval leadership 

mobilised the public, maritime propaganda was supported by various state and naval agencies 

and even the so-called Flottenprofessoren – civilian lecturers at public universities – gave 

seminars and lectures explaining to students Germany’s maritime interests and the need for a 

strong navy (Schulze-Wegener 2010, 64). The rising importance of the maritime domain for 

Imperial Germany was complemented by the expansion of the German Empire’s most widely 

noted maritime asset: the Imperial German Navy. Since the late 19th century, Germany had 

massively expanded its naval forces and, when WW1 started, possessed the second largest navy 

in the world – only surpassed in numerical strength by the British Royal Navy (Potter and 

Nimitz 1982, 329, 344).  

On the other hand, Imperial Germany was also shaped by strong continental characteristics. As 

Europe’s second most populated country after the Russian Empire, Germany threatened the 

balance of power in Europe with the prospects of continental hegemony based, first and 

foremost, on the country’s industrial power and large and capable armies (Lambert 2018, 301). 

The German (surface) fleet, in contrast, found itself in a very difficult situation to make a 

meaningful contribution to the conduct of military operations when the war finally broke out in 

1914 (Potter and Nimitz 1982, 344; Schulze-Wegener 2010, 83; Herwig 2014, 244-245). Unlike 

Kaiser Wilhelm II., Grand Admiral von Tirpitz, the Secretary of State of the German Imperial 

Naval Office, and large parts of the German public, Germany’s overseas merchants and 

shipping companies – the true agents behind German seapower – had been rather lukewarm 

about the creation of the battleship-heavy and North Sea-oriented High Seas Fleet. To them 

warship types had been more important that were designed to operate overseas, protect 

Germany’s critical sea-lanes and contribute to the protection of Germany’s global commerce – 

 
15 This shipping line is well-known, among others, for the loss of its famous passenger liner RMS Titanic in 

1912.  
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ideally in cooperation with other European naval powers (Walle 1988b, 191). Ultimately, 

Imperial Germany’s leadership did not seem to have fully understood the vital importance of 

the sea for the Reich. After the war, Vice Admiral Wolfgang Wegener (*1875 - †1956) analysed 

many of the strategic mistakes the political and naval leadership of Germany had made before 

and during WW1 and came to the conclusion that it had been Imperial Germany’s strategic 

culture shaped by the legacy of a continental power that had clouded the leadership’s assessment 

with regard to the maritime domain: 

If one becomes aware of this land-military aspect of our thinking, it becomes clear how 

it came about that we brought up the fleet in the idea of risk [Risikogedanken] and saw 

many things in the war, but assessed everything differently. We considered all strategic 

questions – even where we recognised them – in accordance with our land military 

feeling to be unimportant and not decisive for the war (Wegener 1926, 78). 

The United States of America has been another significant hybrid power that makes it difficult 

to come to a definite conclusion when applying the continental and seapower model. Since the 

beginning of the 19th century, the United States has been a country of continental dimensions 

whose access to resources, for example oil, food, wood, most raw materials and minerals and 

shale oil and gas, a vast domestic market and a large population have made the sea peripheral 

to the existence of the United States. The opportunities for economic development awarded by 

the enormous landmass over which the United States has been exercising control have been 

further reinforced by access to the markets, capital and resources of America’s neighbours on 

the North American continent, Mexico and Canada (Ploeg 2011, 369-370, 382; Clarkson and 

Mildenberger 2011; Hudson and Laingen 2016; Lambert 2018, 291). These conditions have 

allowed the United States to pursue ‘economic policies that emphasize self-sufficiency.’ As 

Heribert Dieter and Johanna Biedermann argue, ‘there is ample evidence for the protectionist 

trade policies of the United States, which in history hardly ever implemented a policy of 

relatively unrestricted international trade’ (Dieter and Biedermann 2022, 127). 

Furthermore, and in accordance with the continental power concept, for several decades since 

the end of WW2 construction of large ships in the United States has been mainly limited to U.S. 

naval procurement which has resulted in a drastic reduction of commercial shipbuilding and, 

since about the 1960s, consequentially also a decrease of U.S. shipyards capable of producing 

naval vessels (Colton and Huntzinger 2002; Reed and Inhofe 2021; Greenwood and Miletello 

2021). 
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Ultimately, the acquisition of a landmass on a continental scale also had a profound impact on 

the role, the sea has since played in US - American strategic culture. As Lambert argues,  

The open frontier and the lure of free land explain why the United States diverged 

from the maritime culture of the early English/British settlers. The immigrants who 

left the coast for the frontier were Scots/Irish and German, not English: the frontier 

made them Americans. […] (p. 309) While contemporary America possesses a vast 

military navy, it thinks and acts like a land power (Lambert 2018, 293, 309). 

In contrast, the United States has also been a maritime nation and can be closely associated with 

various discourses common to the seapower model. While the country was largely self-

sufficient in energy at various points in the country’s history – although it continues to be a net 

crude oil importer despite shale oil – the same has not been true for the import of various 

economically-crucial raw materials and minerals. The transport of these goods has depended to 

a large degree on sea-based transportation (Klare 2016, 267; U.S. Geological Survey 2022, 5; 

EIA 2023). Shipping, however, is not only crucial for the transportation of minerals and raw 

materials needed to maintain the United States’ economic growth: approximately 85% of the 

United States’ entire trade is seaborne (Gompert 2013, 73). In light of the global economic 

weight of the United States and the seaborne character of its trade it is also not surprising that 

since the 1970s for almost every year at least two U.S. port cities scored among the top 20 

largest ports in the world measured in annual container throughput (Nightingale 2022). While 

the role of U.S. shipbuilding and commercial shipping has decreased over the decades, 

important maritime stakeholders in the international seapower system continue to be based in 

America. These include key marine insurance companies such as Lockton Companies, Marsh 

LLC, American International Group or Arthur J. Gallagher & Co. (Goswami, Borasi and Kumar 

2021). Among others to protect America’s maritime interests, the United States deploys the U.S. 

Navy, since WW2 the world’s largest blue-water force. For decades one of the principal 

declared missions of the U.S. Navy has been to control oceanic sea lines of communication 

(SLOCs) and maritime commerce (US Department of the Navy and United States Coast Guard 

2007, 13; Hattendorf and Swartz 2008, 24-25; U.S. DoD 2020, 7,9).  

In addition to the country’s large navy and military in general, the power of the United States 

has also rested on its dominating position in global finance: the ability of the U.S. to direct the 

capital flows of the global economy, the power of the US-Dollar, the relevance of America’s 

global systemically important banks and U.S. influence in institutions like the world bank and 

the International Monetary Fund (Münkler 2005, 86-87; Stocker et alii. 2017; Financial 



45 
 

Stability Board 2022, 3). In light of all these circumstances, it is not at all surprising that ‘for 

most of the past century, the United States made ensuring access to the global commons an 

enduring security interest’ and has devoted significant legal and naval resources to the 

promotion of freedom of navigation (Kraska 2011, 9, 13-14; Kraska and Pedrozo 2018, 

Introduction).  

The post-Stalinist Soviet Union can serve as another case study in this enumeration as it also 

possessed characteristics of a hybrid power that make the application of the bipolar continental 

and seapower model complex. Chapter 2 will give some consideration to issue of Soviet 

seapower – although rather brief given that the USSR is not the research objective of this thesis.    

In recent years, the resurgence of China and the evolving relationship between the People’s 

Republic and the maritime domain has attracted considerable attention. As a consequence of its 

economic rise, long-range SLOCs that are transporting energy resources and raw materials to 

and industrial products from the People’s Republic of China have become vital for China’s 

economic well-being (Collins 2009, 113–114; Cole 2010, 55; Collins 2012, xiv; Schuster 2013, 

58; Cole 2016, 133, 136; Jiang, Li and Gong 2018, 83). Consequently, the necessity to protect 

the country’s far-reaching sea lanes has been identified as one driver for naval expansion (Cole 

2016, 15), an argument further supported by China’s White Paper: 

[It] is necessary for China to develop a modern maritime force structure commensurate 

with its national security and development interests, safeguard its national sovereignty 

and maritime rights and interests, protect the security of strategic SLOCs and overseas 

interests, and participate in international maritime cooperation, so as to provide strategic 

support for building itself into a maritime power (China Daily 2015). 

In addition to the significant naval assets the People’s Republic has acquired – since about 2020 

the People’s Liberation Army Navy has been the numerically largest navy in the world (Lendon 

2023), economic superlatives and significant stakeholders have characterised China’s 

relationship with the maritime domain at the beginning of the 21st century. Since the early 2000s, 

the People’s Republic has held the undisputed first rank as the country in possession of the 

largest ports in the world measured in container port throughput (Nightingale 2022). In line 

with the expansion of China’s maritime economy, the Chinese shipbuilding sector has 

dramatically expanded since the beginning of the new millennium and China has achieved the 

status of the world’s largest shipbuilding country during the second decade of the 21st century 

accounting for almost half of the global shipbuilding market by the end of the decade (Zhu 

2019). Similarly, the merchant fleet under Chinese control has massively expanded since the 
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early 2000s and by the beginning of the third decade of the 21st century Chinese stakeholders 

controlled the largest container and bulker fleets in the world and China’s merchant fleet ranked 

second in the world for oil tankers and general cargo ships (Monden and Stockmann 2022; see 

figure 2). Furthermore, and in line with seapower concepts, Chinese banks – which have ranked 

among the largest and most profitable in the world – have acted as important agents of foreign 

Year Country of domicile Rank  Total Deadweight Tonnage 

(National flag / Foreign Flag)16 

Total as a % of  

world total 

2000 Greece 1. 133 382 (40 677 / 92 704) 18.21% 

 China 5. 39 496 (22 316 / 17 179) 5.39% 

 Hong Kong (China) 6. 31 534 (6 574 / 24 966) 4.31% 

 

2005 Greece 1. 155 144 (50 997 / 104 147) 18.48% 

 China 4. 56 812 (27 110 / 29 703) 6.77% 

 Hong Kong (China) 6. 40 993 (17 246 / 23 747) 4.88% 

 

2010 Greece 1.  186 095 (58 478 / 127 617) 15.96% 

 China 3.  104 452 (41 026 / 63 426) 8.96% 

 Hong Kong (China) 8.  34 442 (21 225 / 13 217) 2.95% 

 

2015 Greece 1. 279 430 (70 425 / 209 005) 16.11% 

 China 3.  157 557 (73 811 / 83 746) 9.08% 

 Hong Kong (China) 7.  75 321 (56 123 / 19 198) 4.34% 

 

2022 Greece 1.  384 430 (55 716 / 328 703) 17.63% 

 China 2.  277 843 (113 036 / 163 977) 12.74% 

 Hong Kong (China) 5. 111 588 (72 061 / 39 474) 5.12% 

Figure 2: Ownership of the world feet, ranked by carrying capacity in dead-weight tons (UNCTAD 2000, 28; 

UNCTAD 2005, 33; UNCTAD 2010, 41; UNCTAD 2015, 36; 40; UNCTAD 2022, 40). 

policy. Major state-owned banks, for example the Export–Import Bank of China, the Industrial 

and Commercial Bank of China and the China Development Bank, have funded China’s 

overseas activities with loans and export credits and have provided investment capital for 

China’s Belt and Road Initiative (The Economist 2010; Jakobson and Knox 2010; Chen 2015; 

Thomas and Chen 2018, 294; Ali 2020). 

 
16 In 1,000t. There may be discrepancies due to rounding.   
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On the contrary, early 21st century China definitely also possessed characteristics of a 

continental power which included the People’s Republic’s great population and a landmass of 

enormous dimensions that reached far into the heart of the Eurasian continent. Furthermore, 

while post-1978 Chinese economic policies had been liberalised to promote economic growth, 

the country retained ‘Socialism with Chinese characteristics’ under the grip of the Communist 

Party of China (CCP) and, consequently, still remained far from the principles of free commerce 

and well protected property rights associated with seapower cultures. Particularly, under 

General Secretary Xi Jinping (2012-ongoing), the party state cracked down on the merchant 

class and other powerful interest groups that could potentially threaten the absolute power of 

the CCP. Various entrepreneurs and wealthy businessmen, like business magnate Jack Ma or 

investment group chairman Guo Guangchang, disappeared under mysterious circumstances 

during the 2010s (Wang 2021).  

Similarly, economic developments put a big question mark over the future of liberal principles 

of economics and free trade in China – principles that are commonly associated with seapower 

stakeholders. While globalisation, international commerce and the cross-border movement of 

capital were key to China’s economic rise, since Xi took over power in China and particularly 

since 2018, the People’s Republic (re-)developed a much stronger focus on self-sufficiency, 

protectionism and ‘dual circulation’ (Pettis 2021; Dieter and Biedermann 2022, 134). To sum 

up, despite an impressive maritime sector of the economy, the People’s Republic of China at 

the beginning of the 21st century lacked critical elements associated with seapower and might 

‘never become a seapower as long as it remains a vast land empire, containing many subject 

peoples, where the key to the Mandate of Heaven is to feed the people and maintain domestic 

order’ (Lambert 2018, 313).  

It is true that hybrid states, such as the ones briefly introduced in this subchapter, are definitely 

complex and confront seapower theory with conceptual challenges. However, the fact that these 

states possessed both characteristics of both seapowers and continental powers does not 

invalidate the entire theoretical concept. 

Again, if being a continental power or seapower is not understood in absolute terms, both 

theoretical approaches can be useful in explaining and interpreting certain components of these 

hybrid states’ strategic culture and their policy making. The last-mentioned example of the early 

21st century People’s Republic of China can demonstrate this point well.  

As far as the land power model is concerned, China’s traditional role as a continental power – 

at least as far as Maoist China and the late imperial dynasties are concerned (Kollakowski 2021) 

– have nourished a heavily land-focused strategic culture. This helps to explain the country’s 
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continental approach towards the law of the sea in favour of the rights of littoral countries over 

freedom of the sea (Kraska 2011, 163; Lambert 2018, 318-320; Hermez 2020, 562), the 

‘creeping continentalisation of the maritime space’ (Lambert 2018, 320) among others by 

military/hybrid interference with freedom of navigation and territorialisation of the sea by 

creation of islands in the South China Sea (Roszko 2015; Erickson and Martinson 2019) and a 

land-centred mindset that stands behind A2/AD zones and Chinese ambitions to ‘draw lines in 

the water’ (McDevitt and Vellucci 2013, 79; see also Cole 2011). On the other hand, China’s 

resurgence as a maritime power which also includes strong characteristics of seapower systems 

may explain other policy and strategic choices. Interpreting the People’s Republic of China at 

the turn of the 21st century as a seapower contributes to understand why the PLAN has acquired 

the world’s largest frigate fleet and capable blue-water logistics. It also helps to explain why 

China has continued to promote naval expansion although faced with slowing economic growth 

which stand in contrast to numerical reductions that have affected the PLA ground forces (U.S. 

Office of the Secretary of Defense 2019, 59, 116; Kollakowski 2021, 31-34). 

Ultimately, the seapower model has been criticised as deterministic. In accordance with this 

critical view on seapower theory, framing states as seapowers and continental powers may result 

in ignoring or even contradicting important components of state behaviour which do not 

correspond well with continental and seapower power models. Rob Cullum, for example, refers 

to the establishment of British India as a striking example of territorial colonial expansion as a 

counterargument to Great Britain’s alleged identity as a seapower (Cullum 2021). Cullum 

indeed does have a point as the division of large parts of the world between the leading colonial 

powers, especially France and Great Britain, was quite the opposite of ‘commercial extraction 

of surplus product’ by maximisation of profits and minimisation of territorial possession often 

associated with seapower stakeholders (Münkler 2007, 49-52; see also subchapter 2.1). Other 

theoretical models that build, for example, on religion, social Darwinism and (civilisational, 

racial or other) ideologies (Weston 1972; Carey 2011; Cain and Hopkins 2013, 305; Tricoire 

2017), developments threatening the liberal economic system that allowed for extraction of 

surplus value without territorial/administrative control over the colonies (Schell 2003: 47; 

Münkler 2005, 47-48), prestige and political competition between the great powers (Münkler 

2005, 52-54), economic interests or the hopes thereof (Davis and Huttenback 1986; Münkler 

2005, 240-241; Gardner 2012, 18; Claver 2014, 13ff.) or explanations that take into 

consideration the domestic socio-political situations of colonial powers at the time (Poole 2015, 

126; Kuipers 2022) are all much better suited to explain why colonial powers, including states 

(or stakeholders from states) associated with seapower, like Great Britain but to a lesser degree 
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also the Netherlands or Denmark, at certain points in history have aimed at maximising the 

landward expansion of their colonial possessions. 

However, as outlined in the introductory chapter, this thesis does not claim to be exhaustive in 

the sense that it seeks to explain every naval development in the time period 2000 to 2019 or 

that it aims to dismiss or to invalidate other theoretical approaches, for example international 

relations or cultural theories, explaining the Russian leadership’s policy-making and strategy-

crafting. Theories (in the social sciences) can help to interpret and contextualise phenomena, 

provide for structured approaches to problems and fulfil important explanatory functions, 

however their application depends on postulations which differ in terms of conditions and 

mechanisms and therefore different theories have been developed to interpret issues including 

those within a similar context such as international politics/relations (Schimmelfennig 2008, 

40-65). This author is convinced that a diverse range of theoretical models and concepts allows 

for a better understanding of political issues and has used different theoretical approaches in 

various publications himself. The aim of this thesis is to elaborate on one particular analytical 

lens – one applying conceptual models drawing from continental and seapower theory – that 

this author considers a useful framework for examination when dealing with the subject of the 

Russian Navy at the early 21st century – not to argue that all other approaches are unfounded.   
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2 

Historical Russia as a Continental Power 

 

This chapter examines Russian history through the lens of continental and seapower. Given the 

research focus of this thesis, it cannot possibly provide a comprehensive history of past Russian 

states and their respective navies. It would also be a futile endeavour as there are plenty of 

voluminous history books available on this subject. Instead, this chapter seeks to identify the 

continental characteristics of historical Russia and show how they impacted naval strategies 

and operations, shipbuilding and fleet composition over the course of several centuries. The 

principles established in this chapter will be applied as a framework for interpretation when 

examining 21st century Russian naval affairs.  

 

2.1 The Historical Nature of the Russian State  

Over the course of more than a century, various authors have referred to different aspects 

associated with the continental identity of the Russian state to interpret Russian policy – 

especially foreign and security policy – and the country’s relationship with the maritime domain. 

The introduction has already featured the works of Sir George Sydenham Clarke, Andrew 

Lambert and Geoffrey Till. Furthermore, scholars have applied various elements included in 

the discourse on continental power as frameworks for interpretation. Examples include Russia’s 

continental geopolitical situation and its limited access to the sea (Mahan 1900, 117), the rent-

granting nature of Russia’s economic system and its land-centred wealth generating 

mechanisms (Rosefielde and Hedlund 2009, 14, 17; Easter 2013, 48-49), Russia’s autocratic 

form of government and its expansionist desires (Herpen 2015, 11) and the argument that 

historically Russia’s maritime policy was militarily and politically driven and not primarily 

shaped by commercial interests (Kabanenko 2019, 38). The frequent appearance of such sub-

discourses is not surprising given that the continental nature of the Grand Principality of 

Moscow, Tsarist and Imperial Russia was thoroughly reflected throughout all constituents as 

identified in the previous chapter. 

Firstly, Russian geography, since the 13th century, has always been characterised by long, 

contested borders and a huge landmass under control of the Russian rulers. Constant wars, 

conflicts and hostile relations along these borders with opponents as diverse as Mongols, 

Lithuanians, Tatar Turks, Poles, Swedes, Ottomans, French, Germans and Chinese meant that 

Russia could never achieve anything close to geopolitical insularity. Moreover, Russia’s 
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relationship with its territory also defined the country’s economic and social development 

model. Before the second half of the 19th century, Tsarist/Imperial Russia, as a pre-industrial 

society, generated most of its wealth by the cultivation of arable land whilst the significance of 

Russia’s cities, trade and limited access to the sea remained peripheral (Kirchner 1950, 52,55; 

Tsouras 1986, 3; Gatrell 1986, 106; Fuller 1992, 99; Mau and Drobyshevskaya 2013, 30). 

Rather than economic development geared towards the production of higher value-added 

products, the desire to enlarge the quantitative revenue base was a powerful driver for territorial 

expansion (Rosefielde and Hedlund 2009, 14, 17; Hildermeier 2013, 25; Herpen 2015, 15-16). 

As William Fuller jr. argues, ‘when Russian statesmen of that time thought of state wealth, they 

thought first in terms not of commerce but of populated land (Fuller 1992, 128).     

Moscow’s expansion could come in different shapes. While the conquest of Siberia and the 

exploitation of its natural resources was achieved with only a sparse population, in the southern 

regions of so-called New Russia [Novorossiya] territorial conquest, political expansion and 

economic colonization, especially under Prince Grigory Potemkin-Tauricheski, were closely 

intertwined (Kirchner 1950, 70; Hildermeier 2013, 554-555). Furthermore, Moscow’s 

expansionist policies didn’t always aim for direct control over the conquered territories. In fact, 

Russian rulers, such as Catherine the Great, often kept local self-administration, especially if 

Muslim, as long as the new territories were incorporated into Russian sovereignty and paid their 

taxes to the central government (Hildermeier 2013, 553-554). Aggrandizement of the Russian 

Empire, the so-called ‘gathering of Russian lands' (Hösch 1996, 75), was the primary 

motivation, the process of achieving this objective was situational.   

Even more valuable than fur, which had been a principal driver for Russian conquest of Siberia, 

were the luxury goods of the Middle and Far East such as silks, fruits, tea and spices that 

European seagoing merchants had been importing to Europe since the 15th century. Various 

times throughout history, Russia desired to project power beyond the Caucasus in a bid to gain 

influence over the trade routes to Persia and India, although, for the most part, this could not be 

realistically achieved by military force (Stökl 1983, 298, 363, 530 ff.; Hildermeier 2013, 550). 

Referring to the 1722-1723 Russo-Persian War, Lindsey Hughes points at potential Russian 

aims to re-route ‘Oriental trade through Russia instead of round Africa’ in order to fulfill, what 

Alton Donnelly calls, Petrine Russia’s ‘dream of making Russia the major bridge in the trade 

between Asia and Europe’ (Donnelly 1975, 214; Hughes 1998, 57). In essence, Russia’s ways 

of continental expansion were contesting the seapower model of oceanic SLOCs.  

Russia’s form of empire building and sustaining was thus the direct antithesis to Herfried 

Münkler’s principle of ‘commercial extraction of surplus product.’ According to Münkler, 
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empires deriving their economic wealth from this principle seek to control key locations 

enabling them to control regional trade by controlling crucial trade routes and creating 

monopolies. In order to maximise their economic profits imperial states following this principle 

only set up few well-secured dependencies in strategically important locations, often trade 

junctions at the coast in close proximity to the principal SLOCs, with minimal use of manpower 

and materiel while refraining from the possession of large territories that went along with great 

administrative burdens and high military, economic and political costs (Münkler 2007, 49-52). 

In contrast to the principle of ‘commercial extraction of surplus product’ that Münkler 

associates with sea empires such as the Portuguese or Dutch, the continental character of the 

Russian model based on territorial control becomes even more evident.  

At base, Russia remained an agrarian society throughout the course of the 19th century as had 

been the case in the preceding centuries. Still, the Russian nobility as the principal owner of 

land retained the country’s wealth and power. In comparison with western European states, 

Russia continued to feature very low urbanisation rates and by the mid-19th century even the 

vast majority of the urban population was still living on revenue generated in the agricultural 

sector (Kirchner 1950, 55; Rieber 1982, 423; Hildermeier 2013, 796, 805).  

The absence or very limited existence of cities leads to the second constituent category: the 

economic system. There was no urban-bourgeoise class in Muscovite/Tsarist Russia, neither in 

a cultural nor in a legal sense (Hösch 1996, 90; Hildermeier 2013, 373). From the perspective 

of seapower theory, these were very disadvantageous conditions because new-age maritime 

enterprise rested on the synchronisation of various differentiated professions such as investors, 

long-distance merchants and shipping owners. These professions, in turn, were strongly 

interrelated with urban culture and politically powerful cities and city-states as exemplified by 

cities such as Venice, Amsterdam, London or Hamburg. In contrast, in Tsarist Russia, trade 

was characterised by a dire need for capital, foreign trade played only a minor role for the 

economy, restrictions by government authorities gave hardly any space for the development of 

autonomous entrepreneurship, the nation was, generally speaking, not seafaring, there were 

hardly any Russian trade posts on foreign soil and few Russian citizens were ever seen abroad. 

Instead, foreign merchants, especially from England and the Netherlands, organised 

international trade with Russia while transporting the trading goods on foreign ships. They 

encouraged Tsar Ivan IV. to set up the trading post Archangelsk at the White Sea in 1583 and 

their trade profited enormously from privileges, such as tariff and tax exemptions (Kirchner 

1950, 66-67; Hösch 1996, 99-100; Hildermeier 2013, 372, 374).  
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Overwhelmed by the more affluent and entrepreneurially active merchants from western sea 

and seapower states, domestic Russian stakeholders were in no position to compete. As a 

consequence, Russia turned towards protectionism, introduced bureaucratic-regulatory 

measures and revoked its free trade policy towards foreign merchants. In the end, these 

measures didn’t stop the exchange of trading goods. In the long run, however, this approach did 

create unfavourable conditions for the development of Russian-owned long-distance trade. To 

sum up, Russian trade from the 16th to the 18th century was heavily one-sided, dominated by 

foreign stakeholders and remained overall marginal for European economics (Kirchner 1950, 

84, 86-87; Stökl 1983, 425; Hildermeier 2013, 374-375). Under these conditions, it was of little 

surprise that throughout the course of several centuries the development of the mercantile 

economy and a modern market capitalist system – basic foundations of seapower systems – 

suffered from various obstacles. Examples include a monetary economy that was still 

underdeveloped by the 17th century and the fact that many accomplishments in the commercial 

and manufacturing sector were still driven by tsarist privilege rather than market success or the 

permanent and close supervision of mercantile activities by the state in addition to heavy fiscal 

and civic obligations that lasted to varying degrees throughout the 18th and most of the 19th 

century (Kirchner 1950, 85-86; Rieber 1982, 8; Hildermeier 2013, 368, 370).  

Conditions adverse to the development of seapower continued until the end of the Imperial Era: 

the late Russian Empire was very late in developing a financial sector, private enterprise was 

underfunded, its rural population heavily taxed. Even in comparison with other European 

countries of similar level of economic development, the proportion of national product 

distributed via the state budget was much higher as was the influence of the Russian state on 

the economy. Moreover, while the country suffered from a chronic lack of capital, the capital 

that was available for investment was, for the most part, invested into sectors closely linked 

with the Russian territory and its resources such as the heavy industry, railways, metallurgy and 

oil production (Geyer 1977, 143; Kahan 1978, 268; Gatrell 1986, xi-xii, 209-212; Dekmejian 

and Simonian 2003, 16; Mau and Drobyshevskaya 2013, 33-34; Hildermeier 2013, 1117). 

Against this background it is not surprising that the empire’s maritime sector was little 

developed. As Bruno Bock and Klaus Bock point out, the share of Imperial Russia in world 

merchant shipping, then measured in gross registered tonnage, was about 2.1%. Russian 

merchant shipping was only capable of transporting a small percentage of the country’s imports 

and exports which resulted in the Russian state spending about 100 million rubles per year to 

buy foreign-chartered tonnage, the depth of few harbours went beyond seven metres and there 

was a critical lack in storage capacity (Bock and Bock 1977, 40; Papastratigakis 2011, 36). This 
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situation was also of great significance for naval matters. The lack of large-scale civilian 

shipping had always had a close, restraining connection with (Russia’s) naval ambitions as with 

a limited maritime sector it was impossible to provide for the necessary number of professional 

seamen and supporting infrastructure (Mitchell 1974, 28; Till 2013a, 103).  

In line with seapower theory, the importance of sea and land for the nature of a state also had a 

profound impact on the respective state’s governance model and vice-versa. As a characteristic 

of this agrarian society, distribution of land, social organisation and political power were closely 

related. The Russian state’s attributes were distinctly land-oriented and of authoritarian political 

character, thus presenting the antithesis of the inclusive political systems of states closely 

connected to the sea. Since the early days of Muscovy, Russian governments were led by 

autocrats who, in one way or the other, were in possession of the country’s assets and granted 

servitors access to rents in exchange for loyalty (Kirchner 1950, 53-54, 82; Hösch 1996, 89-91, 

169; Hedlund 2005, 73 ff.; Rosefielde 2007, 4-6, 27-28; Darwin 2008, 122-125; Rosefielde and 

Hedlund 2009, 11). In this context, Russia’s monarchy up until the turn of the 20th century – 

although fragmented – diverged greatly with western and central European government systems 

such as constitutional monarchies, libertarian states, in which the monarchy shared power with 

the estates, and oligarchic republics (Fuller 1992, xvii; Haumann 2003, 217-218).  

While there were reform periods and, at certain locations and time periods, local self-

administrations – the zemstva being among the most prominent examples – the significance of 

these representative institutions was firstly limited and far from changing the overall character 

of government of the Tsardom/Empire and secondly mostly also closely connected with 

possession of land (Kirchner 1950, 87; Papastratigakis 2011, 33; Hildermeier 2013, 316-318, 

523, 907-908; Herpen 2015, 12). As access to and control over land in general was an important 

feature of the Russian governance system, the relationship between Russia’s despotic form of 

government and territorial expansion were closely linked (Kirchner 1950, 54; Gatrell 1986, 106; 

Herpen 2015, 11).  

Well into the 19th century, the power of the monarch remained absolute and its grip over state 

and military unshaken, circumstances crucial for the failure of the 1825 Decembrist revolt 

according to John Keep (Keep 1985, 269). The conditions created by governance that imposed 

the will of the political leadership without offering protection by the rule of law and in which 

the people enjoyed no inviolable human, economic, property or social rights, were, of course, 

extremely detrimental for the development of seapower (Rosefielde and Hedlund 2009, 4-5, 

11). The same hold true for serfdom which severely limited the mobility and economic 

dynamism of the Russian population (Hildermeier 2013, 562; Herpen 2015, 18). Lack of 
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mobility, both economic and social, however, severely hinders the development of seapower in 

a society that depends on the flow of goods, humans and ideas between different places. Based 

on the stable profits generated by the preservation of serfdom, Russia’s predominantly rural 

socio-economic system stagnated until the second half of the 19th century when the humiliating 

defeat in the Crimean War made the need for drastic reforms, such as the abolition of serfdom, 

evident. 

In light of an elite that was detached from the sea it is of little surprise that throughout history 

Russian governments frequently pursued foreign policy interests in opposition to, what would 

be called in modern days, a liberal-maritime order. In order to restrict foreign influence in sea 

zones adjacent to Russia, Russian representatives pushed repeatedly for strict legal restrictions 

on the entrance of foreign warships into neighbouring marginal seas, such as the Black Sea. In 

this context, the 1833 Treaty of Hünkâr İskelesi was just among the most notable examples. 

Often, St. Petersburg and Moscow aimed at restricting free use of the sea – among others to 

block access by British warships to the Baltic Sea and favoured legal concepts closely 

associated with a continental stance towards the law of the sea, including historical, internal 

and closed seas (mare clausum) (Daly 1991, xii, 39, 110, 173; Kraska 2011, 95; Lambert 2011, 

37-39; Hildermeier 2013, 782-784, 1106; Urcosta 2018; Lambert 2018, 318-319). 

In summary, the conditions in Muscovite/Tsarist/Imperial Russia were absolutely detrimental 

for the development of seapower. They were the result of a combination of a poor, rural 

population that was heavily taxed and thus could hardly stimulate private demand, a socio-

politically marginalised merchant class (Rieber 1982, 8, 424), an economy that could only exist 

due to high-tariff barriers, a financial system and capital sector that had, from the perspective 

of a state shaped by seapower, developed extremely late and incomplete and an authoritarian 

political system that was even more autocratic than many contemporary monarchic systems 

operating in Western and Central Europe. This system kept an agrarian elite in power that 

pursued equally land-centric policy interests and severely limited the possibilities of interest 

groups that did not derive their wealth from the possession of land to influence the decision-

making process (Zaionchkovsky 1976, 79; Gatrell 1986, 208; Hildermeier 2013, 1143; Mau 

and Drobyshevskaya 2013, 32; Hildermeier 2013, 1132; Zamagni 2017, 77).  

Temporarily, economically liberal and business-oriented individuals like Finance Minister 

Michael von Reutern (1862-1878) could influence the state’s economic policies but on the long-

term their economically liberal approach could not persist against the interests of a powerful, 

interventionist state (Geyer 1977, 35-36; Gatrell 1986, 149; Hildermeier 2013, 1142). Without 

an inclusive political system that allowed the merchant class and commercial interests 
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continuous participation in the legislative process this feature inherent of the Russian system, a 

system of a continental empire, wasn’t going to change and Russia could neither develop into 

a trade powerhouse nor subsequently traits of a seapower state. Imperial Russia truly was the 

antithesis to a seapower state.  

In comparison with its predecessors, the case of the USSR is complex. On the one hand side, 

the USSR since the 1950s definitively possessed features of a seapower system. Since the mid-

1950s Soviet merchant shipping had been expanding drastically, ultimately resulting in the 

USSR operating of one of the largest merchant fleets in the world and by the late Cold War the 

Soviet fishing fleet – the world’s largest – ventured ever further out into the open ocean (Butler 

1971, 201; Bock and Bock 1977, 40, 44; Ranft and Till 1989, 144‒145; Polmar 1991, 431, 441). 

In addition, the USSR as a self-understood ‘supreme maritime power in the world’ [Sovetskii 

Soiuz - velichaishaia v mire morskaia derzhava] operated a globally active research fleet 

(Gorshkov 1965, 4). Furthermore, since approximately the 1960s, the Soviet Navy developed 

into a blue-water force operating forward-deployed standing formations, the Eskadras, in 

oceanic theatres throughout the world (Weinland 1975, 376; Ranft and Till 1989, 156, 165; 

Polmar 1991, 84). Simultaneously, Soviet policy towards negotiations on the law of the sea 

shifted and the USSR became one of the major supporters of freedom of navigation (Kraska 

2011, 31, 106-107, Kollakowski 2022a, 17-21).  

On the other hand, the USSR also contradicted with most criteria typically included in the 

debate on seapower (see chapter 1). A closer examination of the character of the Soviet 

merchant fleet reveals important differences with stakeholders in contemporary seapower 

systems. Although the Soviet merchant fleet was large, unlike western shipping lines that 

operated under immense market pressure, the Soviet merchant marine sector was not only 

driven by maritime-commercial considerations. For example, many Soviet merchantmen had 

comparatively large crews and the dual use-character of the fleet influenced ship designs: it was 

not uncommon that steel hulls of Soviet vessels were reinforced, storage spaces for commercial 

purposes limited whilst merchantmen tended to be generally smaller in comparison and the 

cargo capacity of many vessels was limited – a topic chapter 3 will come back to (Stockell 

1973a, 90; Polmar 1991, 434).17 Periods of rapid and enormous expansion of Soviet merchant 

ship building were equally representative of the Soviet merchant fleet as the ‘Soviet time lag’ 

– the technological gap between Soviet shipbuilding and the development of  modern cargo 

ships on western shipyards since the 1960s (Bock and Bock 1977, 47). While the USSR’s 

 
17 Interview 1. 



57 
 

maritime sector was impressive as long as the state and economic system that stood behind it 

existed,18 it was not a seapower system that could stand on its own. The entire merchant marine 

sector, including leading Soviet shipping companies such as the Black Sea Shipping Company, 

collapsed once market mechanisms kicked in following the fall of the communist system. In 

addition to other reasons, such as rampant corruption and unregulated privatisation by insiders 

during the final years of the USSR, these shipping companies fell apart not least because their 

standards, for example concerning freight or insurance, were not at all comparable to or much 

lower than what was the international norm at the time. Moreover, lots of former Soviet 

merchant vessels were old and could not meet the maintenance standards required for post-

Soviet shipping.19 As Ranft and Till recapitulate the USSR’s maritime endeavours, ‘in sum, 

while individual exploits were often remarkable and occasionally heroic, the whole enterprise 

lacked a proper foundation’ (Ranft and Till 1989, 8). 

Moreover, the USSR continued important characteristics of its continental predecessors. This 

included the country’s truly enormous size, an economy based on the exploitation and export 

of resources and the drive for continental expansion and territorial control that found expression 

in various annexations and invasions during the Stalinist period or the Soviet Invasion of 

Afghanistan since 1979 (Herpen 2015, 42).    

Ultimately, the foundation of the USSR’s economic model, with a partial exception during the 

era of the New Economic Policy (1921-1928), rested on the concept of a state-administrated 

and to a large extent militarised command economy that depended on the exploitation of natural 

resources, was oriented towards autarchy, lacked in financial intermediation and banking and 

included the criminalisation of private property and entrepreneurship. 20  The opposite of 

maritime entrepreneurial spirit. Strikingly, the USSR’s role in world trade was marginal: in 

1990, the USSR accounted for only 2.1% of exports in the world economy – a value smaller 

than that of Belgium (Robinson 2013a, 22-23; see also Jukes 2001, 189-190). Till recapitulates, 

In comparison with the outward-looking, commerce-driven economies of the maritime 

West, the Soviet Union’s economy was essentially autarchic. The navy had little Soviet 

trade to defend, and so was able to derive little institutional benefit from it. Although 

 
18 The question whether the Soviets featured competitive seaborne trade or whether Soviet merchant shipping 

was driven by and successful due to state-sponsorship - with all its implications - was heatedly debated during 

the Cold War (Witthöft 1977, 279; Bock and Bock 1977, 57-58; Scrivener 1983; Smalley 1984; Ranft and Till 

1989, 144-146; Polmar 1991, 84, 431, 433).  
19 Interview 2.  
20 For more details on this topic see, for example, Feiwel and Feiwel 1980; Arbatov 1998, 94-95; Gregory 2001; 

Shlykov 2002; Gregory 2004; Rosefielde 2007, 25-161; Rosefielde and Hedlund 2009; Rosefielde 2013, 137; 

Robinson 2013a, 20-24; Gaddy and Ickes 2013, 310, 326; Ericson 2013, 56-58; Mau and Drobyshevskaya 2013, 

31-39, 43. 
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making heavy demands on the resources of the state, it could make little contribution, 

ether [sic] direct or indirect, to the production of a free and economically successful 

society (Till 2016, 76).  

On the socio-political side these features were mirrored by an autocratic one-party state that, 

for most of the 20th century, oppressed civil liberties and engulfed almost the entire spectrum 

of political, social and economic freedoms reaching its gruesome zenith in Stalinist terror, gulag 

and mass executions.21 Given this background, the USSR was certainly an antithesis to the 

seapower states and their commercially-driven societies that featured inclusive political 

systems and protection of property rights and inclusive politics as introduced in chapter one. 

Furthermore, the early post-war Soviet approach to the issue of the law of the sea had been 

favouring extensive claims over coastal waters and expanded jurisdiction of littoral states into 

the high seas and advocating the use of traditional continental narratives such as ‘historic waters’ 

and ‘closed seas’ (Butler 1971, 41, 64-65, 199-200; Ranft and Till 1989, 60; Urcosta 2018). 

This raises the question whether Soviet support for the liberal-maritime order was truly nurtured 

by identity and conviction or rather by fluctuating policy interests.  

In order to adequately discuss the issue of Soviet seapower an entire research project on its own 

would be justified. As this thesis’ research focus is on the early 21st century Russian Federation, 

such an undertaking would go far beyond the scope of this thesis. Subsequent chapters will, 

however, revert back to Soviet history, doctrinal writing and naval affairs to compare and 

contrast the case of 21st century Russia and its navy with its Soviet predecessor.22   

 

 

2.2 Russia Goes to Sea: Early 19th Century Russian Seapower in the North Pacific and 

Decreed Creation of Sea Power  

Having had to summarise several centuries of Russian history on limited space and in 

accordance with the interpretative lens of continental and seapower theory has made 

generalisations necessary. Nevertheless, just because the Russian Empire overall possessed the 

characteristics of a continental power this did not preclude features of seapower appearing on a 

 
21 For more details on the Soviet system see, for example, Wesson 1974, 130; Ranft and Till 1989, 17; Hösch 

1996, 371-376; Golts and Putnam 2004, 145; Suny 2006, 114-351; Rosefielde and Hedlund 2009, 20-21, 23; 

Ericson 2013, 53; Zimmerman 2016, 75-195. 
22 At the beginning of the 21st century, the Russian Navy still followed (or adapted) many operating procedures 

and naval warfare concepts of its Soviet predecessor (Interview 3).    
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regional level or within the boundaries of specific time periods, if conditions consistent with 

seapower theory were met.   

One such case was the Pacific region at the end of the 18th century and during the first decades 

of the 19th century. In the era before railways, high-ways and a useable NSR connecting the 

European with the Far Eastern section of the Russian Empire, Imperial Russia’s outposts in 

Northeast Asia and Russian America depended on SLOCs for the provision of supplies from 

European Russia and both sides of the Pacific. As a consequence, Russian ships were constantly 

navigating in the Pacific Ocean (Mitchell 1949, 18; Stökl 1983, 528). Russian seafarers were 

exploring the Asian Pacific coast, Pacific Islands such as Hawaii, Alaska and the Sea of Bering, 

to name just a few sea zones, and they were often acting on behalf of the mighty, state-sponsored 

Russian-American Company (RAC) (Eller 1971, 74). In 1804, the RAC founded New 

Archangel (modern Sitka) that became the capital of Russian America in 1808 and in 1812 

Russians established the trading outpost Fort Ross, close to modern San Francisco (Eller 1971, 

74; Vinkovetsky 2011, 36-37). From a geopolitical point of view, Russia’s remote outposts on 

the western and eastern shores of the Pacific Ocean were as close to the condition of geopolitical 

insularity as ever occurred in the course of Russian history.  

Economically, Russian enterprise was driven by whaling and fur trade conducted by various 

merchant companies until its monopolisation in the hands of the RAC after its charter in 1799 

(Mitchell 1949, 22; Vinkovetsky 2011, 33-34). As Russia’s endeavours in this particular case 

were driven by merchant enterprise rather than land-hungry conquerors, Russian colonialism in 

North America was characterised by priority given to economic efficiency and capital 

accumulation. Subsequently, the RAC used the wealth gained by sea otter hunting and the 

succeeding production of fur in order to finance further maritime activities such as explorations. 

(Vinkovetsky 2011, 13, 48). During the reign of Emperor Alexander I., a strong proponent of 

long-distance navigation, there was also political back-up for maritime enterprise while Russian 

government policy in America was equally affected by the RAC’s interests, especially with 

regard to its rivalry with British and U.S. counterparts for fishing and hunting resources 

(Mitchell 1949, 18-26). In line with the policies of Alexander I., the Imperial Russian Navy was 

regularly deployed to the Pacific in order to protect Russian colonies and trade routes, and for 

a brief period it was the strongest navy present in the Pacific Ocean (Mitchell 1949, 22; Eller 

1971, 74; Vinkovetsky 2011, 48). The maintenance support necessary for such high degrees of 

civilian and naval seafaring was provided by the port facilities in New Archangel, which, for a 

time, were the most capable in the North Pacific (Vinkovetsky 2011, 37).  
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Thus, the economic interconnections in Russian North America and the Pacific region during 

this particular period resemble Till’s model of ‘virtuous maritime circles’ as found in states 

characterised by high degrees of seapower. According to this model, the exploitation of 

maritime resources, the subsequent strengthening of (maritime) commerce, the build-up of 

naval strength and finally the achievement of maritime supremacy are all mutually beneficial 

and encouraging (Till 2013a, 17).   

By the 1820s, the conditions began to change. Overhunting had caused the near extinction of 

the sea otter, the source of the RAC’s fur trade and in 1841, Fort Ross was sold by the RAC. 

Whaling, the other great source of income for Russian merchants in the North Pacific and its 

adjacent seas, was terminated by the intervention of the British Royal Navy during the Crimean 

War and in 1867 Russia’s presence in North America ended with the sale of Russian America 

to the U.S. (Mitchell 1949, 22; Woodward 1965, 109; Vinkovetsky 2011, 126). In conclusion, 

Russia’s approach to this particular maritime theatre definitely demonstrated characteristics in 

line with seapower theory, although only regionally limited and for a short time period. 

Commitment to the sea and the build-up of a maritime sector could also be decreed by the 

political leadership of a continental power. Russian naval history provides several examples, 

probably the most famous being the naval ambitions of Peter the Great.23   

Peter had been determined to change the land-focus nature of the Russian state, its people and 

society and re-orient the country towards the west and the sea. Having conquered land at the 

River Neva that offered access to the Gulf of Finland during Great Northern War, in 1703 Peter 

chose this location to build a fortress and later a city that soon became the Russian Empire’s 

new capital Saint Petersburg (Haumann 2003, 156; Stone 2006, 52). In 1704, Peter ordered the 

construction of the Admiralty as the central component of St. Petersburg’s shipbuilding sector 

in the centre of his newly-founded city. Composed of various warehouses and stocks, housing 

and a fortress, the Admiralty became the largest industrial complex in Russia during the 18th 

century (Kahan 1985, 87; Lavrov, Perov and Eremeeva 2018, 20).  

Supported by the import of essential foreign – especially English and Dutch – expertise, Russian 

shipyards in St. Petersburg and at various locations at rivers and lakes in western Russia started 

mass-producing warships while Peter created the Russian state’s first true naval fleet. In a literal 

sense, this Petrinian fleet was ‘his’ fleet: not only did he order and oversee its creation and 

personally commanded the conscription of sailors but, at times, Peter also personally 

participated in the construction process of the ships, for example in the year 1692 when he 

 
23 For a more detailed discussion of the continental restraints on Petrinian Russia’s commitment to the sea, see 

Lambert 2018, 227-265. 
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worked as a ship carpenter at a shipyard at Lake Pereyaslavl’ (Weber 1723, 54; Mitchell 1949, 

61-62; Brikner 2010, 146).  

While the Petrinian period in Russian history is well-known for various reform projects and the 

re-organisation of government bureaucracy, naval and maritime affairs assumed a top priority 

in the Russian Emperor’s agenda. Having personally witnessed the advantages of western 

European-style naval strength and maritime commerce on his voyages during his formative 

years, Peter devoted himself to goal of turning Russia into a great-, naval- and also a trading 

power.24 Faced with a state that was deeply land-oriented in nature but determined to make the 

sea ‘central to his modernising agenda,’ Peter  

launched a powerful cultural assault on the ‘Old Russian’ aversion to the ocean. […] He 

would force the sea and a navy down the throats of his subjects, without distinction, rich 

and poor, by diktat, demonstration and design’ (Lambert 2018, 230, 241).  

A particularly striking demonstration of this attitude of navalisation displayed by Peter towards 

his people occurred in the aftermath of the Great Northern War when Peter had a full-sized 

man-of-war dragged through the streets of Moscow to demonstrate the city’s inhabitants what 

a warship looked like and convince his subjects of the decisive role warships had played in 

achieving victory (Woodward 1965, 28; see also Ranft and Till 1989, 7). 

Not everyone shared Peter’s optimistic approach concerning Russia’s new relationship with the 

sea. The Danish envoy to Russia, Georg Grund, reported in great detail about Petrinian Russia 

because the Kingdom of Denmark, Russia’s ally in the struggle with Sweden, required accurate 

intelligence to assess capabilities and intentions of its ally at the eastern shore of the Baltic Sea 

(Grund 1900, III). In his report covering the time period 1705-1710 Grund observed that ‘this 

nation is not all inclined towards it [the fleet]’, concluding that many Russians in Peter’s Empire 

regarded it as an ‘unnecessary expense’ and ' more as a passion of the tsar than necessary for 

the defence of Russia during war’ (Grund 1900, 21). Peter’s navy remained an imperfect 

undertaking (Miliukov 1901, 160; Lambert 2018, 244). It was a project that required constant 

attention by Peter to ensure its continuous existence and when Peter finally died in 1725, it fell 

into decay (Miliukov 1901, 160; Hughes 1998, 87; Polmar, Brooks and Fedoroff 2019, 3). Only 

nine years after Peter’s death, when a blockade of the city of Danzig required naval action, St. 

Petersburg could only provide 15 serviceable warships lacking trained crews (Miliukov 1901, 

161). Between 1750 and 1756 alone 21 Russian battleships had to be scrapped because of 

 
24 Till 2013a, 22. For further elaboration on Peter’s efforts to increase the role of maritime trade in Russia and 

particularly in St. Petersburg see also Haumann 2003, 157. 
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timber-related quality issues (Woodward 1965, 39). As Lambert argues, on the long-term, the 

rise of Peter’s Russia as a naval great power was doomed to fail because  

Russia rejected critical elements of Western progress associated with becoming a 

seapower, such as inclusive politics and an open economy, as well as a seafaring identity 

and the curiosity to see a world beyond national frontiers. […] Seapower culture did not 

find a home in Petrine Russia, because the roots of that identity had not been laid in the 

preceding centuries (Lambert 2018, 237). 

Thus, when in 1756 the next European great power war broke out, Russia’s BF had been 

reduced to a fraction of Peter’s once numerous forces, while Denmark and Sweden, which had 

once tumbled in face of Peter’s massive navy, could deploy significantly larger, operationally-

ready fleets (Woodward 1965, 39). Similar to his ideas concerning naval might, Peter’s vision 

of a Russian merchant fleet in the Baltic Sea also remained a dream. Export of Russian goods 

had increased significantly during the 18th (and later 19th) century and trade with foreign 

countries reached unprecedented levels but just like during the 17th century trade with Russia 

rested firmly in foreign hands due to a lack of capital, knowledge, personnel, financial 

institutions, ships and integration into the global trade network on behalf of Russian 

stakeholders (Daly 1991, 105; Hildermeier 2013, 629-630).  

 

 

2.3 The Vicious Naval Cycle of Continental Powers 

As already mentioned in this chapter, the Russian Navy had begun to fall apart soon after the 

death of Peter the Great in 1725. The fate of the Petrinian fleet, however, was not an isolated 

case. As a close examination of Russia’s naval history reveals, time and again it proved difficult 

for the Russian state to sustain a reputable navy in the long term (Woodward 1965, 37; Erickson 

1975, 9; Zysk 2012, 112; Till 2016, 66, 75; Polmar, Brooks and Fedoroff 2019, 2).  

The resulting fluctuations in size of the Russian fleet become especially evident when being 

contrasted seapower navies. Though every navy experiences alterations during its development, 

owing to expansion during eras of conflict and reductions during times of peace and natural 

variations due to the introduction of new warship classes, as figure 3 shows, the size of the 

Imperial Russian Navy, as a navy of a continental power, fluctuated much more strongly than 

the size of the British Royal Navy and the Royal Danish Navy, two seapower navies. While the 

period between 1700 and 1720 witnessed changes in tonnage exceeding 400% on behalf of the 

Imperial Russian Navy due to the foundation and rapid expansion of this navy, the timeframe 
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between 1720 and 1805 is generally well suited to draw this comparison. This timeframe still 

covers the pre-industrial era, at least as warship designs are concerned, which means that the 

fleet’s tonnage corresponds with the number of capital ships and thus the overall naval strength. 

Since the industrialisation and the ensuing introduction of new weapon systems types, for 

example torpedo boats, submarines or missiles, the relationship between tonnage, size and 

capabilities has become much more complex and reductions in size do not necessarily imply 

reductions in capabilities.   

Nevertheless, there are some limitations to this way of data presentation. Mathematically, an 

analysis that rests alone on the comparison of the percentual changes of the available data is 

problematic, if the original data sets vary considerably with regard to their respective sizes. 

While the post-1720 Russian BF is indeed comparable to the Navy of Denmark (and Norway), 

the total tonnage between the British Royal Navy and the Imperial Russian Navy differed 

substantially during most time periods. The problems related to comparing the navies of 

different sizes is also the reason the Russian BSF has been omitted, apart from the fact that this 

Russian naval formation did not exist for long time periods during the 18th century anyway. 

 

Figure 3: Five-year percentual changes of the tonnage of the British Royal Navy (blue) and Royal Danish Navy 

and the Imperial Russian Navy (green) (Glete 1993a, 241; 311; Glete 1993b, 376).25  
 

 
25 There is a contradiction concerning the data for the year 1790. For this year, Glete 1993b has been given 

precedence. 
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Therefore, this percentual comparison may only serve as one indicator for fluctuations in 

Russian naval strength and more qualitative examples are given to support the argument: 

as has just been mentioned, Russian naval power had suffered significantly during the period 

between Peter’s death and the Seven Years’ War. A new phase in Russian naval reconstruction 

began when Catherine II. (1762-1796) took power. However, to be able to revive Russian naval 

endeavours, the fleet had to be recreated and foreign expertise imported or accessed overseas, 

for example at the dockyards at Portsmouth, to provide for the necessary skills in shipbuilding, 

maintenance and seafaring (Woodward 1965, 42-44; Glete 1993a, 297; Lambert 2018, 244).  

Another cycle set in with Emperor Nicholas I. (1825-1855), who demonstrated interest in 

strengthening the empire’s battlefleets in the Baltic and Black Sea, not least as a means to 

dominate Russia’s Swedish and Ottoman neighbours (Lambert 2011, 38, 41; Lambert 2018, 

242). The reinforcement of the Russian Navy, however, was soon disrupted by the Crimean 

War (1853-1856). When the war was over Russian sea power in the Pacific was greatly 

diminished, though more by loss of communications rather than combat, the BSF had suffered 

significant losses and St. Petersburg was forced to agree not to maintain a fleet in the Black Sea. 

Russia’s BF, which had spent the war hiding in port, was in need of reorganisation (Woodward 

1965, 105-107; Stone 2006, 125; Grainger 2008). Sixty years later, the situation was not too 

dissimilar. Still trying to recover from the catastrophic defeat during the Russo-Japanese War, 

the Russian Navy was slow in recovering its strength and rebuilding shipyard capacity and 

when WW1 broke out most new vessels were still under construction/not yet combat-ready 

(Greger 1970, 13-14; Eller 1971, 82).   

The recurrent pattern of rise and decline of the Russian Navy can be explained by the 

application of seapower theory. Shaped by its continental nature, Russia’s relationship with the 

sea was hampered by a land-centric interests and the lack of stakeholders with significant 

interests in the maritime domain and the necessary influence on politics to sustain the country’s 

commitment to the fleet in the long-run (Lambert 2018, 244). When worst came to worst for 

continental powers, the fleet, being an expendable asset, held the short end of the stick as 

opposed to the land power’s army, internal troops or ‘pretorians’ safeguarding the sovereign 

‘within’ the state.  When budgetary constraints or geopolitical challenges inside or outside the 

empire required political attention and redistribution of financial resources, the fleet, often 

became an early victim, construction programmes got cancelled and the shipbuilding expertise 

that had been build-up with great effort, vanished once again. Similar mechanisms applied when 

powerful naval proponents, like Peter the Great, passed away or retired (Woodward 1965, 37; 

Tsypkin 2002, 2; Zysk 2012, 128; Till 2013a, 87). In the words of Lambert 
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Yet the naval might of continental powers is far less durable. The endless cycle of Russian naval 

activity – generation, zenith, destruction and reconstruction, perhaps the only true circular pattern 

in world history – demonstrates that anything which has not been rendered central to the national 

identity will be sacrificed in adversity (Lambert 2018, 11). 

 

In line with the oscillating strength of the Russian fleet, Russia’s lack of seapower and its 

limited oceanic commerce and seafaring also impacted the naval procurement process. As 

Lambert argues, ‘without significant ocean-going shipping Russia could not generate the skilled 

manpower for an effective sailing navy’ (Lambert 2018, 256). For similar reasons Russia failed 

to develop a capable shipbuilding industry. Arcadius Kahan identifies a series of factors that 

severely hindered the advance of this industry including, among others, the lack of skill, 

oppressive bureaucracy and the preponderance of government shipyards that prioritised the 

production of warships (Kahan 1985, 295). With the exception of a short, intensive period of 

private shipbuilding in the 1780s and a few local private shipbuilders that focused mostly on 

coastal vessels, ‘there was a virtual absence of construction of merchantmen in the major 

Russian ports’ (Kahan 1985, 296-297). 

A shipbuilding sector that was so heavily dominated by state shipyards focused on naval 

shipbuilding had dire consequences for Russia. When demand for warships fluctuated, which 

as just outlined, tended to happen regularly over the course of Russian history, it was very 

difficult for country to sustain capacities and regenerate shipbuilding skills domestically. Thus, 

securing foreign sources to supply information on the newest ship designs and shipbuilding 

skills became a constant characteristic of Russian shipbuilding history. Naval (re-)construction 

phases under Peter the Great and Catherine II. have already been mentioned as heavily 

depended on foreign expertise. Again, after the Crimean War, Russia turned to England for 

expertise when rebuilding the fleet (Mitchell 1949, 318). At the outbreak of WW1, the Imperial 

Russian Navy, although on paper blessed with a large amount of soon-to-be commissioned 

warships, suffered from the fact that countless vessels’ power systems had been purchased in 

Germany: for a lot of dreadnoughts German-built engines and boilers and for the submarines 

M.A.N. diesel engines (Greger 1970, 13-14). Post-WW1, in the 1920s, the Red Fleet was rebuilt 

using, among others, German and Italian warship designs and technology (Ranft and Till 1989, 

154; Rohwer and Monakov 2001, 32-35).  

Following the 1940 German–Soviet Commercial Agreement, the USSR fueled the Nazi 

Germany’s war machine with much needed commodities. In exchange for raw materials like 

grain, oil and metal ores, the Soviets received, among others, the unfinished cruiser Lützow, the 

plans for battleship Bismarck, hardware and information on German naval testing and naval 
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gun turrets and the machinery for a destroyer-sized warship because the USSR lacked the 

knowledge to construct a competitive blue-water navy entirely on its own (Shirer 1960, 668-

669; Philbin 1994, 46; Wegner 1997, 105). 

In line with the constant reconstruction needs at the beginning of each cyclical period, which 

were always subject to the changing winds of the political-strategic leadership and external 

conditions (Zysk 2012, 115), the lack of a seapower foundation not only meant that it was hard 

to sustain political interest in the navy as a whole but also clarity about the ultimate purpose of 

this service branch, the consequential naval strategy and the corresponding fleet design.   

During its formative years, Peter’s Navy was essentially a brown-water force. Galleys and boats 

contributed to Russian victories by operating on lakes and in riverine operations both in the 

south against the Ottomans and in northwestern Russia against the Swedes. Having secured an 

open access to the Baltic Sea, his vessels subsequently ventured further out into eastern Baltic 

Sea and during the latter phase of the Great Northern War, Russia’s galley fleet provided 

essential capabilities to defeat the Swedes in the Finnish theatre of war, for example during the 

famous 1714 Battle of Gangut against Sweden’s fleet in shallow waters (Woodward 1965, 21, 

23-24; Hughes 1998, 52; Lambert 2018, 238).  

Having gained a strong foothold at the sea in the north and south, the navy that Russia inherited 

from Peter was essentially a green-water fleet with a heavy emphasis on battleships designed 

to dominate its neighbours, particularly the Ottomans and the Swedes, in the adjacent marginal 

seas (Lambert 2011, 41; Lambert 2018, 240-244, 261).   

The strategies, however, according to which the fleet was brought into action did not always 

correspond with this design. For example, by the late 1870s, despite a force of 223 warships on 

paper, the capabilities of the Imperial Russian Navy had dissolved so profoundly that it could 

hardly carry out green-water operations (Fuller 1992, 325).  Unable even to defend the coastline 

of the Black Sea with two floating batteries, four aged corvettes and half a dozen steamboats, 

when the 1877-1878 Russo-Turkish War broke out, the Russian War Ministry had to allocate 

73,000 soldiers just to protect the littoral (Fuller 1992, 325-326). In the Baltic, naval realities 

were likewise meager for the Russia (Fuller 1992, 326). Influenced by decisions that had been 

made by a council on shipbuilding that had met in 1881, the Russian Navy was rebuilt with a 

clear focus on green-water operations and only very limited blue-water/overseas expeditionary 

capabilities (Bogdanov and Kramnik 2018, 43). It was conceivably ill-suited for Emperor 

Nichola’s imperialist ambitions in Asia and the Russo-Japanese War of 1904/05 that required 

the BF to conduct a deployment of truly global scale (Papastratigakis 2011, 271-276).  
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The annihilative defeat during the Russo-Japanese War inspired debates as excessively 

pessimistic as the navalistic discourse in the preceding years had been excessively euphemistic.  

Russian naval historian Nikolay Klado’s comments made in 1905 and evoked by the Duma’s 

debate on the future of the post-Tsushima navy were particularly telling: “In more than two 

centuries of Russian naval history, we have not shown ourselves capable of firmly deciding not 

only what kind of fleet we need, but absolutely whether we need one at all” (Polmar, Brooks 

and Fedoroff 2019, 4). Such a profound insecurity regarding the purpose of one’s navy could 

only arise in a state decisively shaped by continental power, in which naval developments were 

driven by leadership ambitions and not by essential maritime interests. It was thus consequential 

that any committed preparation of the navy in preparation of WW1 suffered from lack of sincere 

political support, a ‘deplorable situation’ that ‘was coupled with a lack of understanding of the 

fundamentals of sea power at the court, where power still lay’ despite some progress in 

submarine, mine and torpedo warfare (Moore 1975, 16).  

As the Russian Navy had experienced severe destruction during WW1 and the ensuing Civil 

War, beginning in the early 1920s, the reconstruction of the navy began and Russian naval 

conceptualists were faced with the difficult task of determining a new strategy and fleet design 

(Woodward 1965, 201; Moore 1975, 17; Polmar, Brooks and Fedoroff 2019, 25). The 

conceptual approach the new navy adopted was the Molodaya Shkola, a somewhat altered 

version of the Jeune École. In contrast to the ‘Old School’ battleship dominated thinking, Soviet 

naval thinking during the 1920s emphasised smaller combatants, submarines, mine warfare, 

aircraft and joint action with army and air force – although it is debated whether these ideas 

were indeed the outcome of an alternative naval philosophy or more practically-driven 

considerations due to operational weaknesses and economic limitations at the time (Herrick 

1968, 19-23; Moore 1975, 17-18; Hudson 1976, 43-55; Ranft and Till 1989, 10, 94-95; Zysk 

2012, 114; Polmar, Brooks and Fedoroff 2019, 25). Whether ideologically driven or 

pragmatically informed or a combination of both, the Molodaya Shkola influenced warship 

production, operational concepts and also the diplomatic dimension of naval policy: during the 

1926 arms talks as part of the USSR’s post-Rapallo Treaty strategic partnership with Germany, 

the Soviet side showed a particular interest in submarines, torpedo boats and aircraft launching 

catapults (Woodward 1965, 202). 

During the late 1930s, the next great shift in Soviet fleet design was underway. Stalin’s quest 

for Soviet great power status required a great power’s navy. This could mean nothing less than 
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a blue-water fleet (Yegorova 2005, 158; Till 2016, 66).26 By the late 1930s the Soviet Navy 

was planning and had begun constructing a naval force consisting of two aircraft carriers, first 

eight and subsequently another six Sovetsky Soyuz-class battleships, and dozens of cruisers 

and destroyers (Moore 1975, 17-18; Rohwer and Monakov 2001, 94-100). However, long 

before these plans could be materialised, the German-Soviet War broke out in 1941 and the 

Soviet Union was left with unfinished hulls of capital ships, which had consumed considerable 

resources, when the USSR was in serious need of minor surface combatants designed for 

combat operations in the coastal waters of the eastern Baltic, the Black Sea and the Sea of Azov.   

The constant changes in strategy and fleet design in combination with comparatively long time 

periods necessary for warship production and (re-)creation of a shipbuilding industry meant 

that, during times of conflict, Russia was often left with a fleet that did not fit its 

strategy/strategic situation as it was built in the previous procurement round. The case of the 

Soviet Navy during WW2 exemplifies this point particularly well. Moreover, both in the 

Imperial Russian Navy and in the Soviet Navy it fostered non-seriality/diversity of various 

classes of warships – often in lower numbers of vessels per class than what could have been 

possible – that ultimately hampered command and control, economical use of budgetary 

resources and efficient construction times (Bogdanov and Kramnik 2018, 43).  Naval operations 

during WW2 and its immediate aftermath also demonstrated that despite grandiose pre-war 

ambitions not blue water but Europe’s marginal seas were the principal areas of operation for 

the Soviet Navy, as the navy had, in the words of Gorshkov, once again shown the “the 

ingrained habit of thinking about defensive categories in […] coastal scales of operations” as 

combined operations with the army enjoyed top priority while defending SLOCs was essentially 

left unattended – at least by the Soviets (Millar 1970, 7).  

Having recovered from the gravest damage sustained during the war, Stalin’s post-war USSR 

resumed its oceanic fleet programme, this time based on the construction of major combatants 

with considerable fire power such as Sverdlov-class cruisers and Stalingrad-class battlecruisers 

(Moore 1975, 20-21; Rohwer and Monakov 2001, 194-201; Polmar, Brooks and Fedoroff 2019, 

87-88).  

Stalin’s death in 1953 put an end to this second Soviet attempt to create a high-seas (surface) 

fleet. Stalin’s successor, Nikita Khrushchev, was skeptical of large surface ships, procurement 

of principal surface combatants was cut down and the focus instead shifted to submarine 

production. Hundreds of conventional submarines, particularly the medium-range Whiskey-

 
26 For catalysts and incentives to develop more capable blue-water forces, see, for example, Moore 1975, 25; 

Rohwer and Monakov 2001, 31. 
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class, were mass-produced throughout the 1950s (Woodward 1965, 229; MccGwire 1971, 94-

95; MccGwire 1973, 178; Polmar, Brooks and Fedoroff 2019, 87-88, 111). Confronted with 

NATO’s overwhelming superiority at sea, scholars analysing the early-Cold War period 

interpreted the orientation of the Soviet Navy as defensive and aimed at defending Soviet home 

waters against seaborne attacks with the exception of potential sea denial operations against 

NATO SLOCs and, few years later, anti-submarine warfare (ASW) against NATO’s strategic 

submarines (Woodward 1965, 229-231; Herrick 1968, 143; MccGwire 1973, 184-186; Stockell 

1973a, 84; Ranft and Till 1989, 9, 162-163; Polmar, Brooks and Fedoroff 2019, 130-133). 

Since about the mid-1960s,27 the next big shift in Soviet naval developments had been taking 

place. Under the leadership of Gorshkov, the navy expanded its presence beyond adjacent sea 

zones, acquired a huge subsurface fleet capable of blue-water operations and began to deploy 

the Eskadras, to distant seas, among others, to the Caribbean Sea or the Indian Ocean. In line 

with these new missions, Soviet fleet design, once again, underwent change and by the end of 

the Cold War the Soviet Union had significantly expanded its blue water capabilities. By the 

1980s, the Soviet Navy had become the second largest navy in the world and maintained sea-

based logistics to sustain overseas-deployed naval formations and operated principal surface 

combatants with enhanced sea endurance, for example Kiev-class aircraft carriers, Kirov- and 

Slava-class cruisers and Sovremenny- and Udaloy-class destroyers.28  

To sum up, throughout the course of its history, the Russian Navy’s fleet design had constantly 

been under change, often involving drastic adjustments in the procurement processes. This, in 

turn, often negatively affected the Russian Navy’s operational capabilities. Given the long 

procurement time needed to build-up naval forces and the constantly changing fleet designs, 

Russia was often left with naval forces from the preceding procurement period that were not 

aligned with the up-to-date strategic objectives and resulting operational requirements as they 

appeared during the next round of conflict.  

 

2.4 A Navy Designed to Support Land Operations 

While size and composition, strategy and political support for the Russian Navy had been 

fluctuating, there was one aspect that remained fairly constant throughout Russian naval history 

 
27 Discussions and decisions on this shift may have dated back to the 1950s. Consult the sources in the next footnote 

for more details. 
28 For more details on Soviet naval operations and development of the Soviet Navy’s fleet composition, see, for 

example, Eller 1971, 175-176, 264; MccGwire 1973, 191 ff.; Stockell 1973a, 87-88; Moore 1975, 23-25, 27-37, 

96; IISS 1985, 16-30; Ranft and Till 1989, 165-168; Polmar 1991, 81 ff.; Till 2016, 67. 

For the catalysts and incentives to develop a capable blue-water navy, see, for example, Eller 1971, 5, 130, 186; 

Moore 1975, 26; MccGwire 1973, 198-204; Polmar, Brooks and Fedoroff 2019, 122-125, 127-133, 142-143. 
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and was closely related with Russia’s identity as a continental power: the application of naval 

means in support of army operations. This circumstance needs to be seen in the context of a 

great land power that was often faced with overland security threats that at some points were 

existential and in consequence also featured a defence organisation predominantly shaped by 

ground forces’ considerations (Chernyavskii 2005, 286-288; Cigar 2009, 463-464; Zysk 2012, 

114-115).    

As mentioned above, Russia’s early 18th century fleets consisted of great numbers of small 

crafts, galleys and gun boats that were ideally suited to operate in brown water and the littoral 

along the principal axes of advance of the Russian army. Thus, the birth of the Russian Navy 

and the specific fleet design it built up during its formative years reflected the navy’s primary 

task of assisting land operations and shielding the ground forces as the army’s ‘seaward flank 

guard’ (Lambert 2018, 239, 243).  

The Russian navies continued this tradition in the Baltic and Black Sea theatres during most of 

the 18th century’s conflicts with Russian involvement, for example the War of Austrian 

succession, the Seven Years War, the many Russo-Turkish Wars of the late 17th, the 18th and 

the 19th centuries, Soviet naval operations, especially in the Black Sea, during WW2 and the 

Soviet war plans for the Cold War. During these conflicts the Russian Navy executed a wide 

range of tasks with the direct or indirect aim of giving support to the army during land offensives 

generally fought to expand the Russian Empire’s terrestrial borders (Lambert 2018, 239-242). 

In many conflicts, the Russian Navy, using both inshore riverine flotillas and seagoing 

vessels, supported the army in isolating opposing land forces. For example, in 1696, the Russian 

fleet made its debut, when it succeeded in cutting the Ottoman fortress Azov off from 

reinforcements, thus contributing significantly to its surrender (Hughes 1998, 17-18; Brikner 

2010, 160-161). During another war at Russia’s southern flank, the Russians deployed armed 

rowing craft on inland waterways to the isolate the Ottoman fortress at Varna during the 1828-

29 Russo-Turkish War (Daly 1991, 23).  

Frequently, Russian naval forces also made direct contributions to land combat by providing 

fire support. Among the better-known examples are the bombardments of the Ottoman 

strongholds of Varna and Anapa during Russo-Turkish War of 1828–1829, the shelling of 

Ottoman Army’s forces in the Caucasus during WW1 or gunfire support provided by naval 

units that had been put under command of the Red Army’s ‘front’ commanders in the Baltic 

theatre during WW2 (Woodward 1965, 175; Herrick 1968, 49-50; Daly 1991, 23).  

Apart from direct involvement in combat, the Russian Navy also supported army operations by 

providing significant logistical sealift capabilities. For example, sea-based logistics permitted 
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Peter’s army to wage resource-intensive siege warfare against Turkish strongholds and kept it 

supplied in remote Finnish territory (Fuller 1992, 70-71; Lambert 2018, 240). Additionally, 

Russia’s highly functional naval transport capability did not only carry much needed personnel 

and equipment to the frontline, it also secured the redeployment of ground forces in territories 

difficult to access via land. This was, for example, the case in the aftermath of the 1828-1829 

Russo-Turkish War when troops suffering from injuries and diseases were repatriated from the 

area of operation to the Russian homeland from Sizepol, Varna and other Black Sea ports in a 

fifteen month-long naval transport operation (Daly 1991, 44). Even when naval affairs were 

given little consideration, as was the case in the period after the death of Peter I. and before 

Catherine the Great, the Russian Navy retained its crucial role as a provider for army logistics 

at a time when communications by land were hardly existent (Woodward 1965, 37).    

Most importantly, the Russian fleets awarded the army with a tactical landing capability. 

Throughout the Great Northern War Peter made ample use of amphibious operations 

conquering places such as Viborg and the Åland Islands by amphibious assault and conducting 

amphibious raids against coastal towns to rupture Swedish resistance during its final phase 

1719-21 (Woodward 1965, 22-23; Fuller 1992, 70; Hughes 1998, 86-87; Lambert 2018, 242). 

In the subsequent 1722-23 Persian campaign, Russian fleets played a critical role in carrying 

out amphibious landings against the Caspian coastline and transporting army personnel and 

materiel (Hughes 1998, 86-87). A decade later, during the 1736 invasion of Crimea, Field 

Marshal Burkhard von Münnich’s army depended entirely on naval transport assets (Woodward 

1965, 35). Summarising Russian 18th century amphibious operations, Lambert argues that  

By 1760 the British were the masters of amphibious warfare, conducting large-scale 

operations against France and Spain. However, the major players in littoral warfare, the 

combined operations of land and sea forces, were the Russians (Lambert 2000, 97). 

During the 1828–1829 Russo-Turkish War, Russian squadrons ferried troops ashore that were 

laying siege to the Ottoman fortresses at Anapa and Varna and captured the port town of Sizepol 

(Daly 1991, 22-23, 29). The most prominent recent use of Russian amphibious capabilities 

occurred during WW2, when the Soviet Navy, often operating under the leadership of the army, 

landed and re-deployed infantry formations at various locations, particularly in the Black Sea 

theatre of operations, in order to slow down the German advance, evacuate ground forces, spoil 

attacks, defend strategic positions and support counter-offensives (Stockell 1973b, 172; Till 

2016, 65; Polmar, Brooks and Fedoroff 2019, 44-74). Amphibious landings were among the 

most important ways army and navy operated jointly to secure victory for the USSR and in total 
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the Soviets carried out more than 100 tactical landings of various sizes during the war 

(Achkasov and Pavlovich 1981, 96; Till 2013a, 187).  

During the Cold War, war and exercise plans of the United Baltic Fleet, consisting of the Soviet 

BF and its socialist allies, set a special focus on the support of army operations along the Baltic 

littoral. At least since the 1961 Warsaw Treaty Organisation’s large-scale command and staff 

exercises, operational tasks of the United Baltic Fleet involved preventing opposing naval 

forces from accessing the central Baltic Sea, securing the Eastern bloc’s coastline against 

amphibious landings, taking the Danish Straits by amphibious assault and achieving a 

breakthrough into the waters of the North Sea (Minow 2011, 119, 130, 351-352). For the next 

decades, the principal objective of the Soviet Navy and its allied fleets was to destroy the 

coherence of NATO’s defence of Europe by carrying out amphibious landings in the western 

Baltic Sea, thereby severing the connection between NATO’s major commands Allied Forces 

Northern Europe and Allied Forces Central Europe (Minow 2011, 202-214, 354-375; Born 

2018, 137-141, 185-190; Jentzsch 2022). Underpinning the value the Soviet Navy could 

contribute in such amphibious scenarios mattered because, as Ranft and Till argue, Soviet 

military ideas about war were still very much land-centred and the navy’s  

advocates must convince the political leadership that they have a unique contribution, 

which cannot be made by land forces, to the central aims of strategic planning; the 

prevention of nuclear or conventional attack on Soviet territory, or, if deterrence fails, 

the country’s ability to fight and win a general war (Ranft and Till 1989, 65). 

Over the course of several centuries brown and green water sealift and amphibious assault 

capability gave the Russians the opportunity to support land campaigns, outflank enemy forces 

during land campaigns and expand the operational range of the Russian Army as the Russian 

Navy fulfilled its role as a significant facilitator for land operations. This amphibious assault 

and sea-based transport capability that allowed for local amphibious operations in support of 

the army was, however, quite distinct from the Anglo-Saxon model of an oceanic expeditionary 

force capable of overseas naval power projection. This holds true for Lambert’s assessment of 

the 18th century situation as it does for the Soviet Navy, at least as far as kinetic scenarios are 

taken into consideration (Stockell 1973a, 87-88; Ranft and Till 1989, 130). 

Another manifestation of the land-centred orientation shaping Russian naval strategy 

was the century-spanning high priority awarded to coastal defence. While the Imperial Russian 

Navy had the ability to dominate its often smaller and less capable regional competitors it could 

not compete for sea control against a first-rate naval force (Lambert 2000, 97; Lambert 2011, 

41; Lambert 2018, 244-245). Faced with superior naval forces, Russian seaward defence 



73 
 

primarily relied on fortifications such as the immense fortresses at Sevastopol and Kronstadt 

during the 18th and 19th century or the artillery-covered minefields of the Nargön-Porkkala-Udd 

Line in the Gulf of Finland, the ‘Central Mine and Artillery Position’, at the end of the 19th/ 

beginning of 20th century (Wolfslast 1938, 104; Greger 1970, 13; Daly 1991, 118; Lambert 

2011, 102; Jentzsch and Witt 2016, 136; Kozlov 2017, 74-75; Lambert 2018, 242, 260; 

Bogdanov and Kramnik 2018, 42). While generally avoiding, if possible, naval engagements 

against superior naval force on the open seas (Greger 1970, 15-17; Lambert 2011, 41), Russian 

navies from 19th century wars to the Siege of Leningrad during WW2 invested much energy 

into developing defensive positions at the country’s littoral built on land- and mine-based 

defence systems combined with naval gunfire, a particularly Russian operational feature Mahan 

refers to as ‘Fortress Fleet.’ (Mahan 1911, 441; Greger 1970, 31; Ruge 1979, 20-21, 67, 191; 

Ranft and Till 1989, 172; Kozlov 2017, 76; Grooss 2017, 155).  

As a result, over the course of several centuries naval commands of states opposing Russia, 

whose objective was to gain access to the Russia’s littoral, encountered the serious difficulty of 

operating in such a contested environment and potentially risking their own fleet if engaging 

the Russian position (Lambert 2011, 160-164; Greger 1970, 23; Jentzsch and Witt 2016, 139). 

During the Crimean War, the scuttling of the Russian fleet and the reassignment of the crews 

of the warships to support the ground forces in their defence revealed the true nature of Russian 

command priorities (Lambert 2011, 151): when worst came to worst, defending terrestrial 

objectives and blocking confined waters that gave access to strategic locations was far more 

important than fighting for (blue-water) sea control (Wolfslast 1938, 107-108; Greger 1970, 52; 

Kozlov 2017, 74; Lambert 2011, 151-160, 235; Lambert 2018, 240).    

Throughout this chapter historical Russia has been established as a continental power as has the 

Russian Navy been interpreted as a powerful force whose principal purpose has been, except 

for small periods throughout naval history, to support land-centred operations rather than blue-

water operations in pursuit of overseas/oceanic interests. However, can these themes that have 

dominated Russian history be applied today to explain Russian naval strategy at Europe’s 

southern maritime flank? To answer this question the question whether early 21st century Russia 

still qualified as a continental power needs to be answered first – a question the following 

chapter will engage.   
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3 

Early 21st century Russia –  

Approximating the Continental Power Model 

 
At the beginning of the 21st century, Moscow’s relationship with the maritime domain 

continued to be dominated by land-centric considerations as the Russian Federation, like its 

historical predecessors, was decisively shaped by its nature as a continental power. This chapter 

explores the character of Russia during the time period under consideration in accordance with 

the theoretical framework introduced in the previous sections, the constituent dimensions of 

continental and seapower and awards particular attention to the elements of Russia’s maritime 

economy. It argues that the Russian Federation’s continental nature was reflected in the state’s 

population, economic and political geography and shows that despite some impressive numbers 

concerning fleet sizes and port cargo-turnover Russia’s maritime sector was geared towards 

regional export of commodities not oceanic trade flows and that Russia’s stakes in global 

maritime commerce were very limited. Ultimately, Russia’s socio-political conditions – 

governance style, inclusive politics and legal norms and values – contradicted the assumptions 

associated with seapower theory in the most profound ways. In line with this thesis’ overall 

research design, the information that is provided refers to the time period between 2000 and 

2019 unless specifically stated otherwise.  

At some points this chapter is very heavy on details. It is only by examining the details of the 

maritime sector that the discrepancies between an official policy line that propagated the 

Russian Federation as a great maritime power and celebrated Russian investments into the 

maritime sector and reality become obvious. As far as structure is concerned, this chapter 

follows the examination scheme of constituent dimensions of continental and seapower as 

described in chapter one beginning with aspects related to Russia’s geography.     

 

 

3.1 Geography, Economic Geography and Geopolitics 

With respect to the geography of the Russian Federation, the Eurasian behemoth featured a vast 

landmass blessed with natural resources. As Ksenia Gonchar argues, Russia’s continental 

dimensions had a direct impact on the country’s economic development. Apart from domestic 

monopolies by state-owned enterprises and customer needs specific to Russia, for example in 

the automobile sector, Gonchar lists the great distances in the country as one of the key reasons 

why foreign competitors faced great difficulties in challenging Russia’s domestic companies in 

the food and lumber industry and the construction sector. Business branches from these very 
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industries took over the pole positions in Russia’s economic growth when the business sectors 

specialised in (energy) resource exploitation hit their natural limits to growth by the mid-2000s. 

On the other hand, the vastness of the land also had serious economic disadvantages such as 

high transportation costs (Gonchar 2010, 317, 320). Thus, Andrei Markevich and Tatiana 

Mikhailova point out that the Russian Federation was confronted with the same trade-off as its 

continental predecessors: the interest in exploiting the resources of the vast territory stood in 

opposition to the enormous economic costs associated with developing distant lands in a hostile 

environment (Markevich and Mikhailova 2013, 619).     

On a global economic level, the size of Russia, its population and its market also affected its 

relationship with global trade – the key constituent of any seapower system as discussed in 

chapter one. The bigger and more self-sufficient a country and its market, the more significant 

is its domestic trade as opposed to foreign trade. In the words of economist Jeffrey Frankel,  

Large countries can be expected to have a lower ratio of trade to GDP; even in a perfectly 

integrated world, a typical US citizen would be probabilistically more prone to trade 

with another American than with the residents of a random country. Indeed, smaller 

countries tend to be naturally more open (Frankel 2006, 2-3).  

Similarly, Alberto Alesina, Enrico Spolaore and Romain Wacziarg show that the size of a 

country (population) and trade openness are beneficial for growth but that the significance of 

size falls as a country becomes more open (Alesina, Spolaore and Wacziarg 2005, 1521-1530). 

Put inversely, size remains a significant factor in the absence of integration into the globalised 

economy. As further outlined in this chapter, however, Russia’s international economic 

integration in the time period under consideration was limited by various factors, including 

deliberate policy choices by the Kremlin; the fact that few Russian goods apart from the export 

of natural resources could compete on the international market; and the impact of post-Crimea 

sanctions. Therefore, size remained crucial when discussing Russia’s early 21st century 

economy.    

This interrelation is also shown in quantitative data. Figures 4 to 9 provide an overview of 

different branches of the economy for the time period 2000 – 2019 based on World Bank data. 

In these figures, data on Russia is compared to data on the United Kingdom, the Netherlands 

and Denmark (where available), three modern countries commonly associated with seapower 

concepts (Lambert 2018, 311). With the Russian economy’s comparatively large size and 

limited global integration, it is of little surprise that trade in percent of GDP measured higher 

in the selected seafaring nations as it did for Russia (see figure 8). Of course, the situation of 
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Russian trade was also closely linked with Russia’s domestic business climate. Even in 

comparison with other important emerging markets Russia presented comparatively big 

obstacles to trade and foreign investments. 29  In a 2005 survey of 134 CEOs of major 

multinational companies, Moscow’s effectiveness to promote foreign investments was ranked 

significantly lower than Beijing’s, New-Delhi’s and Brasilia’s (Tarr and Volchkova 2013, 606). 

Similarly, Russia was repeatedly rated badly in the category ‘customs’ that is particularly 

relevant with regard to trade facilitation in the World Bank’s International Logistic Performance 

Index (The World Bank 2015; Tarr and Volchkova 2013, 606). The following subchapter 3.2 

will further elaborate on Russia’s domestic constraints on significant components of seapower 

economies such as commerce, banking and maritime enterprise.  

On the resource side, the Russian case fitted the continental power model’s emphasis on 

extraction of surplus product by territorial control of land particularly well (see chapter one). 

Due to its predominant economic weight, exploitation of energy resources was the most notable 

way in which early 21st century Russia materialised the riches of its land, a topic that will 

receive further elaboration below. Other significant national resources that the Russian 

economy made use of included, for example, wood, the country’s vast mineral wealth30 and 

arable land.  

Despite the fact that a large portion of the Russian Federation was located within the 

environmental belts of the Arctic Desert, Tundra and Taiga whose vegetation was in large parts 

closely related with Russia’s mostly continental climate regime and unsuited or unfavourable 

for agriculture, the country nevertheless possessed enormous potential for agriculture due to the 

enormous size of the areas that were indeed arable (Encyclopaedia Britannica n.d.). Among this 

land, there were large quantities of chernozem - approximately 40% of the world’s black earth 

were located in Russia - one of the most fertile soils with potential for high agricultural yields 

(Burkhardt et. al 2020, 2). According to data provided by the Food and Agricultural 

Organization of the United Nations, in the time period 2007-2016 on average Russia ranked 

fifth globally with regard to agricultural land extent and fourth globally at about 120 Mha with 

regard to cropland area (FAO 2020). With access to these extensive lands and their globally-

demanded outputs, Russian agriculture resurged once structural steps such as the creation of 

the Russian Agricultural Bank [Rossel’khozbank], the implementation of protectionist measures 

like import quotas and non-tariff support measures, the restructuring of debts and taxes and the 

modernisation of facilities, were taken and productivity issues addressed (Heckl, Kreus and  

 
29 Apart from other reasons such as comparatively high factor costs (Rosefielde and Hedlung 2009, 148). 
30 For a discussion of Russia’s mineral resources, see, for example, Fortescue 2013, 417-421.  
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Ruhren 2007, 46; Lindner 2010, 353; Gonchar 2010, 322; Lerman and Sedik 2013, 531-540; 

Karlova et al. 2020, 3; Grouiez, Vercueil and Volkov 2021, 777-778). Over the 21st century’s 

second decade, Russian total grain harvest increased considerably from less than 79 million 

tons on average between 2000-2005 to 135.4 million tons in 2017. By 2018 Russia hold almost 

1/4 of the global wheat market exceeding the exports of the US and EU (Hedlund 2018). 

Although increases in grain production and thus expansion of the area designated for cultivating 

grain were realised as living stock inventories and the need for fodder crops had dramatically 

decreased and meat imports increased, this import trend peaked in 2011 and by the late 2010s 

reversed as Russian meat imports decreased and meat exports increased (Lerman and Sedik 

2013, 521-522; Vorotnikov 2018). While beef production continued to stagnate and decline, 

poultry and pork production had been significantly increasing since the mid-2000s reaching 

self-sufficiency by the late 2010s. In 2017, Russia’s agriculture ranked first with regard to wheat 

exports, second with regard to sunflower seed production, third with regard to potato and milk 

production and fifth with regard to egg and chicken meat production (Ayala 2018). The 

successful development and relative importance of Russia’s agricultural sector became evident 

by the 21st century’s second decade: Russian goods dominated the CIS food and agricultural 

market, since 2015 revenues generated from food exports exceeded those from arms exports 

and in the time period between 2013 and 2019 food exports increased significantly from 

$16.2bn to $24.8bn while imports decreased sharply from $43.2bn to $29.8bn. The Russian 

economy was on track to meet Putin’s designated goal of transforming into a net exporter of 

food products by 2022 (Lerman and Sedik 2013, 529; Hedlund 2018; Khitakhunov 2020). 

As Iikka Korhonen, Heli Simola and Laura Solanko argue, Russian efforts to increase 

agricultural production and substitute imports of foodstuffs from the West were not just taken 

when the Russian government introduced the post-Crimea countersanctions – though, of course, 

they were accelerated by these measures. Russia’s agricultural policies were part of a long-term 

plan that was developed long before 2014, aimed at import substitution of food products and 

reflected a ‘worldview according to which dependence on imports is dangerous’ (Korhonen, 

Simola and Solanko 2018, 69). Such measures designed to achieve (partial) autarchy were, of 

course, the opposite of a seapower approach: for millennia seafaring nations, which most often 

lacked sufficient arable land to grow the foodstuff needed, had satisfied their peoples’ need for 

food by utilising the advantages of regional and international division of labour and seaborne 

commerce. As shown in figures 4 and 5, agriculture, forestry and fishing and rents on natural 

resources overall played a much more significant role in Russia’s economy than was the case 

in any of the thalassocratic states’ economies.  
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The availability of these resources in combination with a large and continuously wealthier 

society driving domestic demand and world-wide accessibility of production technologies also 

created beneficial conditions for Russia’s industrial growth during the 2000s (Gonchar 2010, 

315-316, 320). In fact, early 21st century Russia featured a solid industrial base in ferrous and 

non-ferrous metallurgy, machinery building, chemical, nuclear, space and arms industry 

(Blinnikov 2011, 277-290, 304-306). As shown in figures 6 and 7, generally speaking, industry 

and manufacturing assumed comparatively higher importance in the Russian economy than in 

the economies of Denmark,31 the Netherlands and the United Kingdom. Taken together these 

conditions allowed Russia, particularly against the background of 21st century complex, global 

economic interdependencies, to achieve a relatively high degree of economic autonomy in 

economic sectors essential for the survival of the state and its society.  

As Lambert argues, western sanctions put in place against Russia in the aftermath of the 

annexation of Crimea and the War in the Donbass stood in the tradition of maritime economic 

warfare – a typical instrument in the seapower tool kit (Lambert 2018, 284, 312, 331). Among 

others, the 2014 round of western sanctions against Russia included a ban on loans to five 

principal Russian state-owned banks, asset freezes for 28 businesses and entities accused of 

violating Ukraine’s territorial integrity, a prohibition to trade certain bonds and equity and 

related brokering services with Russia’s biggest state-controlled banks and several major 

energy and defence companies and a ban on the export of certain goods and services to Russia 

(Dreyer and Popescu 2014, 1-2). In addition to these sanctions, in 2017/2018 the US added a 

wide range of further sanctions packages that aimed at imposing costs on the Russian Federation 

for its actions in Ukraine and Russian meddling in the internal affairs of various states in Europe 

and North America and provided for punitive measures against a vast array of individual and 

institutional targets, including sector-specific sanctions against the Russian economy (U.S. 

Department Of The Treasury n.d.; Congress 2019). Consequently, apart from other effects, 

foreign banks’ claims on Russian entities between end of 2013 and end of 2017 were drastically 

reduced by more than 50% (Korhonen, Simola and Solanko 2018, 75).  

On the other side of the coin, the enormous wealth the continental great power Russia could 

generate from its land and its resources enabled it to defy a sanctions regime that would have  

 
31 Since the later 2000s, the development of Danish manufacturing has been contrary to the trend described here, 

owing particularly to the quadrupling of manufacturing of pharmaceuticals between 2000 and the late 2010s 

(Statistics Denmark 2018, 29).  
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Figure 10: Russia’s 15 biggest cities 2002/2008 and main production centres of the heavy industry (Pleines and 

Schröder 2010, 284-285; Blinnikov 2011, 156, 281-289; Wood Mackenzie 2021) (Based on Wikimedia Commons 

n. d. a). 

 

 

been much more detrimental to most seapower economies that, according to theory, are for the 

most part smaller, feature much greater openness and are strongly integrated into the global 

financial system. Although most branches of the Russian economy experienced a drastic 

reduction of investments in the post-2014 environment, many Russian enterprises adapted to 

the situation, especially the restrained market access to capital and technology, increased 

efficiency and some branches could even profit from higher investments. As Andrei Yakovlev 

points out, these included the metallurgical, chemical, agricultural and infrastructural sector, 

the wood and paper industry and some service sectors (Yakovlev 2016). Of course, the 

foundation of most of these post-2014 still prospering economic branches, as has just been 

outlined, was closely related to the vast resources provided by the massive Russian landmass.  
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In a 2016 business survey conducted by the Presidential Academy of National Economy and 

Public Administration and the Gaidar Institute for Economic Policy, the majority of Russian 

enterprises assessed their situation as ‘normal’ and manufacturers were generally satisfied with 

the demand for their products (Feinberg 2016). While Russia’s post-2014 quartal and annual 

economic growth rates didn’t exceed 1,5%-2%, rates fairly low for an emerging market, 

Russia’s economy did continue to grow despite the sanctions (Deuber 2018). In fact, the effects 

of the 2014 western sanctions on the Russian economy were not nearly as damaging to the 

country as the drop in oil prices and the ruble’s depreciation at the time (Dreyer and Popescu 

2014, 2; Korhonen, Simola and Solanko 2018, 68; Kholodilin and Netšunajev 2019). Ultimately, 

by the late 2010s, the credit rating agencies assessed that the Russian Federation could 

withstand the western sanctions regime for a long period of time, even if sanctions were further 

tightened (Deuber 2018). 

In addition, Russia’s economic and population geography was also deeply continental. Thus, it 

was untypical of the global situation at the beginning of the 21st century. Whereas about 40 per 

cent of the world’s population lived within 100 kilometres of the coast (United Nations 2017), 

Russian demographic and economic centres, with few exceptions, were located far inside the 

Eurasian continent, inter alia, a legacy of Soviet spatial policies (Markevich and Mikhailova 

2013, 625-629): despite severe decline in the industry following the dissolution of the USSR, 

heavy industry, apart from the exploitation of energy resources, remained the backbone of the 

early 21st century Russian economy. Russia’s principal steel production centres were located in 

Vologda, the Donbass, the Urals and Central Siberia, while the main production centres for 

machinery building were the Central Federal District around Moscow (39% by production 

volume), the Volga area (22%) and the Urals (14%). Furthermore, at the beginning of the 21st 

century, Russia was the world’s second largest fabricator of finished aluminium. The country’s 

aluminium smelting facilities were all concentrated in regions featuring abundant hydropower 

and thus mostly located in Siberia and in Volgograd. At last, of Russia’s chemical industry 

about 40% was located in the Ural region and approximately 20% in the Central Federal District 

(Blinnikov 2011, 281-283, 288, 289). Early 21st century Russian urban geography also revealed 

another feature particular to Russia and the significance of its vast territories. Among others, in 

order to achieve “mastery of Siberia”, the USSR had established numerous monocities – 

regional urban centres surrounding an industrial plant or a technological cluster – with a 

particular focus to the north and east of the Urals. Under market conditions the majority of these 

monocities were economically non-viable. After 1991, this legacy of the command economy 

continued to haunt Russia’s economic development as of the 467 cities identified by the Russian 
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government as monocities in 2000 more than 50% required direct and indirect subsidies 

(Ericson 2013, 70-71). Conceptually, Russia’s approach to sustain economically irrational 

infrastructure in order to realise economic and demographic control over large areas of land 

was a direct antithesis to the previously introduced principle of ‘commercial extraction of 

surplus product’ by seapower states (Münkler 2007, 49-52, see chapter 2.1).  

In contrast, few Russian population centres were coastal and while coastal navigation could 

assume local significance, Russia’s principal means of interconnectivity was decisively land 

bound (GKS 2018, see figure 10): Russian railways accounted for a modal share of 85% for 

freight and the country featured one of the world’s largest railway networks. With regard to rail 

sector employment, Russia, a country of about 145 million inhabitants at the time, ranked third 

globally – after the 1.4 bn population giants China and India – and in overall density of 

operations second only to China (Pittman 2013, 490; Murray 2014, 4, 7). As Russell Pittman 

argues, ‘measured by the share of freight carried, Russian railways are second to none among 

the world’s largest railways in their importance to their country’s economy’ (Pittman 2013, 

491).   

Furthermore, Russia’s geopolitical situation profoundly reflected trends closely associated with 

a continental school of thought. As outlined in chapter one, geopolitical insularity is a key 

prerequisite for the development of seapower and sea power. In case of the Russian Federation, 

however, its geopolitical situation dictated a land-oriented focus and severely restrained 

Russia’s potential to commit to the sea. At this point of the thesis, this subchapter will only 

provide a brief overview of some of the most relevant security issues given that subchapters 4.1 

to 4.3 will take up these topics again. These included, among others, that for much of the time 

period under consideration, Russian security policy had to deal with internal threats, such as 

separatism and terrorism, which were particularly serious in Russia’s Caucasian republics. The 

insurgency of the 2nd Chechen War (1999-2009), for example, raged throughout half of the time 

period under examination in this thesis. Externally, security threats were also challenging 

Russian interests in Central Asia, a region considered by Moscow as its sphere of influence and 

thus requiring the Kremlin’s sustained investment of military and political resources. Moreover, 

the Kremlin was also allocating significant resources to reinforce its posture at the southern tier 

as it faced conventional and hybrid conflicts along its border regions with Ukraine and Georgia. 

Resorting to the application of armed force was, however, not the Kremlin’s preferential means 

to maintain its geographically contiguous sphere of influence on the Eurasian continent as the 

early 21st century witnessed Moscow trying to push ahead with several political projects such 

as the Eurasian Economic Union or the development of the Collective Security Treaty 



83 
 

Organization (CSTO) with some authors, such as Marcel van Herpen or Agnia Grigas, going 

as far as to argue that Putin’s Russia was engaged in empire building (Herpen 2015; Grigas 

2016). Unlike contemporary cases such as France and New Caledonia and Corsica or the 

Philippines and Mindanao/the Zamboanga Peninsula, for Russia, safeguarding national, or if 

one follows the argument, even imperial cohesion was not a question of preserving influence 

across the sea but controlling Russia’s continental periphery (Herpen 2015, 1). 

From a conceptual point of view, the need to protect long, insecure land borders could also be 

applied to Russia’s western strategic direction. It is true that post-1999/2004 NATO expansion, 

Russia only shared approximately 800 kilometres of direct border length with NATO member 

states in the Baltic region and NATO never challenged Russia’s territorial integrity. However, 

concerning the applicability of this thesis’ model and thus the allocation of resources a state 

may commit to the maritime domain, it is more important to consider how NATO presence in 

East-Central Europe was perceived by the Kremlin. In this regard, justified or not, Russia did 

feel the need to secure its western border regions. Examples include the strengthening of the 

military alliance with Belarus and of Russia’s Western Military District (MD), increased 

deployment of forces into the Oblast Kaliningrad, the establishment of the 1st Guards Tank 

Army in Bakovka in 2014/15 and build-up of ground forces in proximity to Ukraine (MoD 

Russia n. d. o; Deyermond 2004; Sokov 2011; Kaas 2014; Gzirian 2015; Lenta 2015; 

Wesolowsky 2015; Radio Free Europe 2017; Pugačiauskas 2019). 

To sum up, early 21st century Russia was not only far from anything that resembled geo-political 

insularity but, on the contrary, had to prepare for and respond to challenges along thousands of 

kilometres from the Eastern European Plain to the Caucasus and Central Asia. By no means 

could the Kremlin direct the ‘very unity of its aim upon the sea’ (Mahan 1890, 29).  

In contrast, another Mahanian constituent, the physical conformation of a state’s coast, 

appeared much more relevant to the case of Russia. The extensive length of Russia’s coastline 

– spanning more than 46,000 kilometres – cannot be denied but, as Mahan elaborates, the state 

of the maritime infrastructure at the coastal belt matters at least as much as the length of the 

coastline itself (Mahan 1890, 35; see also Saradzhyan 2010, 26). A quick examination of the 

role of Russian harbours within the global maritime economy refutes any claims of Russia as a 

great seapower that could be based on the length of the Russian shoreline. This leads to the 

second important constituent determining the nature of Russia as a continental or seapower: the 

nature of the Russian economy and the question to what degree it was maritime driven. 
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3.2 The Maritime Sector and the Nature of the Economy 

To begin with, any economic categorisation of Russia as a sea- or continental power has to take 

into account the maritime sector per se. A lot of writing that has dealt with the question of 

Russian seapower/sea power is quick to point out that Russian access to the open ocean was 

constrained by choke points under the control of potential adversaries and that Russia’s lack of 

warm water ports posed serious obstacles to the development of both maritime and naval 

capabilities (Mahan 1900, 117; Mitchell 1949, 28-29; Till 2013a, 96; Grygiel 2014, 21; 

Marshall 2016, 12-13).  

While this author does not deny the relevance of access to the sea and choke point control, 

topics subchapter 4.2 will revert to, 21st century conditions necessitate a much closer look at 

the economic details, the development and the particular nature of Russia’s maritime sector. 

Unlike in the preceding centuries, when countries went regularly to war with each other and the 

Royal Navy regularly swept the oceans of adversary shipping, choke point control by potential 

hostile powers by itself seems insufficient to explain the development of seaborne trade routes 

under 21st century conditions. Even during the tensest moments of the Cold War, NATO navies 

did not resort to ‘taking Soviet merchant ships as prizes.’ By the 21st century, the situation had 

become even more complex as most merchant ships were flagged out to operate under a flag of 

convenience and a vessel’s ship owner, charterer, captain, crew, flag state and carried cargo 

were not unlikely to originate from entirely different countries. Under these conditions the 

slightest thought about naval commerce raiding has become utterly terrifying for any legal 

advisor at a naval headquarter and executing a sea-based UN arms embargo against a rogue 

state resembles a highly-complex criminal investigation. Equally, while climate conditions still 

matter a lot, the global climate has become much warmer and conditions for navigation in 

marginal seas, such as the Baltic Sea, that used to be constrained by extensive ice during many 

months of the year, have become much more favourable.32 Considering these 21st century 

conditions, it is necessary to examine in much greater detail the decisive forces driving the 

usage of sea lanes, maritime commerce and the role Russia played with regard to the vast, 

interconnected and international system of specialised maritime industrial and service branches. 

Given that merchant ships’ ultimate purpose is to load, transport and unload cargo in 

harbours, the examination of Russia’s maritime sector begins with the country’s port 

infrastructure. Having lost a substantial number of significant ports with the dissolution of the 

USSR, Russia was left with few seaports that, except for St. Petersburg and Novorossiysk, 

operated under difficult climatic and cost-intensive conditions (Nalbandov 2016, 249). In the 
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early 21st century, Russia did not possess any universal ports and played no role with regard to 

international hub ports such as Singapore, Rotterdam or Genoa. The term universal port refers 

to a harbour that in addition to container handling ‘is geared to all forms of non-containerised 

cargo like project cargo, suction cargo, liquid cargo, grab cargo and bulk cargo’ (Port of 

Hamburg 1970). The term hub port refers to a harbour that ‘is an area of activity with the 

function of being a hub for goods transshipment and a gateway for economic and manufacturing 

sectors through the connection of inland transport systems and ship feeder systems’ (LEC 2018). 

Russian ports’ principal purpose was for national import and export while playing a 

neglectable role within global maritime logistics. For the Baltic Sea region, the ports of 

Hamburg, Gothenburg and Gdańsk assumed the role of regional hub ports. The Port of 

Hamburg, for example, served as an important hub for Russian goods where cargo was 

transferred on to feeder ships that in turn carried out the short sea shipping in the Baltic Sea and 

connected Russian ports such as Saint Petersburg. The situation for other Russian ports was at 

least unfavourable: Archangelsk featured an unfavourable geography and inland connections 

with Russia’s urban and economic centres was much more reasonable through the Baltic Sea; 

Kronstadt’s container terminal capacities were limited without opportunities for further 

development and generally speaking Baltic Sea ports suffered from the fact that access to this 

marginal sea through the Danish Straits and the Kiel Canal placed limitations on the draught of 

ships, preventing very large merchantmen operating along the global SLOCs from calling in 

Baltic; the geography of Vladivostok and Vostochny Port, with the exception of local export to 

East Asian ports, was equally bad and Vladivostok’s hinterland in the Russian Far East was 

underdeveloped. 33 

Furthermore, both Vladivostok/Vostochny Port and Murmansk suffered from a peripheral 

position at marginal seas far from the world’s principal SLOCs (Heckl, Kreus and Ruhren 2007, 

28). While, according to data provided by Zhanna Mingaleva, Vladimir Postnikov and Mariia 

Kamenskikh, cargo turn-over in Russian harbours did significantly increase, particularly in the 

Far Eastern and Arctic maritime theatres, from 407 Mio t. in 2005 to 816 Mio t. in 2018, this 

was largely due to increases in the export of commodities: in 2005 oil, oil products and coal 

combined accounted for about 73% of cargo handling in Russian ports and container handling 

only accounted for 5,3%, in 2018, the three types of cargo still accounted for about 69% of 

cargo turnover whereas container handling had only slightly risen to 6,6% (Mingaleva, 

Postnikov and Kamenskikh 2022, 304, 306).  

 
33 Interview 1; Interview 4. 
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In the Black Sea region, the research focus of this thesis, there was Novorossiysk, Russia’s 

principal commercial port with freight turn-overs of 117 million tons in 2013 that handled the 

majority of cargo turnover in the theatre.34 Although maritime traffic was intense, Novorossiysk 

was chiefly used for export of commodities, especially oil. Of the approximate quarter of 

Europe’s oil consumption which was provided by Russia at the end of the 2000s, about a third 

was carried by tankers from the Black Sea. With regard to the shipment of other forms of cargo, 

however, Novorossiysk’s location likewise featured an unfavourable geography (Socor 2007a; 

Delanoe 2014, 370; Borisocheva cited in Sanders 2014, 67).35 This assessment is supported by 

the port’s hydrographic data. With a dry cargo harbour whose physical conformation allowed 

for a vessel’s maximum length to be 250m and its maximum draught to be 12.5m, it was 

physically impossible for most large cargo ships and bulk carriers to call in Novorossiysk 

(Maxwell 1990, 185). Since the later 2000s, political initiatives aimed at expanding and 

modernising Russia’s port situation in various maritime theatres including Novorossiysk. 

Facilities at Novorossiysk were object of expansive works planned to enlarge the port’s 

capacities for oil and grain exports, to create a terminal for vegetable oil and modernise 

container terminals to attract further Black Sea container traffic (Socor 2007a; Sanders 2014, 

67). Novorossiysk’s capacities for the export of oil and grain and the handling of container 

cargo was to be strengthened, while other regional ports such as Taman (coal export), Tuapse 

(export of oil and, potentially, liquefied gas) or Kavkaz (handling of commodity ferryboats) 

had been envisaged to further specialise (Socor 2007a).  

In practice, however, investments came in slow, the need for investments was enormous, 

encompassing both the port itself and the infrastructure in the hinterland, and by the late 2010s, 

in many ways the physical situation of the port of Novorossiysk had become rather worse than 

better (Port Strategy 2007).36 In this Novorossiysk was archetypical. According to the analysis 

of a survey of experts presented by Mingaleva, Postnikov and Kamenskikh, insufficient railway 

infrastructure and water depths in seaports were mentioned as the most constraining factors for 

Russia’s maritime economy (Mingaleva, Postnikov and Kamenskikh 2022, 314). The relevance 

of Novorossiysk as a port for the export of oil was underpinned by data provided by IHS Markit. 

In the time period January to September 2019, the market share of Black Sea ports (primarily 

Novorossiysk) in Russian seaborne crude oil exports stood on average at 40% whereas Baltic 

 
34 See, for comparison, Ust-Luga on page 73.  
35 Interview 4. 
36 Interview 1.   
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ports accounted for about 36% and Russia’s Far Eastern ports for about 20% of the country’s 

seaborne exports of oil (Katsoulas 2019).  

Before 2014, Russian wheat and coal exports were also extensively exported through Ukraine’s 

port of Mariupol at the Sea of Azov as Russia did not possess sophisticated port infrastructure 

at the Sea of Azov. Post-Crimea Ukrainian cargo turn-over in Ukrainian ports at the Sea of 

Azov fell sharply while cargo turn-over at its Russian counterparts increased significantly. 

However, given the physical conditions of the ports, especially with regard to the depth of the 

seabed, and the shallowness of the Sea of Azov and the Kerch-Yenikale Canal in general, which 

implied that only vessels of minor size with a cargo-carrying capacity of up to 40.000t could 

navigate in this sea zone meant that these ports at the Sea of Azov could at best only assume 

local relevance. Following the annexation of Crimea, the construction of the Kerch Strait Bridge 

put further physical restrictions on the air draft of vessels that could potentially navigate into 

the Sea of Azov (PortNews 2018; Urcosta 2018).37     

The heavy dominance of export in Russian ports’ foreign trade cargo turnover is also shown in 

data provided by Oleg Dunaev and Dar’ia Nesterova for the year 2016. As shown in figure 11, 

processing of exports far exceeded the handling of import cargo or cargo destined for transfer 

in every maritime theatre with the exception of the Caspian (Dunaev and Nesterova 2017, 20).38  

 

Figure 11: Cargo turnover in Russian seaports in 2016 (Source: Dunaev and Nesterova 2017, 20).  

 
37 Interview 1.   
38 The authors do not provide details on the share of cabotage (transport of goods or passengers between two places 

in the same country) with regard to cargo handling for the respective maritime theatres but place it at 9.9% for the 

entire Russian Federation [in comparison: 78.6% average export foreign cargo turnover throughout Russia] 

(Dunaev and Nesterova 2017, 20).  
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While export of commodities dominated Russian ports, this also meant that the ports’ role in  

international maritime commerce was limited. Commercial shipping operations were extremely 

expensive and empty runs had to be avoided. However, ports that were heavily dominated by 

export of resources offered little cargo that in turn could have been loaded onto merchant ships 

following the discharge of cargo making them unattractive destinations for large commerce 

vessels.39 An exception, to a limited degree, was the Port of Ust-Luga at the Baltic Sea. Of 

course, the Russian Federation, just like any other country, had an interest in reducing the 

dependence on foreign hub ports, in expanding the role of its own harbours and in establishing 

direct links with principal SLOCs.40 A principal reference was the ‘main document of the state 

policy of the Russian Federation in the field of use, study and development of the World Ocean’ 

- the Maritime Doctrine of the Russian Federation (henceforth Maritime Doctrine) (Flot.com 

2000). The 2001 edition of the Maritime Doctrine detailed: 

The national maritime policy in the field of maritime transport is to implement the 

provisions of the Concept of the Shipping Policy of the Russian Federation, the main 

goals of which are to maintain the fleet and coastal and port infrastructure at a level that 

guarantees the economic independence and national security of the state, reduce 

transport costs, increase the volume of foreign trade and transit traffic through the 

territory of the country (Kremlin 2001).  

Ust-Luga, a harbour founded in the 1990s at the Gulf of Finland, in close proximity to the 

Estonian border, provided an opportunity to increase the economic independence of Russia’s 

port infrastructure. It was infrastructurally linked with important agglomeration centres such as 

St. Petersburg and Moscow, the locations of the harbour and connected manufacturing were 

advantageous for export and there was potential for supply chain integration (Michael 2008, 

93-94; Panova, Isaeva and Mukhtar 2016, 33-34; Dmitrieva 2021). By making use of Ust-Luga, 

Russia was trying to provide attractive opportunities for direct port calls, among others from 

Asia. If realised, cargo would no longer be turned over onto feeders in the ports of Hamburg or 

Danzig, but merchant vessels would include Ust-Luga in their port rotation or on direct routes 

from Asia.41 In fact, cargo handling volumes in Baltic Sea ports during the 2010s might have 

suggested that falling cargo turnovers in Baltic ports such as Riga or Ventspils were linked with 

rising turnovers in Ust-Luga (Dmitrieva 2021).  

 
39 Interview 1.   
40 Interview 4.   
41 Interview 4.   
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Consequently, by the late 2010s Russian companies, such as the holding Novotrans, were 

expanding the capabilities of the port, adding multifunctional sea terminals and aiming to 

develop Ust-Luga into a universal port (Dmitrieva 2021). Likewise, throughout the 2000s and 

2010s the capacities of Ust-Luga were continuously expanded. By 2012, infrastructural 

capacities for cargo turn-over of the harbour and the connecting railways had reached more than 

35 million tons while construction work was ongoing that aimed at further expanding capacities 

beyond 100 million tons by 2020 (PortNews 2012). Indeed, for 2017 and 2019 Ust-Luga’s cargo 

turn-over was reported to have exceeded 103 million tons. For these years, however, cargo turn-

over of coal, oil and oil products still accounted for 89.3% (2017), 87.4% (2018) and 88% (2019) 

of Ust-Luga’s total cargo turn-over (NANGS 2020). Nevertheless, further development of the 

port, particularly the expansion of the port’s container-handling capability to 2,9 million TEU 

could have increased Ust-Luga’s future opportunities. Possessing capacities of 2,9 million TEU, 

Ust-Luga’s dimensions would have exceeded national requirements by far and could have 

increased Ust-Luga’s potential to develop into a hub port capable of interregional and, to a 

certain degree, possibly also international transhipment. 42  Nevertheless, the geographic 

conditions set by the approaches to the Baltic Sea would of course have continued to place 

limits on vessel sizes and thus the role Ust-Luga could potentially have played in international 

commercial shipping.43 To sum up, despite the ambitious planned and realised expansion of 

Ust-Luga, for the period of the 2010s, the importance of the port remained regional and mostly 

limited to the export of energy resources.  

Apart from the conformation of the harbours, a wide range of factors associated with port 

logistics disincentivized global maritime commerce from taking place in Russian ports. Given 

the enormous daily operating costs of a merchant vessel, shipping companies place a high 

priority in keeping laytimes in ports to an absolute minimum. Particularly significant in this 

regard are the quick handling of cargo and the quality of port services (Bültjer and Schulze 

2013, 20). Generally speaking, port services are carried out by a port operator. Among others, 

it runs the port’s cranes, provides storage space and refrigerated warehouses and the stevedores 

are employed by the port operator. As soon as the Yellow Jack [flag Quebec – the ship is under 

quarantine and yet to be cleared for pratique] is lowered, port logistics start processing the ship 

and its cargo.44  In western countries, private companies were generally in charge of port 

operations or they were port-owned but commercially run. In Russia, on the other hand, 

 
42 Interview 4. 
43 Interview 1.   
44 Interview 1.   
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Sovcomflot, a state-owned enterprise, was not only Russia’s biggest shipping company but was 

also rendered port-related services in many harbours (SCF 2012; Bokina 2012; SCF 2022).  

There were, however, significant obstacles in Russian ports facing international ship-owners. 

To begin with, when a ship enters a foreign harbour, it undergoes a clearance process that 

involves the port authority, customs, police etc. This process, which costs the ship-owner up to 

$50.000, involves, among others, examining the ship’s condition, for example by checking its 

trading certificates and taking ballast water samples. Due to extremely complex bureaucracy in 

Russia, problems with corruption and inefficient processes, clearance processes that would take 

two hours in a western harbour could last up to half a day in a Russian port. Furthermore, it was 

not uncommon that for the duration of the entire clearance period merchantmen were not 

cleared for pratique which meant that the vessel remained under quarantine and port logistics 

were not allowed to start discharging the vessel’s cargo. Due to outdated infrastructure, 

insufficient storage and transport capacities and inefficient processes, cargo turn-over rates 

were extremely slow in Russian ports.45 It was not uncommon that a comparable cargo volume 

which western ports could process in three days’ time would take a Russian port up to two 

weeks to discharge. Even with regard to bulk cargo, such as coal, grain or ferrous 

metals/steel/minerals, which were among the most important types of bulk handled in Russian 

harbours, especially at the Black Sea (Mingaleva, Postnikov and Kamenskikh 2022, 307), 

Russian ports were not competitive, particularly with regard to time-efficiency. These were 

crucial deficiencies on behalf of Russian ports in a globalised and highly-competitive system 

of maritime economies. In ‘statements of facts’ merchant ship captains are required to report 

about the conditions in the harbour – especially the time-consumption of all activities since 

approaching the port – to the shipping and the charter companies which in turn, based on all 

available business intelligence, plan their shipping routes accordingly. Furthermore, support 

services important for shipping operations that ship-owners take advantage of while lying in 

port were hard to access in Russia. These included extremely time-consuming and difficult to 

realise changes of the ships’ crew members when calling in Russian ports or flying in spare 

parts for the vessels.46 

Against this background, it is of little surprise that there wasn’t a single Russian-based company 

among the world’s biggest port operators and Russian port operator and logistics were by no 

means global players concerning international cargo handling. Companies like the Hong Kong-

 
45 Excluding liquid bulk up to medium-sized tankers and container handling as far as feeder-based transportation 

in the Baltic Sea was concerned. 
46 Interview 1.   
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headquartered Hutchinson Ports, the Singapore-headquartered PSA International, the 

Netherlands- headquartered APM Terminals or the UAE- headquartered Dubai Ports World, 

spanned a global network of port infrastructure and logistics and executed a major share of the 

world’s container throughput – logistical operations Russia’s underdeveloped and state-

dominated maritime sector could have never achieved (Le Rossignol 2007; Bültjer and Schulze 

2013, 20-21).47   

Ultimately, a political culture that was characterised not by seapower ideas of free trade and 

free seaborne commerce but by a continental mentality of protectionism and state-intervention 

suppressed maritime trade flows and can help to explain why Russian ports could only assume 

minor importance in the international maritime economy. Russia’ shipping sector was regulated, 

among others, by ‘flag-binding’ regulations which demanded that a high percentage of goods 

which were put through Russian harbours had to be carried by vessels operating under a Russian 

flag. Merchants had to accept complex and time-consuming processes, if they wanted to close 

business deals involving international shipping companies with their non-Russian-flagged,          

-owned or -registered vessels. Of course, for international shipping companies and charterers, 

such conditions were extremely unattractive.48  

The above-detailed situation of Russian ports is also reflected in quantitative data. During the 

second decade of the 21st century, container port throughput of the entire Russian Federation 

measured in twenty-foot equivalent units (TEU) equalled only about 0.6% of global container 

port throughput. For example, in 2010, Russia featured a container port throughput of 3 243 

368 which was equal to 0.599% of global container port throughput. For this year it was thus 

comparable to Chile, a country with a population almost nine times smaller than Russia’s, at 3 

167 305 TEU. The data of the year 2010 on Russia contrasts strikingly with that of major 

seapower economies which were deeply involved in international seaborne trade and container 

handling: for example, the Netherlands at 2.1% of global container port throughput, Malaysia 

at 3.1%, South Korea at 3.42%, Japan at 3.5%, Hong Kong at 4.53% or Singapore at 5.38% 

(UNCTAD n. d.).   

Even more challenging than the situation concerning the country’s port sector was the one 

concerning Russian shipbuilding. According to information provided by Russia’s Central 

Marine Research and Design Institute (TSNIIMF), throughout the 2010s merchant vessels 

(‘transport fleet’) were produced in small numbers in Russia (see figure 12). For the year 2020, 

Sergei Buianov, director of the TSNIIMF, further detailed the composition of the newly-built 
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vessels. Out of thirty vessels there were 21 ‘coastal and inland trading vessels’ and four tankers 

that, featuring a total deadweight of 126,100 tons or an averaged deadweight of 31,000 thousand 

tons each, collectively ranked in the ‘coastal tanker’ category (Morskie vesti Rossii 2021; 

Notteboom, Pallis and Rodrigue 2022a). Russian civilian shipyards in the time period  

 

Figure 12: Production of ‘transport vessels’ for the Russian merchant fleet (Source: TSNIIMF cited in Morskie 

vesti Rossii 2021).  

 

under consideration, however, not only built few vessels, they also had serious difficulties to 

provide for attractive offers. This was, among others, underlined by the fact that there were no 

Russian merchant vessels sailing for the leading western merchant fleets which operated the 

entire spectrum of vessels built by a variety of capable shipyards. 49  Following the 

implementation of the sanctions regime against Russia in 2014, Russian shipbuilding faced 

further challenges as the majority of material and parts necessary for ship construction was 

foreign supplied (Morskie vesti Rossii 2021). Fully aware of its limitations in competitive 

shipbuilding, Russia’s federal target programme ‘Development of civilian maritime technology 

in 2009–2013’, which had come into force in March 2008, had already conceded  

The low level of technological potential of domestic shipbuilding is due to Russian 

organisations lagging significantly behind foreign ones in the development of 

production technologies and organisation of work. As a result, the specific labour 

intensity of shipbuilding production in the industry is 3-5 times higher than abroad, and 

ships are built 2-2.5 times longer (Rossiyskaya Gazeta 2008). 

 
49 Interview 1. 
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Nevertheless, the programme also identified ‘the creation of technical means for developing the 

richest hydrocarbon deposits on the continental shelf of the freezing seas of the Arctic and the 

Far East’ as the ‘main niches for Russian shipbuilding in the coming and more distant years.’ 

Consequently, the programme underpinned the relevance of ‘the development of new 

production technologies for the construction and repair of civil marine equipment, technologies 

and means of mechanization and automation of production processes, new technologies for the 

production of ship components adapted to domestic conditions’ (Rossiyskaya Gazeta 2008). 

In practise, however, even with regard to the construction of such specialised vessels, the 

Russian shipbuilding’s ‘main competitive niche’, capability and/or capacity remained limited. 

There were a series of successfully implemented projects, such as the construction of ice 

breakers or a cooperation project between Sovcomflot and the St. Petersburg’s Admiralty 

Shipyard which resulted in the construction of several tankers for the Arctic region (Morskie 

vesti Rossii 2021) Still, throughout the late 2000s and 2010s Russian customers like Sovcomflot, 

the Russian Ministry of Transport or Norilsk Nickel, one of the largest metallurgical companies, 

had icebreakers and special ships, like the breaker - cargo transport MS Norilskiy Nickel and its 

successors, built at expensive north European shipyards (Viðskiptablaðið 2010; Helsinki 

Shipyard 2019). This was a strong indicator that the necessary capabilities to build such vessels 

were not (sufficiently) present in Russia at the time.50 Ultimately, as various authors point out, 

the Russian shipbuilding industry’s output was dominated by government orders for naval 

shipbuilding not customers who enjoyed the freedom of choice (Vishnevskiy et al. 2017, 195). 

During his talk at the merchant fleet conference that occurred as a side-event to the Neva-2021 

exhibition in St. Petersburg, Sergei Buianov, director of the TSNIIMF, came to a mediocre 

assessment after almost two decades of government programmes designed to improve Russian 

shipbuilding capabilities: ‘If you look from the point of view of quality, cost and terms of 

building ships, then our shipbuilding is still far from perfect, but it cannot be said that ships are 

built very badly’ (Morskie vesti Rossii 2021).  

Judging from the perspective of civilian shipbuilding, the early 21st century Russian Federation 

was neither ‘a leading seapower’ nor ‘a leading sea power’, as the Maritime Doctrine had 

aspired (Kremlin 2001). In fact, given Russia’s modest civilian shipbuilding capabilities it was 

not a sea power at all. The great fleet of shallow inland and coastal vessels, whose re-production 

was well within the country’s means, ensured connectivity throughout the Federation by 

enabling navigation along the country’s mighty rivers and on the continental shelf. It revealed 

 
50 Interview 1.   
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the true character of a huge land power with limited but with regard to some aspects very solid 

maritime capacities.     

In addition, Russia’s fishing sector revealed an ambiguous picture. On the one hand, Russia 

inherited a large and very active fishing fleet from its Soviet predecessor. In 2002, Russia’s 

offshore fishing fleet consisted of ca. 2500 fishing vessels and was ranked 10th out of 217 

countries and territories in the world with regard to total fisheries production (in metric tons) 

(FAO 2007, 3; The World Bank 2022h). In a 2016-2017 comparison of distant water fishing 

(DWF) fleets by flag states based on AIS data from Global Fishing Watch, Russia was ranked 

ninth globally with a 1.5% proportion of fishing effort among the top ten DWF fleets (Stimson 

2019, 14-15). The fishing fleet was complemented by acquisition of large, modern fishing 

trawlers from Spanish and Norwegian shipyard. It carried out fishing activities throughout the 

oceans, not without frequent incidents caused by alleged illegal fishing one might add, as 

Russian fishing vessels operated off the West African Coast or sold their catch to East Asian 

clients sometimes off-loading their cargo directly at sea (Thornton 2013, 686; Dakaractu TV 

2013; RFI 2014; Interpol 2014, 56).   

On the other hand, following the fall of the USSR, Russia no longer possessed adequate 

maintenance infrastructure for its fishing fleet in every location. Therefore, Russian fishing 

vessels operating in the Far East, for example, frequently halted in Busan, South Korea, to carry 

out necessary maintenance work (Thornton 2013, 686). By the late 2010s, 80% of Russia’s 

fishing fleet still consisted of vessels that had been built in the 1970s and 1980s (Finne 2018). 

Furthermore, the capacities of Russia’s fish storage and processing shore-based infrastructure 

were limited. Consequently, when in 2009 Russian fishing vessels caught record volumes of 

salmon, much of the catch was wasted (Thorsteinson, Anne 2012 cited in Thornton 2013, 686).  

Apart from mediocre conditions of Russian ports and shipbuilding and an ambiguous 

fishery situation, the state of Russia’s merchant fleet also underpinned that global maritime 

commerce, in contrast to local shipping and regional sea-borne export of commodities and bulk 

that were indeed significant, was at most of modest importance for Russia. As elaborated in 

Chapter two, for several hundred years Russian seafaring had played no important role as goods 

had been shipped overseas by foreign, mostly Dutch and English, merchants. In the early 21st 

century and against the background of a globalised, highly-complex economic system, such 

simplicity no longer held true. In fact, Bradford Dismukes argues that Russian assets at sea 

were mainly of economic nature, referring to their tasks in cabotage, the sizeable merchant 

fleet’s role in maritime shipping, the large fishing and research fleet and Russia’s sea-based 

exports, especially with regard to energy and grain (Dismukes 2020, 13). Furthermore,  
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Country of 

ownership 

Total number 

of vessels 

Number of nationally 

flagged vessels 

Number of foreign 

flagged vessels 

Total Dead-weight 

tonnage 

Nationally flagged 

Dead-weight tonnage 

Greece 4 536 670 3 866 349 195 189 (1) 60 776 654 

Japan 3 822 875 2 947 225 121 215 (2) 35 532 308 

Russia 1707 1356 351 22 747 486 (19) 7 772 112 

Netherlands 1195 708 487 18 151 246 (21) 5 802 564 

Figure 13: Merchant Fleet of selected countries (UNCTAD 2019b, 37).  
 

maritime shipping/cargo handled in seaports accounted for approximately 60% of Russian 

foreign trade shipments and growth of Russian ports’ capabilities contributed to advancing 

Russian exports (Saradzhyan 2010, 19; Mingaleva, Postnikov and Kamenskikh 2022, 303). 

Nevertheless, the situation of Russia’s merchant fleet equally revealed the picture of a maritime 

economy substantially different from its counterparts in the great seafaring nations. At first 

sight, early 21st century Russia featured one of the world’s largest merchant fleets. In 2001 

UNCTAD ranked the Russian merchant fleet third globally with 2,539 vessels being owned by 

Russian owners and, two decades later, according to the 2019 UNCTAD Handbook of Statistics, 

Russia had fallen to the ninth place in the world ranked by fleet ownership with a fleet of 1 707 

merchant vessels (UNCTAD 2001, 30; UNCTAD 2019a, 4; UNCTAD 2019b, 37).51 A more 

precise picture emerges, if the merchant fleet is not examined by the number of vessels but by 

their tonnage (cargo-carrying capacity). Using this categorisation, the Russian merchant fleet 

of the year 2001 fell to rank 13 at 16 065 933 dead-weight tons (DWT) and its 2019 version to 

rank 19 at 22 747 486 DWT (total ownership). In comparison, the first-placed Greek merchant 

navy accounted for 349 195 189 DWT (total ownership) and the second-placed Japanese 

merchant fleet for 225 121 215 DWT (total ownership) in 2019 (UNCTAD 2001, 30; UNCTAD 

2019b, 37). The comparatively small cargo carrying capacity of the merchant fleet also reflected 

percentage-wise in the share of world cargo transportation: the Russian merchant fleet 

accounted for 0.1% (Koveza 2020).  

The discrepancy between the great size of the Russian merchant fleet and its relatively low total 

dead-weight tonnage implies that the individual Russian merchant vessels on average featured 

comparatively little cargo-carrying capacity. Furthermore, the average value per ship of Russian 

merchantmen in 2017 were among the lowest in the world (International Chamber of Shipping 

n.d.). This put Russian merchantmen and shipping lines in contrast with the large, international 

shipping companies where the trend over the previous decades had been towards significantly  

 
51 Commercial ships of 1000 gt and above; Out of the 1707 vessels reported in the Russian(-owned) merchant 

fleet, the vast majority was operating under a national flag. Only 351 ships were reported to operate under a 

foreign flag (see figure 13). North Korea, Kyrgyzstan, Cambodia or Mongolia were examples of flags found 

among Russian-owned but foreign flagged vessels (Interview 1).  
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Figure 14: Principal sea lanes and concentration of global maritime traffic (National Center for Ecological 

Analysis and Synthesis cited in Rocha 2013; SeaNews 2014; Notteboom, Pallis and Rodrigue 2022b). Blank 

Map: (Styx 2010) CC Public Domain. 

 

larger ships in order to keep freight rates for overseas shipping as low as possible (Bültjer and 

Schulze 2013, 19, 21-22). This was peculiar but not implausible. Unlike the great international 

shipping companies that fiercely competed for market shares in oceanic transportation, the 

focus of Russian merchant vessels was not on the major international sea routes.  

SLOCs stand at the centre of the world’s economy. Commercial shipping allows for the 

transport of large quantities of goods at comparatively cheap prices. As globalisation engulfed 

the entire planet earth following the end of the Cold War, sea-borne logistics dramatically 

expanded leading to seaborne trade quadrupling in size in the 40-year time period up to the year 

2020. In support of the globalized economy shipping developed highly sophisticated logistics 

chains that provided raw materials and semi-finished products to manufactures and 

manufactured/finished goods to the consumer, often on a just-in-time basis (ICC n.d.). 

Consequently, more than 90% of global trade was transported by sea though not all sea zones 

were of equal importance. Merchant ships generally sailed along certain shipping routes that 

provide for safe and economic transportation of cargo while being optimised to reach the 

shortest sailing times between the vessels’ ports of origin and destination. Given a series of 

conditions, including chokepoints, such as the Strait of Hormuz or the Suez Canal, or cargo 

volume and distribution, some sea zones and SLOCs were more frequented than others by the 

more than 50,000 vessels that were sailing at sea at the turn of the 3rd decade of the 21st century 

(Valentin 2022).  
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Figure 15: Above: Dutch-flagged Contacts and below: Japanese-flagged Contacts 

Blank Map: Courtesy of Dr. Alan Morton, Imperial College London, accessible at 

https://www.dmap.co.uk/utmworld.htm 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

0 to 0.9 contacts in this sea zone 

 1 to 10 contacts in this sea zone [at a value of 9.6 the value was rounded up] 

 X>10 to 50 contacts in this sea zone  

 X>50 to 200 contacts in this sea zone 

 X>200 contacts in this sea zone 
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As shipping companies select the shipping routes for their vessels based on safety and cost-

effectiveness, tracking and analysing ship movement can also provide insights into the shipping 

industry of a particular country. Figure 14 show the concentration of global maritime traffic 

along the world’s principal SLOCs. Using Lloyd's List Intelligence Seasearcher, Russian-, 

Dutch- and Japanese-flagged contacts were tracked on 17 May 2019, 27 May 2019, 22 August 

2019, 12 September 2019 and 14 November 2019.52 The tracked contacts included the total 

volume of vessels of each of the aforementioned states, however, as Lloyd’s relies on open-

source information, the number of warships reported is negligible. The examination may 

therefore be used to gain understanding of the respective states’ merchant fleets. Based on the 

data gathered on the respective contacts, average values for the year 2019 were calculated and 

allocated to Alan Morton’s grid zone map. Although the way in which data was collected does 

not permit conclusions to be drawn with regard to the exact positions of individual ships at 

specific locations and concrete points in time, the data does provide a useful general overview 

of sea zones where vessels of the respective flag states were concentrated. As apparent, Dutch- 

and Japanese-flagged contacts were located in far greater numbers along the international 

shipping routes, particularly along the trans-Atlantic and trans-Pacific shipping routes (see 

figure 15). As nationally flagged vessels generally tend to navigate in closer geographic 

proximity of a flag state, while oceanic seafaring is often carried out by vessels flying a flag of 

convenience, 53  the great geographical distribution of the Japanese and Dutch vessels is 

particularly notable, further underlining the global commercial role of the nationally-flagged 

merchant fleets of these two maritime nations. The distribution of these vessels thus matches 

very well the profile of the merchant fleets of these two countries as significant global maritime 

commercial stakeholders. In case of Japan, already the average dead-weight tonnage of more 

than 40,000t per nationally-flagged vessel in the year 2019 (see figure 13) points towards the 

oceanic commercial orientation of the Japanese merchant fleet,54 while the Dutch-flagged fleet 

was much smaller, both in quantity and in dead-weight tonnage, but, among others, specialised 

in high-seas project cargo and heavy-lift.55  

In contrast, Russian-flagged contacts were concentrated in various marginal seas adjacent to 

Russia, particularly in the Black Sea, the White Sea and Barents Sea, the Eastern Baltic Sea and 

in the Northeast Asian marginal seas. In the Arctic sea zones, which witnessed particularly 

 
52 Not only limited to vessels of 1000t. Consequently. the number of vessels presented in the figures 14 to 15 

may exceed the number of vessels listed throughout this chapter for merchant fleets.   
53 Interview 4.   
54 In comparison the average Russian dead-weight tonnage per nationally-flagged vessel was about 5,730t. 
55 Interview 1. 
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dense Russian maritime traffic, Russian contacts consisted of a large number of fishing and 

research vessels, ice breakers and small cargo ships (see figure 14). While the type of data 

presentation places its focus on the geographic distribution of the vessels, numbers still matter 

because the parameters of the colour scale are equally applied to all three merchant fleets. In 

light of the fact that the illustration presents ‘flagged’ as opposed to ‘owned’ contacts, Russia 

obtains a significant relative advantage as the number of Russia’s nationally flagged vessels in 

2019 was almost twice as large as the Netherland’s and more than 1/3 bigger than Japan’s (see 

figure 13). That despite this fact significant oceanic portions of the map along the global SLOCs 

are nevertheless more colourful in figure 15 than in figure 14, further strengthens the argument.  

For Russia’s merchant fleet, the two interrelated factors of choice of maritime routes and 

average vessel size had dramatic consequences: In a 2020 article, Anatolii Koveza, director of 

Cristal Alliance Shipping , detailed the consequences of the Russian fleet’s limited ship sizes 

and thus also cargo carrying capacity, Russian vessels’ comparatively large crew numbers in 

comparison with transported cargo and ever fiercer competitors which, using their ever larger 

vessels, could push down on international freight rates and drive Russian shipping lines into 

bankruptcy (Koveza 2020).   

This situation of a merchant fleet not (primarily) operating along the world’s oceanic high-ways, 

was also reflected in the division of the merchant fleet sailing under Russian flag: Of the 1,176 

Russian-flagged ships that belonged to Russia’s merchant fleet [transport fleet] on 01 February 

2020, 833 were designated as coastal and inland trading vessels [suda reka-more plavaniia] 

optimised for shallow waters and inland waterways (see figure 16).  

 

 

 

Figure 16: Composition of Russia’s merchant navy on 01 February 2020 (Source: PortNews 2020).  
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The available data also sets the large number of total Russian-flagged ships into relation as far 

as the issue of international maritime commerce is concerned: of 3,457 civilian ships under 

Russian flag, 1,129 were classified as ‘support service ships’ [obespechivaiushchii], which 

included pontoons, bilge water collectors, ice breakers etc. (see figure 16). 

 

 

3.3 The Arctic: Challenge to the Argument? 

At this point it is useful to make a short comment on Russia’s impressive ice breaker fleet – 

among the country’s most ambitious projects in the maritime domain – and the Arctic region in 

general although the High North is not the geographical focus of this thesis. Even though the 

central argument of this thesis is that by understanding early 21st century Russia as a continental 

power, Russian naval affairs, particularly at the southern tier, and the many contradictions 

associated with it can be explained, this thesis does not claim exhaustiveness in its approach. 

As is the case with every theoretical model in social sciences, there are limits to a theory’s 

explanatory power and not every Russian naval development at every location and point in time 

during the two decades under consideration fit well with this thesis’ model. Chapter two has 

already introduced a brief period in the Pacific Ocean where certain features of a seapower 

system could be identified although these were incapable of changing the continental nature of 

the Russian Empire as a whole. For the time period under consideration in this thesis, similar 

conclusions can be drawn concerning the Arctic region.  

During the 21st century’s first decades Russia significantly expanded its fleet of ice breakers, 

leaving it with dozens of vessels including the world’s biggest and most powerful, nuclear-

powered ships. This force, which outsized those of Russia’s rivals in the Arctic, especially the 

US, Canada and China, by far, led some commentators to the assessment that Russian sea power 

was already dominating the Arctic seas (RFE/RL 2019; Chapple 2020; Uppal 2021). This 

author fully acknowledges the impressive scale and capabilities of Russia’s early 21st century 

ice breaking fleet – the largest in the world at the time (United States Coast Guard 2017). 

However, as far as the purpose of this capability is concerned, Moscow’s ice breaking fleet 

needs to be put into context of the particular missions the ice breakers were tasked to carry out. 

Much of Russia’s ice breaking fleet was used to keep the Russian coast ice-free and Russia’s 

continental shelf useable. These vessels were not part of an operational maritime programme to 

keep sea lanes open. Many of Russia’s ice breakers featured particular hull/bow forms and 

applied ice-breaking techniques that were optimised for crushing large chunks of ice in the 

littoral zone/ throughout the continental shelf, for example to keep oil rigs clear of ice. These 
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ice-breakers lacked the necessary sea endurance, draught and freeboard to be used for high-seas 

navigation.56 Thus, while Russia during the 21st century’s first two decades definitely was in 

possession of a remarkable fleet of ice breakers and a few of these units also allowed for the 

creation of ice-free passages along the NSR and thus enabled transoceanic shipping, one should 

be careful not to inflate this capability as far as seapower identity is concerned.57   

As far as the Arctic in general was concerned, by the beginning of the 21st century, climate 

change had greatly affected the polar region and the melting of the Arctic ice created new 

opportunities for the use of sea routes, the exploitation of natural resources and the Russian 

Navy (Till 2013a, 97).  In order to make navigation along the NSR economically viable, various 

improvements of Russia’s maritime infrastructure in the Arctic zone, especially concerning 

logistical support, opportunities for bunkering and search-and-rescue stations, were necessary. 

The Russian leadership demonstrated resolve to accomplish the necessary expansion of 

infrastructure as both the 2008 and later the 2020 edition of the “Foundations of State Policy of 

the Russian Federation in the Arctic” defined the use and development of the NSR and the use 

of the Arctic zone as a ‘strategic resource base’ as national interests of the Russian Federation 

(Pravitel’stvo Rossii 2008; Kremlin 2020, 2). Economic developments did indeed underpin the 

increasing relevance of the Arctic in the period under examination. In addition to the already-

mentioned expansion of the ice breaker fleet, from 2005 to 2018 cargo turn-over in Russia’s 

Arctic ports almost tripled raising the share of total cargo turn-over handled by these ports from 

8,8% to 11.4% (Mingaleva, Postnikov and Kamenskikh 2022, 304-306).  

Along with the expansion of the civilian use of the Arctic, Russia’s military footprint in the 

Arctic was also significantly strengthened. In addition to the establishment of the regional 

command OSK North (see subchapter 4.4), in accordance with its doctrinal writing the Russian 

military, among others, restored airfields and radar stations across its northern coast, set up new 

bases and air defence networks on islands in the high-north, established Arctic brigades and 

Russian naval task forces carried out long-range patrols along the Arctic’s marginal seas (IISS 

2013, 202; Fedyszyn 2013; IISS 2015: 159; Kofman 2015; IISS 2016, 165-166; MoD Russia 

2017a; IISS 2017, 189). Ultimately, Russia’s engagement with the Arctic zone also had 

implications for shipbuilding: by the late 2010s, Russia had begun construction on the new Ivan 

Papanin-class icebreaking missile-armed patrol ships (Gady 2017a). 

 
56 Interview 1.   
57 For an overview of Russian icebreakers based on information available in the year 2017, see United States 

Coast Guard 2017. 
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The interrelation of Russia’s Arctic commercial maritime interests, state policy, naval activities 

and shipbuilding definitely resemble certain features of a seapower system and the virtuous 

maritime circle.  

Still, even with regard to the Arctic one should be careful not to overemphasise the seapower 

aspect when interpreting Russia’s relationship with the maritime domain. Director Koveza’s 

complaints about the non-competitive management of the NSR again prove to be enlightening:    

Russian specialists with experience in leading companies of global lines carefully 

developed a model for launching a line service through the NSR. The project for 

organising liner transportation through the Northern Sea Route was entrusted to 

Atomflot, which has no experience in organizing and operating lines. As a result, critical 

changes were made to the concept, which will lead to an increase in the cost of 

transporting TEU (20-foot container), which will be 1.5 times more expensive than the 

same transportation from Shanghai to Rotterdam via the southern direction (Koveza 

2020).  

Despite the fact that the NSR as a link between Europe and Asia was about 40% shorter than 

its counterpart via the Suez Canal, navigation was aided by global warming and Russia had 

made enormous investments, by the end of the 2010s the NSR remained non-competitive, 

among others, due to high operating/voyage costs (Zeng et. alii 2020, 34). Unsurprisingly, the 

organisational culture of the agencies set up to enable (and promote) the NSR’s use reflected 

the Russian Federation’s continentally-minded, state-centred, over boarding bureaucracy rather 

than successful private commercial entrepreneurship. Against this background, was the fact that 

Russia took advantage of an emerging nearby SLOC really an argument supportive of Russian 

seapower identity? As the discussion of the literature in the introduction of this thesis has shown, 

the weight attached to the arguments for or against Russian seapower in this context are highly-

debated and will remain so for the foreseeable future. 

 

 

3.4 Relevance of Russia’s Merchant Fleet 

In spite of the great numbers of vessels in Russian service, Russian maritime shipping faced 

great difficulties to compete on an international level with global shipping companies, 

principally for many reasons already elaborated throughout this chapter. Against this 

background, the long relative decline of the Russian merchant fleet can be placed in context. 

The 2006-2010 Strategy of Development of Transport of the Russian Federation that was 
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published in January 2006 placed the share of the Russian fleet in foreign trade transport at 4% 

(MinTrans 2006, 6). 58 As Vadim Kornilovpoints out,59  a decade later, only about 1.5% of the 

country’s foreign trade was carried by the Russian merchant fleet.60 This was a breakdown of 

enormous proportions when compared to the 1970s when the Soviet merchant fleet had 

transported approximately 65-70% of the USSR’s foreign trade (Kornilov 2015).   

In line with the continental models applied in this thesis, proponents of Russian commercial 

shipping, such as Vadim Kornilov, demanded protectionist measures and state intervention, 

ideas very much opposed to seapower, to reverse this development and strengthen the Russian-

flagged merchant fleet: ‘There is a need for legislation that would provide for the reservation 

of cargo deemed strategic for Russia, such as oil and oil products, timber, grain, fertilizers, and 

metals, [being transported] by sea transportation under Russian flag’ (Kornilov 2015). Simon 

Saradzhyan also elaborates on Russian government ambitions for fiscal stimuli to motivate 

ship-owners to operate their ships under the Russian flag (Saradzhyan 2010, 42).  

As far as further explanations for the declining relevance of the Russian merchant fleet are 

concerned, the examination of Russia’s merchant navy (transport fleet) may offer additional an 

explanation apart from the already-mentioned small average size of Russian merchantmen and 

problems associated with competitiveness. As of February 2020, there were only 11 bulk 

carriers and 18 container ships in the Russian merchant fleet (Russian-flagged) but still 349 

tankers (PortNews 2020).  In comparison, as of 2019, the Dutch merchant fleet consisted of 13 

bulk carriers and 41 container ships, the Danish merchant fleet 7 bulk carriers and 123 container 

ships and the Japanese merchant fleet 158 bulk carrier and 29 container ships (CIA n.d.).61 This 

matters because dry cargo was by far the most important type of cargo transported by maritime 

shipping during the late 2010s. In 2018, out of the 11 billion tons that were shipped 

internationally, 7.8 billion tons were categorised as dry cargo. Crude oil, on the other hand, 

which during the 1970s crude oil had been the most transported good, had lost most of its market 

share over the course of several decades. By 2018, it accounted for less than 1/5 of maritime 

cargo (UNCTAD 2019c, 72). Concerning Russian merchantmen, it is also noteworthy to point 

out that Russian vessels were often suffering from their advanced age – particularly in the field 

 
58 The term “Russian fleet” refers to both Russian-flagged and Russian-owned vessels.  
59 Director general (1991-1999) of Sovcomflot [OAO Sovkomflot], Russia's largest shipping company. 
60 See footnote No. 53.    
61  The discrepancies between Russia’s cargo carrying capacity and those of seafaring nations, such as the 

Netherlands, Denmark or Japan, grow even stronger if the calculation takes into consideration that the maritime 

sector in these countries had access to large quantities of foreign-chartered tonnage, including hundreds of bulk 

carriers and other cargo vessels. The use of foreign-chartered tonnage by Russian shipping companies, however, 

were very limited (Interview 1).   
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of container ship there were few modern vessels – and connected problems with fuel efficiency, 

state-of-the-art loading and unloading abilities and economic business operations in general.62 

Furthermore, as Koveza argues, such a lack of a strong container-carrying capacity limited the 

role Russia’s merchant fleet could play in global maritime commerce from the onset: 

As measures to support the industry, the Minister of Transport proposes subsidizing 

rates on loan agreements, assistance in paying current lease payments and allocating 

funds to stabilise container transportation tariffs. […] It is quite obvious that these 

measures solve separate tactical tasks aimed at creating a favourable tariff corridor for 

increasing the transit traffic of the Asia-Pacific market through Russian land transport 

chains, but they are not a solution to the strategic tasks of developing the commercial 

maritime industry of the Russian Federation, since more than 97 % […] of transit and 

export-import cargo traffic continues to be carried out by foreign sea carriers and the 

ships and containers in service with the global lines (Koveza 2020). 

Moreover, as in previous centuries, the role of foreign merchantmen carrying out Russian trade 

has to be acknowledged. In this context it has to be addressed that not all of the previously-

mentioned limitations applied to the same degree to foreign shipping or that conditions could 

be perceived differently by vessels/companies from different flag states. In addition to 

merchantmen owned by western shipping companies, particularly in tanker trade, countless 

merchantmen operated by non-European/North American ship-owners flying flags of 

convenience called in Russian ports throughout the period under consideration. As such 

stakeholders were primarily motivated by commercial motives flying flags of countries with no 

specific national interests, for example, Marshall Islands, Palau, Panama, the topic will receive 

no further elaboration in this thesis even though non-Russian stakeholders were responsible for 

the lion’s share of Russia’s seaborne cargo (see also previous page). Additionally, Chinese 

shipping companies, such as COSCO – one of the world’s largest shipping companies – need 

to be mentioned for sake of completeness. Chinese stakeholders were not only transporting 

Russian cargo at sea but also significantly involved in terminal development throughout Russia 

(Yang 2014; Louppova 2017).63   

As argued throughout this subchapter, global sea-based commerce did not stand at the centre 

of the Russian state's wealth generation. Which were then the decisive branches of the Russian 

economy securing the country’s wealth and economic well-being? 

 
62 Interview 2.  
63 Interview 1; Interview 2; Interview 4. 
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First and foremost, Russia’s early 21st century economy depended on the state of its energy 

sector. Since the late 1990s and throughout the 21st century’s first decade, rising oil, gas and 

metal prices had had a decisive influence on Russia’s economic resurgence (Rosefielde and 

Hedlund 2009, 145; Sutela 2010, 305, 308). Depending on the source and point in time of data 

collection, the energy sector accounted for a value between 20% and more than 30% of Russia’s 

GDP (Beck, Kamps and Mileva 2007, 8; Pleines 2010, 329; Åslund 2013, 87; Gaddy and Ickes 

2013, 315). Simultaneously, export of carbon resources – oil, coal and gas – accounted for 

approximately 2/3 of Russia’s exports. This was especially significant, firstly, because overall 

Russian economic growth was heavily driven by exports, and thus by energy prices, and, 

secondly, because export revenues were essential for financing the Russian Federation’s state 

budget64 (Pleines 2010, 329; Götz 2014; Dreyer and Popescu 2014).  

It is true that, as the 21st century’s first decade progressed, rising living standards, consumer 

demand and a wide range of branches of the economy, among others, retail, wholesale and 

construction, the hotel and restaurant sector and real estate, increasingly contributed to Russia’s 

GDP growth (Beck, Kamps and Mileva 2007, 14; Gonchar 2010, 315). Nevertheless, the 

principal source of this rising domestic demand had equally been income generated by the 

export of (energy) commodities (Gonchar 2010, 317; Götz 2014). As Roland Götz elaborates, 

the interrelations were far-reaching: higher oil prices allowed for the economical exploitation 

of new oil fields resulting in demand for new production, transportation and processing facilities 

which in sequence had positive effects along the entire supply chain from machinery building 

to private consumption (Götz 2014). 

Even services exports, which accounted for only about 10% Russia’s total exports, were heavily 

driven by the energy sector. More than 1/3 of services export revenues were generated by 

transportation services, such as the pipelining of oil and gas pipelines (Beck, Kamps and Mileva 

2007, 8). Against this background it is little surprising that most of the few Russian enterprises 

that could compete on the world market or even rise to the ranks of the world’s most significant 

corporations were closely related to natural resources and the energy sector (Gonchar 2010, 318, 

327). The one-sidedness of the Russian economy was further underpinned in 2014: even post-

Crimea depreciation of the ruble could not incentivise a boom of Russian exports given the 

country’s notorious lack of competitive goods to meet global market demands (Götz 2014).  

To sum up, the backbone of Russia’s economy essentially rested on exploiting the country’s 

voluminous oil and gas fields, most of which were located in vast Siberia, and the distribution 

 
64 Up to 50% of Federal budget was generated by revenues on oil and gas (Pleines 2010, 329; Dreyer and 
Popescu 2014).   
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of these resources to foreign clients – a key feature of a continental power economy (see chapter 

one). The Russian Federation’s arteries, as Robert Johnson and George H. Bennett had written 

with regard to the British Empire (Johnson 2003, 4; Bennett 2016, 1), were not oceanic SLOCs 

that carried out global trade but enormous, land-based pipeline networks that spanned the 

Eurasian continent and were subject to Moscow’s desire for unchallenged control. At times, 

these pipelines could cross water space, as was the case with the Russo-German pipeline project 

Nordstream I. But this had nothing to do with the seaborne exchange of goods and ideas and 

the related concepts of freedom of trade and navigation that characterised seapower and 

economies closely associated with it.  

 

 

3.5 Institutions of a Capital-Intensive Seapower System?  

Similarly, the branches of the economy generally considered the power houses of seapower 

economies were of relatively small significance. The financial sector provides a striking 

example as the interrelation of the capital market and banks, companies operating on a global 

scale and maritime commerce is a key feature of seapower economies. According to the S&P 

Global 2018 Market Intelligence ranking of the world’s largest banks by total assets, there was 

only one Russian bank among the global top 100, despite the fact that the World Bank listed 

the Russian Federation for 2018 as the 12th largest economy in the world measured in current 

US-$ GDP (S&P Global 2018; The World Bank 2022g).  

The way in which the government utilised the Russian banking sector also had much in common 

with the ideological foundation of an almighty state that legitimated and directed economics 

rather than with a liberal capital-intensive economy in which maritime stakeholders could 

prosper. In early 21st century Russia, government interests were secured, among others, by 

management of credit flows through key state banks, for example VTB and Sberbank, and the 

pocket banks of the large industrial conglomerates, for example, Alfa Group, Rusal or Nornikel 

(Ericson 2013, 71). As Koen Schoors and Ksenia Yudaeva argue, great involvement of the state 

in the Russian banking system negatively impaired competition and efficiency (Schoors and 

Yudaeva 2013, 568). Among the categories in the 2010 list of financial development indicators, 

Russia remained below OECD average in every single category (Sutela 2013, 589). Financial 

activities by foreign banks in the Russian Federation remained limited, as Pekka Sutela argues, 

because Russia’s financial market was dominated by financial holdings and thus hard to access 

and the 50% limit for foreign-controlled banks in total Russian industry assets, which the 
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Russian Federation had secured during the country’s accession to the World Trade Organisation, 

was far from even being approached (Sutela 2013, 586). 

Having originally inherited a structurally deficient banking sector from the USSR and having 

afterwards to operate in an environment detrimental to healthy competition, Russian domestic 

banks tended to be less efficient in their own country than their foreign counterparts – an 

atypical phenomenon in a developed banking market (Schoors and Yudaeva 2013, 560). In 

general, Russian banking, although in a better situation than during the 1990s, continued to 

suffer from deficient institutions, property rights and rule of law, consequently impeding trust 

in the financial sector – one of the very foundations of capital-intensive seapower states’ 

economies (Schoors and Yudaeva 2013, 545-571).  

In light of the above-mentioned conditions of the financial sector, it is of little surprise that 

Russia’s finance industry was insignificant concerning the provision of funding for 

international maritime enterprise. As part of international maritime economics, creditors with 

specialised portfolios provide ship-owners with loans to purchase or construct merchant ships. 

Principal stakeholders in this market were, among others, Chinese (China Exim; Bank of China; 

China Development Bank; ICBC), French (BNP Paribas; Crédit Agricole CIB), Japanese 

(Sumitomo Mitsui Trust Bank; Sumitomo Mitsui Banking Corporation) and Dutch (ING; ABN 

Amro) banks. Russian banks, however, played no role in this business field.65 Furthermore, as 

Anatolii Koveza complains, even on the domestic market Russian banks were often equally ill-

suited to finance the procurement of merchant ships due to credit conditions not reflecting the 

long time-spans involved in the maritime economy (Koveza 2020).     

As economic tensions with the West grew worse and post-2014 sanctions took their toll, the 

Russian government also pursued a policy of bank communisation, reducing and concentrating 

the country’s banks and consequently creating a predominantly state-controlled banking sector 

fortified against Western sanctions. By the late 2010s, connections between the international 

banking and financial markets and Russia were de-coupled to a degree that, as Gunter Deuber 

argues, the U.S. and/or its Western allies could have implemented harshest sanctions against 

Russia’s banking sector without posing a risk to the financial system in general (Deuber 2018). 

At this moment it was hard to imagine that few years later a breakdown in the economic relations 

between the economies of the Global West and Russia on such a scale would actually occur.   

Pointing in a similar direction, the interrelation between the Russian economy and the stock 

market was small: less than 5% of Russia’s medium-sized and large enterprises raised capital 

at the stock market (Gonchar 2010, 326). Furthermore, Pekka Sutela points out that state-

 
65 Interview 5.   
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controlled companies accounted for approximately 60% of stock market capitalisation and 

‘market transactions are […] increasingly dominated by state-controlled investment banks’ 

while ‘concentrated markets, state dominance, and the key role of the oligarchs’ often lead to 

‘violation of minority owner rights through asset dilutions, transfer pricing, poor disclosure’ 

(Sutela 2013, 575). Asset allocation behaviour also exposed the Russian population’s 

scepticism towards capital markets. The vast majority of Russian households’ wealth was 

allocated to property (84%) whereas deposits accounted for 12% and financial assets for only 

4% (Sutela 2013, 583). The situation of stocks traded in percent of GDP (see figure 9) reveals 

a similar picture: states associated with seapower such as the United Kingdom or the 

Netherlands featured significantly higher percentages as Russia.   

The difference with traditional seafaring states was even more accentuated with regard to major 

maritime stakeholders in the international system. Not one of the world’s top marine insurance 

companies or brokers were located in the Russian Federation. In fact, Russia’s marine insurance 

sector was totally system irrelevant. 66  Furthermore, of the nineteen largest international 

shipping companies not a single one was based in Russia (GDL 2016).  

Ultimately, concepts related to economic aspects of continental power emphasise the role of 

strong government interventionism. Whereas the 1990s had witnessed intense privatisation that 

engulfed the great majority of businesses, by the early 2000s the Kremlin was turning the wheel 

in the opposite direction. This development particularly impacted the crucial energy sector. 

While pre-2003 the share of the Russian state in oil production had fallen below 15%, by the 

mid-2000s, it had risen back to almost 40% (Pleines 2010, 340). Similarly, the state-owned 

share of market capitalisation consistently increased through the 2000s: from 20% (mid-2003) 

to 30% (early 2006) and to 50 % (2010) (Enikolopov and Stepanov 2013, 226). Furthermore, 

expansion of the Russian state was not limited to the branches of the economy associated with 

‘resource nationalism.’ Over the course of the 2000s the share of the private sector in the 

Russian Federation’s overall economic production fell significantly and the state created 

various public companies, particularly holdings, which secured the Kremlin’s grip over entire 

sections of the economy, especially in branches deemed strategically important such as nuclear 

power, shipbuilding, aircraft production or the space industry (Sutela 2010, 304). Richard 

Ericson sums up the crucial influence of the state over the Russian economy during the late 

2000s: 

a substantial portion of the economy – over 50 percent in 2009 – remains outside the 

fully market sphere […] Banking and financial intermediation are dominated by state 

 
66 Interview 5; see also Goswami, Borasi and Kumar 2021. 
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enterprises, despite the existence of more than a thousand private banks. Most utilities 

and housing services remain in the state sector […] and the railroad and oil and gas 

transportation pipelines remain in state-controlled monopolies, despite ‘privatization.’ 

The state retains substantial ownership in most large industrial enterprises and a 

controlling share in most enterprises in the energy and transportation sectors (Ericson 

2013, 71). 

As Leonid Polishchuk argues, even in the aftermath of the 2008-2009 Financial Crisis – crises 

being known as catalysts of institutional reforms – the Russian government did not improve the 

situation of property rights protection, rule of law and promotion of competition. Instead, the 

state continued to exercise its growing influence even beyond strategic economic sectors 

(Polishchuk 2013, 208).  

The Russian state’s seemingly unlimited desire for expansion of control and generation of 

revenue had severe consequences for Russian enterprises. Even when resource prices were 

rising, (federal) state organs were absorbing the majority of the income, among others, 

enlarging the Russian Federation’s financial reserves, making the ruble less dependent on the 

oil price and increasing Russia’s strategic autonomy but at the same time leaving Russian 

enterprises with limited resources for further investments. Simultaneously, in face of the 

Russian state’s unchecked power and intentions, foreign investors were wary to invest financial 

capital and modern technology into the country. Ultimately, the Kremlin’s ever greater desire 

for control and appointment of leadership personnel did not raise efficiency but loyalty among 

business managements (Pleines 2010, 335, 341; Gaddy and Ickes 2010, 288; Deuber 2018). 

There were, of course, some exceptions. Economic liberalism influenced, among others, 

Russia’s approach to (some) small and medium business sectors and shaped the policies of the 

Russian Central Bank which, in the able hands of Elvira Nabiullina (2013-ongoing), managed 

to steer Russia quite successfully through the economic minefields of wars, sanctions and 

economic crises (Götz 2014). For the purposes of this thesis, however, this was of little 

relevance. Firstly, such liberal Central Bank policies were again about saving the Russian state 

and its economy ‘from above’ and had little to do with maritime entrepreneurs embracing free 

markets and global trade within the framework of anything loosely resembling a seapower 

economy. Secondly, insular liberal economic approaches could not change the overall trend of 

the Russian economy: towards the end of the time period under consideration in this thesis, the 

state had developed into the decisive force in the Russian economy as, for example, Putin could, 

through direct and indirect measures, appoint the leadership personnel of Russia’s strategic oil 
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and gas companies and financial institutions and could exert control over the country’s key 

economic sectors (Grouiez, Vercueil and Volkov 2021, 774). In the words of Ericson, ‘Behind 

all rhetoric of liberalization, openness and democracy still stands an understanding of the 

process [modernization of Russia and its economy – editor’s note] as state-directed and state-

driven’ (Ericson 2013, 75).  

To sum up, Russian merchant shipping was above all engaged in navigation along Eurasia’s 

marginal seas and did not concentrate along the great trans-Atlantic and trans-Pacific sea lanes 

or at the Cape of Good Hope. While Russia’s foreign trade was predominantly sea-based, 

Russia’s sea-borne commerce was particularly characterised by export (of commodities and 

some bulk) that assumed significance, for example, for Europe’s or North East Asia’s regional 

energy flows but did not play a significant role with regard to global maritime commerce. 

Russian ports and the shipbuilding industry faced severe limitations and with regard to 

international maritime commerce and the role principal stakeholders, such as specialised banks, 

insurance companies or port operators, played in it, Russia’s footprint was negligible.  

Having in the last section briefly touched upon the Russian political leadership’s enormous 

domestic powers that allowed the Kremlin to exert control over key economic developments 

this leads over to the third constituent dimension of continental and seapower: the form of 

government and the way of governance.     

 

 

3.6 Socio-Political System 

The way in which autocratic tradition shaped the continental powers Tsarist and Imperial Russia 

and the USSR over the course of several centuries has already been briefly introduced in the 

previous chapter. In the 21st century, the Russian Federation continued this legacy and the 

country’s political system became ever more autocratic as the decades progressed. The 

Economist Intelligence Unit’s (EIU) Democracy Index of the year 2006 still listed the Russian 

Federation as a ‘Hybrid regime’ with an overall score of 5.02 (The Economist 2007, 4).67 When 

the EIU Democracy Index 2019 was published, Russia was classified as an ‘Authoritarian 

regime’ with a score between 3.0 and 4.0 (EIU 2022). Similarly, whereas Freedom House’s 

survey Freedom In The World for 2000-2001 had still classified Russia as a ‘partly free’ country, 

20 years later the Freedom In The World 2019 survey classified Russia as ‘not free’ with a score 

of 20 out of 100, mainly because Russia’s internet was still comparatively less censored than 

that of many other authoritarian states (Freedom House 2001, 444; Freedom House 2022). The 

 
67 A theoretical score of 10 implies a state of perfect democracy.  
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decade between the late 1990s and early 2010s witnessed, among others, voter intimidation, 

monopolistic use of the press, imprisonment and death of journalists and political opponents, 

restrictions on civil society and several smaller political parties, the erosion of electoral 

processes and (federal) elections becoming increasingly meaningless as Putin und his ruling 

circle established the ‘power vertical’ [vertikal’ vlasti] and concentrated the country’s political 

power in the Kremlin.68  

The roots of these autocratic and highly-personalised tendencies in 21st century Russia could 

be traced back to Soviet and even Muscovite legacy (Keenan 1986; Hedlund 2003; Ericson 

2013, 63) Whereas the formal institutions of the Soviet Union had collapsed after 1991, the 

legacy of unchecked political authority that rewarded service to the state and the political 

leadership with bureaucratic perquisites survived. In fact, as Richard Ericson argues, it had 

become much worse in absence of party discipline that had characterised the CPSU (Ericson 

2013, 63). The system that had developed in post-Soviet Russia and that shaped early 21st 

century Russian governance allowed for the predominance of patron-client relations, the 

preeminence of personal relations over formal institutions and the dominance of economic by 

political considerations. Such a system, of course, was particularly harmful for the interests of 

stakeholders that matter most for a seapower economy. In the words of Steven Rosefielde and 

Stefan Hedlund,  

Of course, rank matters in hierarchical Muscovy. Finding a place in the sun for small 

businessmen and entrepreneurs of all descriptions is a constant uphill battle, while 

unscrupulous rent-seeking insiders, by far the strongest element of new propertied class, 

feel entitled to unearned income, wealth and privileges (Rosefielde and Hedlund 2009, 

190). 

Although the system applied laws as means to exert political, economic and social control, one 

of its core characteristics was the fact that it had failed to fully embrace and then decisively 

moved away from the rule of law – one of the crucial ingredients of a seapower system 

(Rosefielde 2007, 174; Ericson 2013, 63-64, 74; Polishchuk 2013, 201).    

Closely linked with the issue of rule of law was protection of property rights.  As outlined in 

chapter 1, secure property rights are an essential feature of seapower systems. While, formally, 

 
68 For a more detailed discussion of early 21st century Russia’s political system and the continuously increasing 

role of authoritarian politics, see, for example, Baker and Glasser 2005; Pravda 2005; McFaul and Stoner-Weiss 

2008; Pallin 2009, 5; Rosefielde and Hedlund 2009, 2, 140-142, 150, 173-187; Treisman 2011; Lukinova, 

Myagkov and Ordeshook 2011; Sakwa 2011; Shevtsova 2015; Herpen 2015, 91-104; Zimmerman 2016; 

Yavlinsky 2019; Jesse 2020, 47-48. 
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the Russian Federation had established property rights, good corporate governance rules, bodies 

to legally execute them and a new civil code and corresponding courts to protect and adjudicate 

them, in practise protection of property and investor rights was bleak (Ericson 2013, 71; 

Enikolopov and Stepanov 2013, 227). For example, in a 2005 ranking of intellectual property 

rights (IPR) based on a survey of businesspeople, the Russian Federation was ranked 105th out 

of 117 countries in terms of IPR protection (OECD 2006, 162). While property rights serve the 

interests of an entrepreneurial merchant class in a free market economy, they were not in the 

interests of the small group of oligarchs that ran Russia hand-in-hand with the political elite 

which favoured diffuse institutions that gave space for redistribution and expropriation of 

wealth and, with regard to certain aspects such as exchange rate management, even ran counter 

to the interests of larger parts of the Russian economy (Polishchuk 2013, 193-195; Grouiez, 

Vercueil and Volkov 2021, 774). In the words of Russian Minister of Economy Yevgeny Yasin 

(1994-1997), “Russia still has no property rights other than the Tsar’s – the rest is merely a 

brief given in return for service” (Johnson’s Russia List cited in Rosefielde and Hedlund 2009, 

3).  

Whereas the situation of public institutions had already been poor during the 1990s, as Leonid 

Polishchuk points out, it further deteriorated during the 2000s placing the Russian Federation 

among the worst institutional performers in the world (Polishchuk 2013, 191). What had 

changed was the composition of the respective stakeholders threatening property rights: while 

the wild 1990s had witnessed private stakeholders as the principal perpetrators infringing on 

property rights, by the mid-2000s it was the Russian state and its officials that were dominating 

the economy and posing the main threat to property rights (Yakovlev 2006; McFaul and Stoner-

Weiss 2008, 76-77, 82; Enikolopov and Stepanov 2013, 221, 225, 228). Abuse of bankruptcy 

laws to redistribute property in the case of viable companies and expropriation of investors by 

regional judicial bodies under the control of greedy governors were just two examples of such 

institutional failures (Polishchuk 2013, 203; Enikolopov and Stepanov 2013, 228). As Heiko 

Pleines argues the Yukos Affair was particularly illustrative concerning the instruments the 

Russian state applied to coerce political will onto major economic stakeholders: specifically, 

Pleines identifies the selective application of laws, the manipulation of state prosecution and 

court trials and the discrimination against owners, managers and lawyers by government 

authorities (Pleines 2010, 340). 

It is against the socio-political background that this chapter has been elaborating that various 

authors placed attributes on Russia’s early 21st century governance system that were in direct 

contradiction with core characteristics associated with states shaped by seapower: a system 
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which Rosefielde and Hedlund called ‘Muscovite’ (Rosefielde and Hedlund 2009, 3,4, 9-19), 

Aleksandr Zaborov called soslovnoe obshchestvo [an estate-based society] (Zaborov 2009), 

Vladislav Inozemtsev ‘neo-feudal’ (Inozemtsev 2011; Inozemtsev 2018), Neil Robinson 

referred to as ‘political capitalism’ which has ‘subordinated the profit motive to political logics’ 

(Robinson 2013b, 9), Gerald Easter called ‘concessions capitalism’ (Easter 2013, 57) and 

Stephen Blank ‘industrial feudalism’ (Blank 2013, 153-154). Rosefielde provides a 

comprehensive summary of central features of this governance model: 

These institutions […] are autocracy, unabridged sovereign ownership, the primacy of 

edict over constitution, the supremacy of autocracy over private rights […] and the 

dominance of command […] supervised rent-granting governance over free enterprise, 

democracy, and civil liberty. […] Russian governance […] boils down to autocratic 

rent-granting, rent-seeking, rent-creating […] all of which repress competitive utility 

seeking […] Putin and his inner circle grant rents to servitor loyalists […] However, the 

weakness of their property rights, the need to protect their preserves, and the absence of 

any correlation between virtuous effort and vicious reward encourages dysfunctional 

attitudes, including predation, adverse selection, and satisficing. […] In competitive 

markets, imperial satisficers and adverse selectors will be driven into bankruptcy; in 

market Muscovy they rule the roost (Rosefielde 2013, 137-138).69   

 

Ultimately, many of the issues described in this chapter were interrelated, including the problem 

of institutional failure. For example, the constant fear of arbitrary decisions by public offices 

and predisposed prosecutors undercut the nominally existing possibilities of many businesses 

to access financial assets (Yakovlev 2016). 

As the various above-mentioned indices suggest, it would be incorrect to label Russia as an 

absolute autocracy, especially with regard to the early years of Putin’s first administration. 

However, as Leonid Polishchuk points out, ‘formal political institutions were in place and used 

to form government, but democratic rules and procedures were massively violated and 

manipulated’– a contradiction between constitutional state and administrative state that Richard 

Sakwa referred to as Russia’s ‘dual state’ (Polishchuk 2013, 203; Sakwa 2011; Sakwa 2013). 

Neither was Russia a genuine dictatorship by the military or the security services without any 

civilian oversight. In fact, as Bettina Renz argues, with regard to Russia’s military reform some 

 
69 For negative implications of rent-seeking/management, the connection between the state and SOEs within the 

political economic system, see for example Gaddy and Ickes 2010; Gaddy and Ickes 2013, 33; Kryukov and Moe 

2013, 354-259; Polishchuk 2013, 195.  
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modernisation efforts (see subchapter 4.4) even strengthened civilian control. These, however, 

‘have been limited largely to the executive level. Control functions of other important actors – 

such as the parliament, the media and civil society – are, as they have been previously, restricted’ 

(Renz 2013, 194). In this context, legal amendments that vastly expanded the right of the 

Russian president to deploy the military on missions abroad without the consent of the Duma, 

the Russian parliament, are also worth mentioning (Saradzhyan 2010, 24). Detaching the 

employment of armed force from parliamentary supervision, however, cut another one of the 

essential linkages in a seapower system: the vital connection between maritime stakeholders, 

inclusive politics and naval power (see chapter one).  

Moreover, this elaboration does not aim to raise the impression that Putin’s Russia was 

dogmatically heading towards the re-establishment of a new version of a socialist command 

economy. In fact, for many sectors of the Russian economy the opposite was true. The Kremlin, 

in the words of Gaddy and Ickes, ‘strongly believes in the superiority of private ownerships 

over state ownership to achieve economic efficiency’ (Gaddy and Ickes 2013, 331), implied or 

threatened to apply a broad range of punitive instruments to ensure that companies served 

government interests that went far beyond imposing state ownership and some important 

branches of the economy, for example the mining sector, were almost completely free from 

nationalisation (Fortescue 2013, 414-415). For the Kremlin state-ownership and nationalisation 

were not goals by themselves. The ultimate aim was control and if this could be achieved while 

retaining more economically efficient private ownership for many branches of the economy this 

was the preferred model (Fortescue 2013, 417).   

Concerning the application of seapower models and the role of inclusive political systems, in 

the end, the exact degree of autocratic governance and the percentage of state ownership within 

Russia’s early 21st century economy are not of principal importance. What matters is whether 

the system was ‘inclusive’ in the sense that it gave interest groups, which ideally were 

associated with trade and (maritime) enterprise, opportunity to influence policy making. As 

elaborated throughout this subchapter, Russia featured a system in which key sectors of the 

economy were managed by vassals under direct or indirect control of the Kremlin. A system 

that was ready to cause severe damage to trade and foreign economic relations when the 

leadership’s political agenda deemed it a necessary cost to pay in order to allegedly preserve, 

what Putin called, Russia’s ‘independent political course’ (Grozny TV 2018). A system whose 

most negative characteristics were not best described by excessive lobbying and state capture 

by big business but, on the contrary, the impotence of the merchant class in light of the 

Kremlin's policies. In short: the opposite of a seapower system. 
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In his dissertation, French admiral staff officer Pierre-Louis Josselin concludes, among others, 

that in light of the highly complex economic interrelationships in 21st century globalisation, the 

application of 19th century theories on sea power is hardly any longer viable (Josselin 2021, 65). 

This author does not agree with Josselin to take the argument that far but concedes that certain 

maritime elements in the nature of Russia need to be acknowledged: early 21st century Russia 

featured a sizeable merchant navy and fishing fleet, possessed (regionally) large ports like Ust-

Luga and Novorossiysk with cargo turn-overs beyond 100 million tons and a tremendous 

coastline resulting in equally impressive territorial waters and exclusive economic zone. 

Nevertheless, maritime elements, as argued throughout this chapter, were not an expression of 

seapower identity. If a systemic understanding of seapower is applied, if seapower is interpreted 

as an intricate interplay between geographic conditions and the interests, demands and 

capabilities of political and business stakeholders from various sectors of the economy on a 

regional, national and international level and if the maritime components of the system are 

contrasted with the significance of land-bound developments, then this thesis argues that early 

21st century Russia – with the partial exception of the Arctic – came among as close to the 

theoretical model of a continental power as permissible under the conditions of the post-1991 

era.  
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4 

The Ends: Policy Interests, Blue-Water Ambitions  

and Continental Realities 

 

Various policy interests, political and military-strategic conditions and considerations drove the 

development, deployment and employment of Russian naval force at the beginning of the 21st 

century. It would have gone far beyond the scope of this thesis, even taking the geographical 

focus and the concrete time period of examination into consideration, to identify every possible 

interest or condition that could have informed naval related decisions by Russia’s military and 

political leadership. Subsequently, this chapter will limit itself to five principal subtopics – 

Russia’s threat perception, its geostrategic situation, Russia’s relationship with NATO, 

(inter-)service branch organisation and implications of organisational reform and geoeconomic 

interests. While there is no authoritative source that determines such a categorisation, 

empirically-driven examination of the available data by this author suggested that these five 

policy fields were essential for the interpretation of Russian naval activities at the southern tier. 

These interests and conditions determined what kind of naval forces Russia prioritised, how 

Russian warships were armed, where they were deployed, how they interacted with foreign 

stakeholders and which command structures exercised command and control (C2) and thus 

ultimately define the naval forces’ purpose in war. 

In light of this thesis’ key argument, Russia’s naval-related policy interests and their conditions 

as they were perceived by Moscow, were deeply influenced by the continental nature of the 

Russian Federation as detailed throughout this chapter. The Kremlin’s blue-water ambitions 

encompassed the most remote of world’s oceans but geopolitical confrontation on the Eurasian 

landmass and insecurity along the country’s continental periphery meant that Russia could not 

allocate the necessary resources to realise these ambitions. Russia’s continental geography 

determined the country’s unfavourable access to the sea and informed decisions aimed at 

maximising access and minimising maritime vulnerabilities at the continental flanks. As an 

archetypical characteristic of continental power, Russia perceived power and influence above 

all in terms of territorial control and spatial spheres of influence. 

Furthermore, its political system became more illiberal as the century progressed. Relations 

with NATO, though at times cooperative, consequently also became increasingly strained, 

leading to the end of Russo-NATO naval cooperation and the use of naval force for competitive 

purposes.  
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As a service branch, the Russian Navy that, in light of Russian conditions, had enjoyed a rather 

powerful status during the latter phases of the Cold War, resumed its traditional organisational 

role as a maritime flank guard of a major land power. The early 21st century Russian Federation, 

as previous chapters have shown, fits the traditional model of continental powers to a large 

degree, as not seaborne global commerce but the exploitation and export of goods of minor 

complexity, in Russia’s case energy resources, ensured the economic well-being of the Russian 

state. To ensure Russia could sustain this economically advantageous situation, Russia had to 

keep control of the relevant energy infrastructure and employed its naval forces accordingly.  

 

 

 

4.1 Global Ambitions - Regional Threat Perceptions 

At the turn of the 21st century, the Russian Navy was in the process of newly-calibrating its 

strategic compass. The fall of the USSR had severely impacted its fleet posture (chapter five) 

and had reduced the funding available to the armed forces. While lack of financial resources 

had posed problems for the entire Russian Armed Forces, the Russian Navy was hit particularly 

hard. Conceptually, principal assumptions that had guided the USSR’s Cold War navy were 

strongly debated under a changed political-strategic environment – often in opposition to the 

views held by the naval leadership – and, resource-wise, the navy’s share of the Russian defence 

budget fell from 23% in 1993 to 9,2% in 1998 (Cigar 2009, 467-468; Pallin 2009, 99; Zysk 

2012, 118).  

At the dawn of the new millennium, however, gas prices were rising sharply, Russia 

experienced a large-scale recovery and a decade of persistent, above-G8-average economic 

growth that enabled the Kremlin to more than quadruple the state’s defence budget70 between 

1998 and the mid-2010s (Wolf and Lang 2006; Goldman 2008, 73 ff.; Renz 2018, 62; SIPRI 

2021).   

The principal vehicles for allocation of defence funding were Russia’s long-term procurement 

plans, the so-called State Armament Programmes [Gosudarstvennaia programma vooruzheniia 

- GPV]. For the early 2000s, the GPVs prioritised research and development and thereby also 

investments into the military-industrial complex. Subsequently, large-scale procurements were 

envisioned from 2010 onwards (Pallin 2009, 155-156; Haas 2011, 13).  

This procurement-intensive period, the second decade of the 21st century, was covered by the 

GPV 2011-2020 that was signed in 2010 by President Medvedev (2008-2012), quadrupled the 

 
70 Measured in constant (2019) US$. 
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financial volume of its predecessor and aimed at providing the Russian military with 70% 

modern equipment by 2020 (Haas 2011, 21-22).  

With military expenditure on the rise, funding of the Russian Navy also increased considerably, 

including relative to other service branches (Zysk 2012, 120). By the early 2000s, the navy’s 

share of the defence budget increased to about 12% with further increases upcoming (Sokut 

2002a; Katik 2004, 273). In 2009, Deputy Prime Minister Sergey Ivanov (2007/08-2011) 

explained that more than 40% of the Russian military’s defence budget was spent on the navy 

with a particular emphasis on sea-based strategic nuclear forces (Vremya Novostei cited in 

McDermott 2009; RIA Novosti cited in Bosbotinis 2010b, 7). Two years later, in a speech given 

by, then, Prime Minister Putin (2008-2012) to the Duma in April 2011, Putin elaborated on the 

GPV 2011-2020 that ‘for the first time in the history of modern Russia’ massive investments 

were allocated to the navy, accounting for approx. 5 trillion Rubles out of the GPV’s total of 

20 trillion Rubles (Rossiyskaya Gazeta 2011).71 That a large share of the funding was allocated 

to the navy was supported by various other sources. Alexei Nikolsky estimates that the navy 

received approximately 25% of the GPV-2020’s funding, in contrast to the army and the 

airborne forces which allegedly only received 15% (Nikolsky 2018, 12). The IISS assesses the 

navy’s share of the GPV-2020 between 23.4% and 26% (4.4 to 5 trillion rubles) – a percentage 

that could only be challenged by the air force at 4.7 trillion rubles (24%) (IISS 2013, 202; IISS 

2016, 171) Similarly, Norman Polmar, Thomas Brooks and George Fedoroff assess that by the 

early 2010s, the Russian Navy ranked second only to the Strategic Rocket Forces with regard 

to total defence budget allocation (Polmar, Brooks and Fedoroff 2019, 214-215). As funding 

increased consistently over the first decade and a half, a fierce debate ensued about the purposes 

for which the resources should actually be used and which fleet design should eventually be 

realised.  

Two opposing drivers were dominant with regard to this particular question. The first was 

especially promulgated by the Russian Navy and its admiralty and promoted by the senior 

political leadership and proposed the development of a blue water navy capable of oceanic 

operations on a global scale (Zysk 2012, 113). In official policy and strategic documents that 

concerned the naval domain, Russia’s global oceanic ambitions were made public. Both the 

2001 and the 2015 edition of the Maritime Doctrine, among others, awarded naval activities in 

the world’s oceans ‘highest state priority.’ They identified the navy as a significant instrument 

of Russia's foreign policy, as a tool designed to ‘protect the interests of the Russian Federation 

 
71 Based on various indicators, a study by the RAND Corporation assessed that overall targeted procurement 

spending for the GPV 2011-2020 was very likely not realised (Crane, Oliker and Nichiporuk 2019, 15-16). 
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and its allies in the World Ocean [Mirovoi okean]’ and ‘in the seas adjacent to it’ (Kremlin 

2001; Kremlin 2015). The 2015 edition further accentuated that the Russian Navy was 

designated to ‘maintain military and political stability on a global and regional level’ (Kremlin 

2015, 18).  

In order to achieve this, the Kremlin’s maritime policy position was to ‘implement and protect 

the interests of the Russian Federation in the World Ocean and to strengthen the position of the 

Russian Federation among the leading maritime powers.’ The doctrine did outline solving long-

term tasks in Eurasia’s western marginal seas, such as the Sea of Azov, the Black Sea and the 

Mediterranean, as the basis for Russian policy towards the ‘Atlantic regional direction’ that, 

according to the doctrine, was determined by the expansion of NATO’s military and economic 

might. However, the doctrine went far beyond, upholding the Atlantic, Arctic, Pacific, Caspian 

and Indian Ocean as the ‘main regional directions of national maritime policy’, essentially 

covering the entire globe. In fact, the doctrine identified  

Maintaining the components of the maritime potential of the Russian Federation at 

levels corresponding to the national interests of Russia, including ensuring the presence 

of the Russian fleet […] in remote areas of the World Ocean […] as one of the principles 

of Russian maritime policy (Kremlin 2001; Kremlin 2015).  

In addition to several overlaps with the Maritime Doctrine with regard to safeguarding Russia’s 

national interests in the world’s ocean, The Foundations of Russian Naval Policy further 

detailed Russia’s global oceanic ambitions. In its 2000 edition the document claimed that the 

principal objective of Russian naval policy was to implement and defend Russia’s interests in 

the world’s ocean and maintain Russia’s status as a ‘global sea power.’ It also announced the 

claim that Russia had the aspiration to control activities  

Of the naval forces of foreign states and military-political blocs in the seas adjacent to 

the territory of the country, as well as in other areas of the World Ocean that are 

important for the security of the Russian Federation (Flot.com 2000). 

To develop a force posture adequate for such grand ambitions, the policy document outlined 

the full spectrum of naval capabilities, from multipurpose submarines, mine countermeasures 

vessels and naval aviation to new generation strategic missile submarines and, most grandiose, 

to the construction of capital ships such as aircraft carriers and amphibious assault ships 

(Flot.com 2000). Likewise, ambitious plans from the navy envisaged a 21st century fleet 
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consisting of 50 nuclear-powered multipurpose submarines and 70 major surface combatants 

(Muraviev 2001, 208).72 

Similarly, in the 2017 edition of The Foundations of Russian Naval Policy Russia continued to 

proclaim its aspiration to the status of a ‘great maritime power’ and upheld that its ‘maritime 

potential ensures the implementation and protection of its national interests in any area of the 

world ocean and is an important factor for international stability and strategic deterrence’ 

(Ofitsial'nyi internet-portal pravovoi informatsii 2017a, 2). In its assertions it went even further 

than the 2000 edition when claiming that ‘the Russian Federation will not allow a significant 

superiority of the naval forces of other states over the Navy and will strive to consolidate it in 

second place in the world in terms of combat capabilities’ (Ofitsial'nyi internet-portal pravovoi 

informatsii 2017a, 16). To achieve these goals also this policy document outlined far-reaching 

procurement goals. These included, apart from sea-based nuclear deterrence forces, coastal 

defence, naval aviation and various other projects, the construction and modernisation of 

surface and subsurface vessels designated for the execution of tasks in the ‘near-seas’, ‘far-seas’ 

and ‘oceanic zones’ and sustained, though now for the post-2025 time horizon, the demand for 

the creation of a ‘maritime aircraft carrier complex’ (Ofitsial'nyi internet-portal pravovoi 

informatsii 2017a, 17-18). In sum, all these policy documents, as Lt. Commander Hatice 

Gömengil (Turkish Navy) argues, were clearly aimed at restoring the Russian Navy as a blue-

water force (Gömengil 2020).  

These views resonated with Russia’s political leadership. During their tenures, both Presidents 

Putin and Medvedev (2008-2012) announced that the Russian Navy was going to be 

expanded/restored into a blue water force (Litsas 2016, 57-58). For example, in September 2008, 

Medvedev, declared that Russia would need to regain its position as a ‘great sea power’, an 

objective interpreted by Margarete Klein in the context of the Kremlin’s desire to ‘position 

Russia on the international level as a global and not as a regional great power’ with 

consequential implications for resource allocation (Klein 2008, 6-7).73  

Concerning practical implementation, such visions called for a navy possessing blue-water 

capabilities. In 2000, the Russian Navy’s scientific committee had proposed that two to three 

aircraft carriers should be procured for the NF and PF each (Pallin 2009, 99). Throughout the 

 
72 Ideas concerning the Russian Navy’s fleet design were not monolithic even within the navy during the period 

under consideration. As Katarzyna Zysk argues, under Fleet Admiral Vladimir Kuroyedov, glavkom VMF (1997-

2005), during the early 2000s, procurement plans envisioned a limited future naval force consisting of smaller 

vessels optimised for littoral operations rather than ocean-going principal surface combatants. Following 

Kuroyedov’s retirement, the debate re-emphasised the need for more blue-water / aircraft carrier capabilities (Zysk 

2012, 118-120).  
73 For political support for the Russian Navy during the 21st century’s first decade, see also Zysk 2012, 118, 120-

121.  
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2000s, in line with Russian policy documents, production of up to six carriers remained a topic 

that Russia’s naval leadership frequently referred back to (Lenta 2005a; Vedomosti 2007; Lenta 

2012a).  

There was, however, a second driver shaping Russian naval strategy, fleet design and thus also 

arms procurement that ran directly counter to Russian ideas about rebuilding a globally-

operating “great sea power’s” navy. In fact, its impact was so strong that authoritative analysts 

like Kofman, critically questioned the meaningfulness of the doctrinal writing, going as far as 

to argue that ‘They are political aspirations on paper at best, while much of the actual maritime 

strategy and thinking on the future of Russian naval power is unlikely to reside in this document’ 

(Kofman 2015). This second influential force was primarily concerned with threat assessments 

and voiced particularly strongly by representatives of the strategic level institutions, such as the 

Russian Ministry of Defence (MoD) and the General Staff (GS), though it was also 

acknowledged by naval policy documents. Against this background, already in the late 2000s, 

Deputy Minister of Defence Army General Vladmimir Popovkin (2008-2011) had critically 

questioned the usefulness of aircraft carriers to the Russian Navy, particularly the value of such 

a power projection system with regard to not yet-determined strategic objectives (Telmanov 

cited in Giles 2012, 19).  

Russian officials and policy paper were determined, however, with regard to (perceived) threats 

and dangers. Concerning this thesis’ geographic area of interest, there were two principal ‘threat 

sub-discourses’ prevalent in early 21st century Russia. One focused on asymmetric threats, 

violent conflicts and the threat of, what the Russian Military Doctrine referred to as ‘local wars’, 

particularly at Russia’s southern flank (Klein 2010, 95). For the southern tier, these threat 

assessments were not least shaped by the counter-insurgency campaign of the 2nd Chechen War 

(1999-2009) that lasted nearly the entire first decade of the 21st century in various federation 

subjects in the North Caucuses region. 

In line with this school of thought, at the turn of the millennium, Colonel General Yuri 

Bukreyev, head of the ground forces main directorate, dismissed the idea of a traditional large-

scale aggression against Russia, instead pointing at various local conflicts threatening Russian 

security (Orr 2003, 132). In fact, at that time, various scholars from Russia and western states 

drew attention to frozen and hot conflict spots at the southern flank, from the Dniester River 

through Caucasia to the Caspian and Central Asia and the prioritised need this generated for the 

Russian military to field adequate modern, high-readiness armed forces capable of regional 

power projection to meet the region’s security challenges (Kramer 2005; Blank 2006, 65; 

Sagramoso 2007, 681; Maruyev 2009, 5; Pallin 2009, 10, 56; Lannon 2011, 30; Barabanov, 
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Makienko and Pukhov 2012, 9-11; Klein 2009, 30; Klein and Pester 2013, 1,7; Giles 2014, 153; 

Renz 2014, 75-76).  

The other sub-discourse voiced discernible concerns about the threat posed by NATO and its 

conventional capabilities. For example, in 2007, Army General Yuri Baluyevsky, Chief of the 

GS (2004-2008), declared that the military threat posed by western states, despite strengthened 

cooperation, had not decreased and, in 2009, Lt. General Sergei Skokov, Chief of the Main 

Staff of the Ground Forces, drew attention to the technological sophistication of NATO’s 

conventional armed forces in Russia’s western strategic direction (Klein 2008, 6; Khramchikhin 

2009; Giles 2012, 21). In this case too, Russian and western scholars vigorously elaborated on 

the issue of NATO and the US as a military threat and principal challenge to Russian security 

interests and consequently as a force driving Russian military developments and arms 

procurement (Isakova 2004, 37; Klein 2009, 30; Pallin 2009, 10; Marshall 2014, 197; Kashin 

2021, 920). These threat assessments were equally present in naval policy documents, such as 

in the 2017 Foundations of Russian Naval Policy that categorised  

‘Leading world powers with significant naval potential and a developed basing system 

continue to build up their naval presence in the main areas of the oceans, including in 

the waters immediately adjacent to the territory of the Russian Federation’ as a ‘military 

danger and threat to the national security of the Russian Federation’ (Ofitsial'nyi 

internet-portal 2017a, 4).  

In the official Russian Military Doctrines at the time both sub-discourses were elaborated. The 

2000,74 2010 and the 2014 edition of the Military Doctrine identified NATO, the way that 

NATO employed its armed force, the alliance’s increasing capabilities and its geographical 

expansion, on the one hand, and local security hotspots, the emergence of local wars and ethnic, 

religious and separatist extremism adjacent to Russia, on the other hand, as dangers and threats 

to the Russian Federation (Nezavisimaya Gazeta 2000; Kremlin 2010; Kremlin 2014). 

Important for the argument inherent to this thesis, both of these threat sub-discourses had one  

essential feature in common. They both identified security conditions in immediate proximity 

to Russia. In the west, Russo-NATO geopolitical division lines ran across the East European 

plain, the western section of the great continental ‘heartland’ as famously coined by geopolitical 

scholar Sir Halford Mackinder (Mackinder 1904). They also enveloped the maritime flanks of 

the Eurasian continent’s periphery in the Black Sea – Caspian Sea and the Baltic Sea region in 

the south-western and north-western directions. 

 
74 In the 2000 edition without mentioning NATO explicitly.  
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In 2009, Chief of the GS Army General Makarov (2008-2012) touched upon both sub-

discourses when he gave a detailed press conference that, among others, took account of 

Russia’s military-political situation and the country’s underlying threat assessments when he 

elaborated on the background and aims of the Russian military reform. Over the course of his 

speech, Makarov covered a wide range of issues that required the ‘defence of the interests of 

the Russian Federation’, including the ‘classical’ but still remaining confrontation with the 

NATO bloc, the post-2008 build-up of military forces by Georgia, territorial conflicts in the 

Caspian and Central Asian regions, seriously strained relations with Eastern European states, 

including the Baltic States and Poland, Ukraine’s NATO aspirations and the matter of the 

Russian-speaking population on Crimea, geopolitical tensions in the Arctic and the necessity to 

pursue a balanced policy vis-à-vis China in the Asian theatre (Kommersant” 2009a). 

Consequently, Makarov drew a clear-cut interim conclusion: 

If we conceptually define those issues that concern our country, and what is most 

significant, […] that these threats and challenges are not located somewhere far beyond 

the sea, but today they are located directly at our borders. […] This is the first thing we 

proceeded from, that the nature of the threats dictates that we have such Armed Forces 

that could adequately react to these threats (Kommersant” 2009a). 

This dichotomy, however, between Russia’s expressed global ambitions and its regional and 

local threat assessment put Russian naval development into a difficult situation. A fleet design 

optimised for green-water operations in the marginal seas immediately adjacent to Russia 

required a different fleet design than that of a blue-water navy that was meant to be optimised 

for global naval operations (Zysk 2012, 127). Unlike its eastern neighbour, the People’s 

Republic of China, Russia did not have the financial and industrial resources to pursue both a 

green-water fleet featuring large amounts of missile attack craft, coastal submarines and 

corvettes for near-seas operations and blue-water naval capabilities including an aircraft carrier 

programme and the build-up of a high-seas expeditionary warfare capability.  

It was this tension of conflicting strategic interests that shaped Russian naval development at 

the beginning of the 21st century. This circumstance also provides some explanation for the 

very different assessments at the time of what the Russian Navy would become and whether 

this was realistically achievable (see introduction, pp. 2-4). Depending on what the reviewer at 

the time assumed as the desired end state of the Russian Navy, the definition of ‘success’ could 

vary considerably.    



125 
 

The nature of the problem facing the Russians was, at its core, very continental. As outlined in 

chapter one, the need to protect long land borders, stabilise insecure peripheries and deal with 

domestic hot spots is, according to geopolitical theory, extremely counterproductive to 

developing both sea power and seapower. The threat perception of early 21st century Russia by 

large accentuated all of these criteria. Of course, there were also practical limitations that posed 

serious problems to the Kremlin’s ambitions to realising a blue-water navy. In this regard, 

industrial limitations and especially the propulsion and shipbuilding sector, which will be 

further elaborated in chapter five and themselves reveal factettes of the notion of continental 

power, are worth mentioning. However, right at the highest policy and strategy level, its 

continental geopolitical situation prevented the Russian Federation from effectively devoting 

the necessary resources to develop the blue-water force it desired to possess. 

If this interpretation is assumed to be accurate, however, and, according to theory, Russia was 

naturally inclined not to favour the naval domain, the question arises why the Kremlin did 

nurture and continue to maintain such grandiose blue-water ambitions. Certainly, as mentioned, 

the navy had been severely impacted during the 1990s and was in particular need of investments 

that justified some percentual surges. But this cannot explain budget allocation rates of 25% in 

light of six75 Russian service branches (vid) and independent combat arms (rod) and the fact 

that strategic nuclear forces enjoyed top priority (Zysk 2012, 121; see also pages 105, 163). 

Still in 2002, Russian military expert Sergei Sokut had assessed that in light of the resistance 

of the ground-forces dominated General Staff and the other service branches increases of the 

navy’s budget share to levels at the fall of the USSR were rather unlikely (Sokut 2002a).  

What drove the leadership to give in to refitting and artificially prolonging the lifespan of Cold 

War legacy blue water vessels of the Kirov-, Slava- and Kuznetsov-class throughout the time 

period under consideration (Kabanenko 2019, 47, 48, 50)? Which force installed so much 

confidence in the naval leadership that the navy could push ahead with plans to at least initiate 

the Admiral Gorshkov-class frigate programme and keep alive the blue-water dream of aircraft 

carriers and nuclear-powered Lider-class destroyers? 

An answer to these questions may be provided by a glance at the Russian leadership personnel. 

Among all the changing ministers, Chiefs of the GS and glavkom VMFs over the entire period 

of examination, there was one constant figure: the leadership of Putin. 

As both Mikhail Tsypkin and Bettina Renz argue, Putin granted military affairs significant 

political priority from the very beginning of his office terms (Tsypkin 2002, 10; Renz 2018, 

61). In 1997, still as Deputy Chief of the Presidential Administration, Putin was a member of 

 
75 Following the merger of the Russian Air Force and the Russian Aerospace Defence Forces in 2015 five. 



126 
 

the military council of the navy (Tsypkin 2002, 9). Already in November 1999, at a meeting of 

the security council, Putin underpinned the importance of developing Russia’s maritime 

potential and emphasised that "Russia became a great power only after it became a sea power” 

(Aleksin 2000a). Putin’s wording resonated a deep Mahanian understanding of the sea, that a 

state could really only strive for global power, if it was in possession of magnificent sea power 

(Mahan 1890). 76  As Andrew Lambert argues, such an instrumental understanding of 

capabilities at sea had little to do with seapower identity in a state and its society but had been 

applied by various continental empires throughout history in their strife to dominate global 

affairs (Lambert 2018).  

Concerning Putin’s personal devotion to the naval domain, one of the most striking anecdotes 

was covered by the Russian Newspaper Nezavisimaya Gazeta and involved Putin during his 

first year of presidency being physically present at the PhD viva of Kuroyedov in front of the 

doctoral council of the Academy of Military Sciences. The topic of Kuroyedov’s thesis was 

‘State strategy for the protection and implementation of Russia's national interests in the oceans’ 

(Aleksin 2000b). The same year, in April, Putin observed a NF exercise and spent the night on 

a Delta IV-class nuclear-powered strategic missile submarine as, according to Mikhail Tsypkin, 

the first Russian/Soviet leader ever (Tsypkin 2002, 10). In 2012, Putin demanded the revival of 

Russia’s ‘oceanic navy’ ‘in the full sense’ (Putin 2012). On 23 February 2017, Putin welcomed 

naval officers that had served with the Kuznestov carrier strike group [literally: ship aircraft-

carrying strike group /korabel’naia avianosnaia udarnaia gruppa] during its deployment to 

Syria into the Kremlin to for a reception and underpinned that it had been his personal decision 

to deploy the aircraft carrier to the Syrian operation:  

I am especially pleased to see you, that is, it is always pleasant to see naval sailors, but 

you are particularly welcome. Why? Because, according to my position, I have to 

control the development of the Armed Forces […] The Minister and the Chief of the 

General Staff know that the initiative of your deployment and the preparation for the 

deployment is my personal initiative. I would like to thank the Minister of Defence and 

the Chief of the General Staff, the representatives of the industry, who, having received 

this instruction a year ago, quickly prepared equipment and materiel, prepared you, and 

you, in turn, prepared your subordinates and brilliantly coped with the tasks set. 

(Kremlin 2017a) 

 
76 As subchapter 6.1 shows, this does not imply that Putin was not open-minded as far as the introduction of 

small, versatile combatants was concerned.  
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The same year Putin also publicly demanded that:  

By 2025, the Navy must have a balanced ship fleet capable of carrying out the full range 

of peacetime and wartime tasks in the near and far maritime zones, ensuring Russia’s 

naval presence in all strategically important regions of the World Ocean (Kremlin 

2017b).  

It had been a common feature of (Soviet) Russian leaders to closely associate military power 

and great power status (Golts and Putnam 2004, 123; Renz 2018, 29, 33). For Putin, however, 

naval affairs were matters of personal importance.  

As elaborated in the historical discourse on Russian continental power in chapter two, Putin 

thus joined a long list of rulers that had featured a strong interest in the fleet and sometimes 

succeeded in creating mighty navies. As long as resources were pouring in and Putin stayed in 

power, despite the difficult continental realities Russian naval leaders had to face, there was 

space for expressing oceanic ambitions.  

 

 

4.2 Geostrategy  

4.2.1 Geostrategy and Naval Force Posture 

At the onset of the 21st century, Russia’s geostrategic situation at the southern maritime flank 

was as unfavourable as it had not been since autumn of 1942 when German and Romanian 

armed forces had reduced the Soviets’ foothold at the Black Sea to the shores of Caucasia.  

The geographically difficult situation of the Russian Navy at the turn of the millennium was 

even more striking when compared to the USSR’s impressive naval footprint a little more than 

a decade before. The Soviet Navy’s standing formation to the Mediterranean, the 5th Eskadra, 

had counted dozens of warships and could draw on support bases in Syria and Egypt (until 1973) 

and air bases in Syria and Libya (Booth 1973, 45; Mackintosh 1973, 66; Polmar 1991, 18). In 

the Black Sea theatre, except for Turkey, the whole Black Sea coastline had belonged to the 

USSR or allied Warsaw Treaty member states Romania and Bulgaria. Ultimately, with a Naval 

Infantry Brigade, substantial (regional) amphibious assault capabilities and six to ten ground 

forces’ and one airborne division in the Odessa MD (IISS 1980, 10, IISS 1985, 27; IISS 1989, 

40), the USSR fielded significant military force in close proximity to the Turkish Straits. This 

was significant because it allowed the Soviets to threaten the Turkish-controlled Bosphorus.   

As a feature of Russia’s continental geography, since gaining footholds at Europe’s marginal 

seas at the turn of the 18th century, Russia has always been confronted with an unfavourable 
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geographic access to the high-seas and chokepoints, such as the Danish or Turkish Straits, under 

foreign control (Mitchell 1949, 28-29; 38; Ranft and Till 1989, 132-133; Daly 1991, XI; Fuller 

1992, 286-287; Hughes 1998, 55; Vego 2003, 18; Till 2013a, 96; Marshall 2016, 16-17; Polmar, 

Brooks and Fedoroff 2019, 77). These geographic conditions, to use Mackinder’s model 

(Mackinder 1904),77 made it extremely challenging for the continental power Russia that was 

dominating the Eurasian heartland to project power from the Eurasian continent towards the 

world’s oceans. During the Napoleonic Wars, Admiral Seniavin’s Mediterranean squadron 

provided a striking example in this regard. Once Russia’s relations with the Ottoman Empire 

turned hostile and Constantinople closed the Turkish Straits to the Russians, Seniavin’s 

squadron was cut off from Russian home waters in the Black Sea and, without allied 

Mediterranean coastal states and pursued by the warships of the British Royal Navy, had no 

choice but to steer towards neutral harbours where Seniavin’s vessels were interned (Daly 1991: 

X-XI). In light of these geopolitical realities, Mahan argues that ‘Russia can never be satisfied 

with the imperfect, and politically dependent, access to the sea afforded her by the Baltic and 

the Black Sea’ (Mahan 1900, 117). 

A decade later, not only had the Russians lost their geostrategic position along NATO’s entire 

southern flank and its forward-deployed forces that allowed, at the southern tier, for military 

power projection beyond the Eurasian heartland, now, Moscow also struggled to retain its 

position and access with regard to sea zones that were immediately adjacent to Russia.  

Among others, the dissolution of the USSR had resulted in Moscow losing sovereignty on the 

entire Ukrainian Black Sea shore including Crimea, home to the principal infrastructure of the 

BSF. The Sea of Azov was no longer an internal sea exclusively under Moscow’s control, the 

Kerch-Yenikale Canal, the principal shipping canal in the Strait of Kerch, was under Ukrainian 

authority and the Soviet-Iranian legal regime that had governed the Caspian Sea since the first 

half of the 20th century dissolved into competing claims by, what were now, five littoral states 

(Dekmejian and Simonian 2003, 20; Zadorozhnii 2016, 140-145; Urcosta 2018).  

Having concluded partition treaties on the status and conditions of the BSF in 1997, until 2017 

Ukraine had agreed to lease military facilities on Crimea to Russia with an option for automatic 

renewal for 5-year periods unless either side objected (Verkhovna Rada Ukraiїni 2010a).78  

 
77 According to Mackinder, there is a geographic pivot area at the heart of continental Eurasia that is blessed with 

resources and offers the state in control of these vast lands, the so-called pivot state, the potential to dominate 

entire transcontinental Euro-Asia. Following the domination of Eurasia, such a state would be free to devote its 

resources to the creation of a large naval fleet with which it could achieve world power status. 
78 For further discussion on the partition of the Soviet BSF during the 1990s and the political circumstances 

concerning the negotiations of the 1997 treaties, see, for example, Sherr 1997; Simonsen 2000; Sanders 2001, 

99-141; Deyermond 2008, 106-141; Zadorozhnii 2016, 79-83, 119-124. 
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However, on the long term the presence of the Russian BSF on Crimea was anything but secure. 

Furthermore, despite an annual leasing rate of $97 million paid as a discount on Russian gas, 

as Deborah Sanders argues, Russia did not exercise full control of navigation and infrastructure 

in and around Sevastopol that was necessary for the complete development and training of the 

fleet (Sanders 2014, 72). Assuming the Ukrainian perspective, Oleksandr Zadorozhnii, on the 

other hand, pointed out that it was very difficult in practise for Ukrainian authorities to check 

whether Russian armaments deployed to the peninsula complied with the agreements and that 

Russia ‘constantly tried to restrain maritime infrastructure in the Black Sea located on 

Ukrainian territory’ (Zadorozhnii 2016, 122). Most crucially, Russia, by itself, could only 

replace existing military equipment on a like-for-like basis (Sanders 2014, 72). According to 

Leonid Osavolyuk, director of the first territorial department at Ukraine's Foreign Ministry, to 

“replace or add any new vessel to the naval contingent” deployed to Crimea required Kiev’s 

consent (Sputnik News 2009). This was significant not least in light of various ageing Soviet 

legacy warships serving in the Russian BSF that were in crucial need for replacement.  

Consequently, when the 2001 Maritime Doctrine came out, the key ‘long-term tasks’ it 

identified with regard to the Black Sea and the Sea of Azov aimed at strengthening Russia’s 

legal, economic and geostrategic position: 

- renovation of commercial sea and mixed (river-sea) navigation of ships, modernization 

and development of coastal port infrastructure; 

- improvement of the legal framework for the functioning of the Black Sea Fleet of the 

Russian Federation on the territory of Ukraine, preservation of the city of Sevastopol as 

its main base; 

- creation of conditions […] for the basing and use of the components of the maritime 

potential, ensuring the protection of the sovereignty, sovereign and international rights 

of the Russian Federation in the Black and Azov Seas (Kremlin 2001). 

Though not immediately apparent, already the first task of renovating ‘riverine-sea’ navigation 

was of great military-strategic significance. Due to Russia’s unique continental geography, over 

the course of its history, the Russian Navy had been forced to establish installations in places 

as far apart as the Pacific Ocean and the Baltic Sea and thus split its capabilities (Zysk 2012, 

114; Till 2013a, 96; Speller 2019, 17). In the words of Gorshkov, ‘Significant difficulties arose 

for Russia, however, from its geographical location, which made it necessary to maintain a fleet 

in each separate maritime theatre that had to be able to carry out all of its tasks independently’ 

(Gorschkow 1978, 108). With forces geographically dispersed and access to the oceans 
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restricted by geographic obstacles that were in most cases under the control of opposing forces 

– the ‘historical curse of the patriotic fleet’ (Barabanov 2008) –, achieving fleet unity and 

concentration of forces based on a state’s geographical position, according to Mahan one of 

‘the principal conditions affecting the sea power of nations’, has always been an arduous task 

for the Russian Navy (Mahan 1890, 28-29; Moore 1975, 16; Ranft and Till 1989, 130; Daly 

1991, XII; Fuller 1992, 286-287). Historical examples are manifold and include tensions with 

Sweden preventing the BF from operating in the Eastern Mediterranean during the Russo-

Turkish War of 1787-1792 or Russian naval forces being deployed piecemeal to East Asia and 

subsequently being defeated in detail by the Imperial Japanese Navy during the 1904/1905 

Russo-Japanese War (Mitchell 1949, 179-181; Woodward 1965, 57).  

With oceanic sea lanes denied to Russia during times of conflict, over the course of centuries 

the Russians developed a sophisticated system of internal waterways on western Eurasia’s 

landmass that made use of great rivers, lakes and artificial canals to move (small- and medium-

sized) vessels between their adjacent seas (Woodward 1965, 33). Concerning this thesis’ 

geographic area of interest, the essential inland waterway was the Volga-Don Canal that was 

opened in 1952 and allowed vessels, including minor surface combatants, to sail along the 

Volga River, the Canal and the Don River into the Sea of Azov and vice-versa (Lewis 2019). 

Thus, during times of peace and conflict Russia could potentially achieve to a certain degree 

unity of forces, if Russia enjoyed unchallenged access to the Sea of Azov, where the Don River 

enters the Gulf of Taganrog (see figure 18).  

Putin underlined the importance of this maritime space to Russia during his opening remark at 

a meeting on Russia’s military-diplomatic presence at the Black Sea – Azov region: 

The Azov-Black Sea basin as a whole, […] This is, in fact, the area of our strategic 

interests. […] The Black Sea region is of particular geopolitical importance. First, the 

Black Sea provides direct access for Russia to the most important global transport routes, 

including energy. […] And, […] is the region where the Black Sea Fleet is based, which 

is responsible for the security of Russia in the southwestern strategic direction. (Kremlin 

2003a). 

Putin’s description of the Azov-Black Sea basin as a gateway region was also particularly 

relevant, if Russia chose to realise forward-deployments of naval forces as the USSR had done 

before. As David Lewis points out, Russian warships passing through the Caspian Sea-Sea of 

Azov-Black Sea route could be further deployed through the Turkish Straits into the 

Mediterranean and potentially beyond and thus contribute to Russian power projection 
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capabilities (Lewis 2019). As will be discussed in the chapter seven of this thesis, such 

deployments were indeed carried out in the late 2010s. 

Of course, early 21st century technological advances, for example, the introduction of the SS-

N-30 land attack cruise missile (LACM), did expand the strike range of Caspian-based weapon 

systems to engulf large parts of the Middle East (see subchapter 5.3). However, as Dmitri Trenin 

points out, executing missile strikes from the Caspian Sea required consent by neighbouring 

littoral states to pass through their respective air spaces, as was the case with Russia’s 2015 

missile strikes launched against targets in Syria which had to cross the air space of Iran and Iraq 

(Trenin 2015). Having the opportunity to forward deploy warships capable of power projection 

into the Mediterranean, thus significantly enhanced the Kremlin’s strategic freedom of action.  

At the beginning of the 21st century, however, it was not clear at all that the Sea of Azov would 

ever again turn into a Russian sanctuary that would allow for unshakable interconnectivity 

among the two naval formations in Russia’s southern maritime theatre. Since the independence 

of Ukraine, the legal status of the Sea of Azov had not been resolved, its delimitations were not 

settled and Russo-Ukrainian dispute over the ownership of the Strait of Kerch and Tuzla Island 

was ongoing (Skaridov 2014, 221; Zadorozhnii 2016, 121, 141-145; Schatz and Koval 2018). 

In 2002, the draft for a new Ukrainian law titled ‘Draft Law on Inland Waters, Territorial Sea 

and Adjacent Zone of Ukraine’ defined that ‘the territorial sea of Ukraine […] includes coastal 

sea waters in the Black and Azov Seas 12 nautical miles wide’ (Verkhovna Rada Ukraїni 2022), 

however, as Valentin Schatz and Dmytro Koval argue, the draft was never adopted as Russia 

pressured Ukraine, among others, by constructing a land connection with Tuzla Island located 

in the middle of the Strait (Urcosta 2018; Schatz and Koval 2018). According to Trenin, one of 

the main concerns of the Kremlin was that a new legal situation would lead to the creation of 

international waters and thus allow foreign ships, including NATO naval vessels, to operate in 

the Sea of Azov (Trenin 2005, 149).  

In 2003, fortunately for the Russians, this menace could be averted when the Treaty on 

Cooperation in the Use of the Azov Sea and the Kerch Strait was signed that confirmed that the 

Sea of Azov was an internal water of Russia and Ukraine. Article 2.1 of the treaty awarded the 

right of freedom of navigation to Ukrainian and Russian merchant vessels, warships and other 

vessels under Russian/Ukrainian state authority. According to Article 2.2, merchant vessels of 

third countries were allowed to pass through the Strait of Kerch and the Sea of Azov, if they 

were sailing to Ukrainian or Russian ports (MoFA Russia n. d., 2). Most importantly for this 

thesis’ naval concerns, article 2.3 of the treaty stated that 
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Warships and other government ships of third countries, operated for non-commercial 

purposes, may enter the Sea of Azov and pass through the Kerch Strait if they are 

conducting a visit or call to the port of one of the parties at this party’s invitation or 

permission, in agreement with the other party (MoFA Russia n. d., 2). 

Thus, Russia succeeded in effectively closing the water space to third countries’ militaries and 

in preventing the internationalisation of the Strait of Kerch (Trenin 2005, 149; Urcosta 2018; 

Lewis 2019). Nevertheless, the treaty did not resolve the question of the delimitation of the Sea 

of Azov but Article 1 of the treaty stated that the settlement of the maritime boundaries in the 

Strait of Kerch and the Sea of Azov were to be achieved by further agreements (MoFA Russia 

n. d., 1-2). However, despite more than twenty rounds of negotiation and various meetings 

between the respective heads of state, Russia and Ukraine were unable to settle the dispute 

(Skaridov 2014, 223; Sanders 2014, 73; Zadorozhnii 2016, 145, 199-201; Urcosta 2018).  

In 2014, the annexation of Crimea and the start of the War in Ukraine ultimately cut the basis 

for further negotiations on this very issue. With political turmoil and war in Ukraine, different 

views on the status of Crimea and consequently the coastline of the Sea of Azov and an 

imminent threat of direct war between Russia and Ukraine, there was no room for further 

negotiation on maritime boundaries in the Sea of Azov, while Russia’s Minister of Foreign 

Affairs Sergey Lavrov made clear that ‘The Strait of Kerch, […], can no longer be the subject 

of these negotiations’ (Tass 2014a).  

Having failed to reach a final and comprehensive legal agreement that included all aspects of 

the Sea of Azov had severe consequences. In combination with the disputed maritime 

delimitations in the aftermath of the annexation of Crimea, the unresolved status of the Sea of 

Azov made for a highly-contested legal situation that engulfed significant parts of the Azov-

Black Sea basin.  

While Russian officials were in tough negotiations with their Ukrainian counterparts, Russia 

continuously upgraded BSF infrastructure on mainland Russia. Already in 2003 Putin made 

public that he had ordered the creation of a basing point for the BSF in Novorossiysk, stating 

that ‘it is simply necessary to have several options for basing, since the fleet faces different 

tasks’ (Kremlin 2003b). Two years later, in 2005, the federal programme ‘Establishment of the 

system of the Black Sea Fleet of the Russian Federation’s deployment on the territory of the 

Russian Federation in 2005-2020’ was approved (FTSPR n.d.). Subsequently, for the next two 

decades, construction and expansion works, among others of berths, power supply, navigational 

safety and hydrographic service facilities and weapons depots were on-going at Novorossiysk, 
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Temryuk and other towns in the region (Socor 2007b; Gorenburg 2010a; Ria Novosti 2016c; 

FTSPR n.d).  

Although the BSF could profit from additional infrastructure at the fleet’s second naval base, 

unless Russia had invested enormous resources into a large-scale expansion of Novorossiysk’s 

naval base, a move that, as Dmitry Gorenburg argues, would have had very likely negative 

economic impacts on Novorossiysk’s commercial harbour (Gorenburg 2010a), Sevastopol 

would have been hard to replace as the anchor point of Russia’s naval presence at the southern 

tier given the Crimean port’s natural and man-made geographic advantages and the significant 

infrastructural capacities, such as deep-water bays, ship manufacture and repair, naval services, 

and naval propulsion systems (Nilsson 2013, 1159; Bugajski and Doran 2016, 8; Mills 2017, 

27). As figure 17 shows, Sevastopol remained the primary base for the BSF and the geostrategic 

centre for Russia’s naval posture at the southern flank. During the first two decades of the 21st 

century, Crimean-stationed combatants accounted for at least 2/3 of the fleet according to 

publicly available sources.  

Though data for figure 17 was accumulated to the best knowledge of this author, there remains 

a certain degree of inaccuracy inherent to such a generalised diagram of force allocation, 

particularly with regard to the BSF’s submarines. This requires a few words of explanation. 

In theory allocated to the BSF’s 4th Autonomous Submarine Brigade (4 Obrpl) in Novorossiysk, 

which had been formed in December 2014, it was standard behaviour for Russia’s new Kilo II 

mod-class submarines to conduct frequent deployments to the Mediterranean based on Russia’s 

supply point in Tartus and spend much time mooring in Sevastopol’s southern bight, in close 

proximity to the BSF’s repair and maintenance infrastructure (KCHF.ru 2015; Ria Novosti 

2016c; Sdelano u nas 2019; Gorenburg 2019; KCHF.ru n. d. a). This circumstance is further 

reinforced by the fact that de-facto allocation of Russian warships to specific bases was often 

influenced by practical infrastructural needs rather than the most desirable geostrategic choice 

or geographic proximity to the next higher command level. As Admiral Aleksandr Vitko, 

Commander of the BSF (2013-2018), had pointed out in September 2014 that the naval 

formation’s Kalibr-equipped submarines were planned to be based in Novorossiysk (Kirill 2015) 

and this author did not find any information on the 4 Obrpl being re-assigned to Sevastopol, for 

the purposes of this argument, the brigade’s seven submarines are presented as being allocated 

to Novorossiysk, despite them mainly being located in Sevastopol underlining Sevastopol’s 

capabilities and importance (see highlighted in figure 17; Annex I). An expanded naval base at 
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Novorossiysk was a great complement for the Russian BSF but it could not substitute 

Sevastopol as Russia’s primary naval base of choice in the Black Sea region.79   

On the eastern shore of the Caucasus, at the Caspian Sea, the break-up of the Soviet Union had 

similarly resulted in the need to renegotiate the treaty regime. The Caspian case also involved 

a great variety of issues, among them the need to delimit littoral states’ claims for the 

exploitation of sea-based resources (see subchapter 4.5). Shortly after having come to power, 

Putin defined the Caspian Sea as a zone of Russian strategic interest and initiated various 

policies to (re-)build Russian military power and compete for regional influence with various 

powers (Trenin 2005, 197; Laruelle and Peyrouse 2009, 24; German 2014). One of these policy 

initiatives was KASFOR. In light of Russia’s already-introduced particular threat perception at 

the southern tier and geopolitical rivalry over regional influence, during the early 2000s 

Moscow outlined its ideas about an international naval formation capable of dealing with 

transnational threats that culminated in a 2005 proposal for a combined Caspian military force, 

the Caspian Naval Group for Operational Cooperation (KASFOR). Given vastly different 

naval capabilities, regional interests and the lack of a single regional organisation that included 

all Caspian littoral states, it was no surprise Moscow’s proposal fell on deaf ears (Laruelle and  

  

  

Figure 17: BSF warship allocation excluding small minelayers [reidovye tral’shchiki], small landing and patrol 

craft and intelligence and auxiliary vessels (see Annex I).80  

 
79 Interview 3.  
80 As auxiliary units are not included, the BSF’s modest assignments to Feodosiya, Temryuk and Rostov are not 

represented.  
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Peyrouse 2009, 33; Rustamov, Agayev and Jafarov 2009; German 2014, 55-56).  

Concerning Russia’s geostrategic interests with regard to access to the Caspian water space, 

however, the Kremlin was more successful. First bilateral delimitation agreements between 

Russia, Kazakhstan and Azerbaijan were signed between 2000 and 2003 but it took another 

decade and a half to reach a comprehensive agreement for the entire Caspian Sea (The Central 

Asia-Caucasus Analyst 2002; Trenin 2005, 173). In 2007, however, the Caspian littoral states 

agreed to deny access to third states seeking to deploy to the region with hostile intentions 

against any Caspian state (German 2014, 35). Ultimately, in August 2018, after nearly three 

decades of dispute, Azerbaijan, Iran, Kazakhstan, the Russian Federation and Turkmenistan 

signed The Convention on the Legal Status of the Caspian Sea in Aktau, Kazakhstan. From a 

military point of view, Russia’s security needs concerning the Caspian were satisfied as article 

3.6 of the Convention stipulated the ‘Non-presence in the Caspian Sea of armed forces not 

belonging to the Parties’ (Kremlin 2018). The case of the Caspian Sea shows how the Kremlin 

was able to realise through political negotiation a legal regime that had long been a functional 

tool in Russia’s continental set of policy/legal instruments (see chapter 2.1). In this regard, IR 

scholar David Lewis summarises, ‘Russia has demonstrated its ideal mode of maritime control 

through the formation in the Caspian Sea of a form of mare clausum—a regime that restricts 

access for third parties to the sea and de facto permits domination by the Russian navy’ (Lewis 

2019).  

 

 

4.2.2 Russia’s Geostrategy at the Southern Maritime Flank and NATO  

As the first decade of the 21st century progressed, the Kremlin had not only to deal with the last 

aftereffects of the dissolution of the USSR, but also grew more and more concerned about the 

prospects of NATO’s eastward expansion. Particularly following Romania’s and Bulgaria’s 

NATO accession in 2004, an integration of Black Sea littoral states Ukraine and Georgia would 

have been very unfavourable to Russia’s geostrategic situation from a naval perspective. 

Prospective membership of Ukraine in NATO would in the long term have implied that 

Ukrainian territory, including Crimea, large parts of the Sea of Azov, including a part of the 

Gulf of Taganrog, and the Kerch-Yenikale Canal would have been in the hands of the alliance. 

Ultimately, this scenario would have resulted in NATO enveloping the entire Black Sea from 
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all sides apart from the northeast while Russia’s access to the Black Sea continued to consist of 

a small section at the western shore of northern Caucasia.  

This, to cite another principle outlined by naval theoretician Edward Wegener, would have 

created an extremely unfavourable naval ‘geostrategic position’. The effective deployment of 

naval force and aspirations for sea control require space for manoeuvre and secure access to 

relevant sea zones. As Wegener argues, ‘If the fleet is strong but the position is inferior, the sea 

power product is weak’ (Wegener 1974, 28-29). Consequently, as historical examples from 

Santiago de Cuba in 1898 to Wilhelmshaven from 1914-1918 show in practice, naval 

engagements tend to be heavily in favour of the party enjoying the more favourable geography. 

Furthermore, without a certain level of geographic dispersion, a geographically highly-

concentrated naval force, including its supporting facilities, is more also more vulnerable to 

hostile actions during times of conflict (Slack and Starr 1997, 315). Against this background 

Soviet-Russian naval doctrine determines:81 

In peacetime there must be operational decentralisation of forces on each naval theatre 

[...] The operational decentralisation of forces in the naval theatre must provide for such 

a distribution of them [...] that their crowded basing in every point [base – editor’s note] 

is excluded and at the same time the formation of strike groups is made possible [...] in 

the first operations. Operational decentralisation must also meet the demands for the 

fastest deployment of forces in periods of tension or at the beginning of the war (Regner 

1981a, 105).  

Pushed into the furthest corner of the Black Sea and only capable of operating out of 

Novorossiysk, in case of conflict, the Russian Navy would have needed to deploy on 

predetermined lines of approach with NATO’s picket units in immediate proximity (see figure 

18). Such a course of action was unacceptable to the Russian government and the Kremlin 

employed every means available to prevent such a scenario from becoming reality. The 

operational details how exactly the Russian Navy was employed during these years to defend 

Russian interests and how these naval operations relate to the nature of Russia as a continental 

power will be elaborated in greater detail in chapter six.  

In August 2008, Moscow put an end to Tbilisi’s aspirations to reassert dominance over its 

breakaway regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia and spoiled Georgia’s chances of a NATO 

membership in the foreseeable future when launching a military invasion of the country. The 

Russian military advanced farther than the Abkhazian border, entered Georgia’s principal naval 

 
81 The term ‘doctrine‘ is here applied using a western interpretation of the term. 
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base of Poti and wreaked havoc on what was left of the Georgian Navy (see, for further details, 

chapter 6.2). When the war was over, all objectives relevant to the ‘naval strategic position’ in 

a Wegenerian sense, were fulfilled. The Georgian Navy ceased to exist as a service branch, the  

 

Figure 18: Hypothetical scenario in which Russia would have been unable to enforce its interest with regard to the 

Azov-Black Sea basin (Based on: Alexrk2 2010 CC BY-SA 3.0). 

 

 

autonomy of the Republic of Abkhazia, a de-facto Russian satellite, created a littoral buffer 

zone to what was left of Georgia’s Black Sea shore and Georgia was kept from integrating into 

Euro-Atlantic institutions (Herpen 2015, 233). Furthermore, the Georgia War also sent a 

warning signal to other post-Soviet states not to associate themselves with NATO (Klein 2008, 

7).  

A very likely target for this warning shot was Kyiv. By the late 2000s the days of pragmatic 

relations with Ukraine’s Kuchma Administration (1994-2005), which had witnessed, among 

others, the signing of the BSF Partition Treaties in 1997, the establishment of Russo-Ukrainian 

naval and military cooperation formats in 2001 (Zadorozhnii 2016, 139) and the signing of the 

Sea of Azov Treaty in 2003, were long gone. Russia’s relations with Ukraine worsened 

considerably following the Orange Revolution in 2004 and the subsequent presidency of pro-

western Viktor Yushchenko (2005-2010). To begin with, members of the Yushchenko 

administration asserted that a renewal of the 1997 BSF basing agreement beyond 2017 was not 
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probable and implemented a much more critical legal interpretation of the terms of the 1997 

agreement (Deyermond 2008, 109-111; Zadorozhnii 2016, 170-174). In addition, the 

involvement of Crimean-based BSF warships in the Russo-Georgian War had caused tensions 

between Kyiv and Moscow (Lindner 2008, 20; Antonenko and Giegerich 2009, 19). At first, 

Ukraine had tried to prevent the return of Russian BSF warships to Crimea altogether, but 

subsequently Kyiv decreed on 13 August 2008 that Ukrainian authorities had to be notified 

about Russian BSF naval and air deployments beyond the territory of Ukraine, prompting harsh 

protest by Moscow (Lindner 2008, 21; Zadorozhnii 2016, 172-173). Subsequently, the Kremlin 

grew more concerned by the year as 2017, the closing date set for the presence of the Russian 

BSF that had been agreed in the partition agreements, drew closer. By the late 2000s, the 

Russian leadership was vigorously engaging Ukraine, offering socio-economic benefits, 

especially in the form of gas discounts, and military-industrial cooperation to convince Kiev to 

agree to the Russian BSF remaining in Sevastopol after 2017 (Nilsson 2013, 1160).     

But not only were Russian offers falling short of reaching a definitive commitment on behalf 

of Kyiv to secure the future of the Russian BSF on Crimea, Ukrainian interferences concerning 

Russia’s military presence on Crimea, which was regarded by Moscow as infringements on its 

statutory rights, was starting to increase considerably. By July 2009, Ukrainian authorities had 

begun to intercept Russian BSF missile transports on their way to repair facilities outside the 

city of Sevastopol, whereas the Russian side protested that such transports were covered by the 

1997 agreements (Nilsson 2013, 1161). In October 2009, an article in the Krasnaya Zvezda 

reported that Ukrainian security services were undertaking massive checks on Russian military 

vehicles and thus allegedly impairing the BSF’s movability (Pasiakin 2009). The same year, 

tensions also raised as Ukrainian authorities declared FSB (The Russian Federation’s (principal) 

domestic security and intelligence agency) personnel working in the BSF contingent on Crimea 

as undesirable. According to Valentin Nalivaichenko, then head of the SBU, Ukraine’s 

domestic intelligence service, FSB personnel had been working with the Russian BSF since 

2000 when a Russo-Ukrainian protocol concerning the security of BSF facilities had been 

signed (Flot.com 2009). During summer 2009, in an interview with the BBC, Naliichenko 

pointed out that all FSB members would have to leave Crimea after 13 December of the same 

year (BBC 2009a). At the same time, Yushchenko announced that the Ukrainian government 

had made the decision not to extend the lease of Sevastopol beyond 2017 and insisted that the 

Russian BSF should start preparations for withdrawing from Crimea (Sputnik News 2009).  

The situation improved considerably when Viktor Yanukovych (2010-2014) became President 

of Ukraine in February 2010. Two months later the ‘Agreement between Ukraine and Russia 
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on the Black Sea Fleet in Ukraine’, also known as the ‘Kharkiv Pact’ was signed in the presence 

of Yanukovych and Medvedev. The agreement extended the partition treaties of 1997 for 

twenty-five years from May 28, 2017 with subsequent automatic extension for subsequent five-

year periods, unless objected, in exchange for large discounts on Russian gas (Verkhovna Rada 

Ukraiїni 2010b). During the Yanukovych presidency, Russo-Ukrainian defence relations grew 

stronger, the Russian and Ukrainian military discussed defence technological cooperation and 

joint training but also topics of special relevance to the BSF such as the use of Ukrainian 

ammunition and ship repair facilities and naval yards (RT 2011).  

Though for the next three decades Russia’s naval presence on Crimea was secured and with 

Yanukovych’s administration temporarily in power Russian interests could be safeguarded, 

Russia’s long-term problem stayed essentially the same. As Rasmus Nilsson argues, ‘As long  

as the fleet did not receive […] facilities allowing it to operate independently from Ukraine it 

would always be subject to whatever changing winds came from Kyiv’ (Nilsson 2013, 1169). 

 
Figure 19: The geostrategic situation in the Caspian Sea – Sea of Azov – Black Sea region during the late 2010s 

(Based on: Alexrk2 2010 CC BY-SA 3.0). 

 

In this regard, Schneider and Urcosta rightfully award special attention to Kiev’s restrictions to 

Russian force modernisation in the pre-2014 situation (Schneider 2017; Urcosta 2018). Even 

during Yanukovych’s presidency, a Russo-Ukrainian agreement on the replacement of BSF 
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equipment and armaments could not be concluded (Zadorozhnii 2016, 195). 82  If Ukraine, 

particularly under a potential pro-Western administration following Yanukovych’s presidency, 

had continued to assert its rights to veto replacements of Russian BSF units with newly-

procured vessels, Russia’s success in extending the basing agreement for several decades would 

have been wasted (Delanoe 2014, 374). All these concerns were lifted, from Moscow’s point 

of view, in February/March 2014, when Russia took control over Crimea and subsequently 

annexed the peninsula. From a geostrategic point of view, they had achieved the principal task 

of ‘preserving the city of Sevastopol as the main base of the BSF’ outlined in the Maritime 

Doctrine.  

Summarising all this context in a single statement, the Eurasian giant had applied an instrument 

in dealing with challenges of maritime nature typical of mighty land powers since the days of 

Alexander the Great (Heckel 2009, 89): gaining control over the land surrounding the sea - the 

reversion of the Mahanian sea power model (Till 2013a, 109; Lambert 2018, 317).    

In comparison with the situation before 2014 Russia’s naval geostrategic position in the Azov-

Black Sea basin had become much more favourable (see figure 19). Ukraine’s military 

resources were tied up in the War in Donbas (2014-2015/2022), eastern Ukraine, including a 

section of the shore at the Gulf of Taganrog, was under control of the pro-Russian separatists’ 

Donetsk People's Republic, another Russian satellite, and the prospects of Ukrainian NATO 

membership were way off the table.   

 

 

4.2.3 Geostrategy beyond the Azov-Black Sea Basin 

While actively employing the full spectrum of policy instruments to limit and, where applicable, 

reverse the damage the dissolution of the USSR had caused to Russia’s geostrategic position in 

the seas immediately adjacent to the Russian shore, as the century progressed, the political and 

naval leadership in Moscow and St. Petersburg also paid increasing attention to Russia’s 

comprehensive defence perimeter in the naval domain. 

At the beginning of this section, the implications of the unique, and from the Russian 

perspective unfavourable, geography of the European and western Asian continents have 

already been mentioned. In the same way that geographic obstacles and difficult access to blue 

water has always restricted the Russian Navy’s freedom of manoeuvre when deploying naval 

 
82 For a discussion of BSF-related achievements and continuing issues in Russo-Ukrainian relations, see 

Zadorozhnii 2016, 193-196.  
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force in an offensive mode, Russia’s geostrategic position has made defence at sea against 

superior naval force particularly difficult.  

On land, the Russian Empire and the USSR could create buffer zones and thus defence 

perimeters of vast dimensions. But at sea hostile forces could approach Russia’s littoral with  

 

Figure 20: Enemy naval forces closing in on Russia along the ‘Far Approaches’ (Based on: Alexrk2 2010 CC BY-

SA 3.0). 

 

little difficulty, if not delayed, intercepted or their access denied at an early point in time. Thus, 

commenting on Soviet naval doctrine, in their classic The Sea in Soviet Strategy Ranft and Till 

point out, ‘Russian history as it was and it is processed by Gorshkov and others show how 

necessary it is for Russia to defend herself against maritime attack while the forces threatening 

her are still at sea’ (Ranft and Till 1989, 171). In light of their geography, the Baltic and the 

Black Sea have been particularly vulnerable maritime flanks at Russia’s continental periphery 

(Papastratigakis 2011, 38; Lambert 2016, 14). Against this background, the role of the ‘Far 
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Approaches’ [Dalnye podchody] assumed special relevance in the education of higher-level 

naval officers in (Soviet) Russia.83 Located several hundred miles from the Russian coast, 

forces had to pass along these approaches to reach Russian home waters or access the open 

ocean. In order to do so, they crossed various natural obstacles and special geographic features 

which are almost all under foreign control.  

These include the Turkish Straits, the Strait of Sicily, the Strait of Gibraltar, the English Channel, 

the GIUK gap, the Danish Straits and the Bear gap (Norwegian Sea/Barents Sea) (see figure 

20). In case of a conflict with a superior naval opponent, the Russian Navy would have tried to 

position some units strategically in proximity to these ‘Far Approaches’, thus being able to 

wield significant damage to hostile naval forces trying to steer towards Russia (Ferreiro 2016, 

217). This required forward-deployed forces, such as the 5th Eskadra during the Cold War, that 

were deployed in close attendance of NATO warships (Mackintosh 1973, 61; Ranft and Till 

1989, 170). In war, these units would have attempted to deliver a first strike as effectually as 

possible at hostile high-value units before being lost to overwhelming NATO superiority in 

their particular sea zones (Booth 1973, 50). Assessing these forward-deployments by Soviet 

warships, this operational principle of blunting an expected attack of enemy naval forces was 

referred to as winning the ‘battle for the first salvo’ as an attempt to ‘kill the archer’ (ONI 2015, 

3-4, Hughes and Girrier 2018, 294). Having been weakened by the forward-deployed units’ 

first salvo, the hostile naval force approaching Russian home waters would subsequently have 

to fight their way through a multi-layered surface-, subsurface-, air-, and coastal-based 

defence.84  

While Russian warships had been operating in the Mediterranean Sea for some years, in 2013, 

the Russian Navy officially re-established its permanent naval task force in this sea zone (Ria 

Novosti 2013; see subchapter 6.4). As Gorenburg argues, providing forward defence for 

approaches to Russia and executing an early warning function were among the key objectives 

of this standing naval task force (Gorenburg 2019). From an operational perspective, Russia’s 

Mediterranean task force assumed functions similar to the 5th Eskadra during the Cold War, 

including its integration into a layered defence system consisting, among others, of Soviet-era 

and 21st century sea-, air- and shore-based anti-surface and anti-air missile systems (Altman 

2016, 3-4; Gorenburg 2019; see subchapter 6.6). Like their Soviet predecessors, during war, 

Russian warships supported by land-based weapons and sensor systems could have impaired 

 
83 Interview 6. 
84 For a description of the Soviet Navy’s early-Cold War layered defence see, for example, Ranft and Till 1989, 

172-173. 
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access to the Bosphorus and could have dealt significant damage to NATO before being 

overwhelmed by NATO’s superior military capabilities in the Mediterranean (Litsas 2016, 61; 

Gorenburg 2019).  

As the fate of Admiral Seniavin’s squadron once revealed, Russia was in need of capable bases 

located on the territory of reliable allies close to the area of operation, if Russia wanted to 

maintain a forward-deployed capability on the long term. Already in 2009, media had reported 

that Russia was looking to expand its overseas basing capacity, citing, among others, a decision 

from the Russian MoD to upgrade facilities in Tartus, Syria (Saradzhyan 2010, 27). Following 

Russia’s withdrawal from Cam Ranh naval base in 2001/2002, Tartus, which had served as a 

Soviet support facility during the Cold War, was Russia’s only naval resupply point outside 

post-Soviet territory until the end of the timeframe under examination in this thesis (Trenin 

2013; Tass 2016). Expanding Tartus support capabilities could increase combat readiness, 

reduced the need to pass through the Turkish Straits and sail back to Black Sea for minor repairs 

and positively contribute to fleet responsiveness (Slack and Starr 1997, 315). Consequently, 

until the end of the decade, Russia undertook subsequent steps to expand Tartus’ logistical 

support capabilities with regard to the dimensions of the base and its repair capabilities (Tass 

2017a; Karpenko 2021). 

Against this background, Russia’s supply point in Syria mattered policy-wise because it 

allowed the Russian Navy to operate a significant naval force on a permanent basis in the 

Mediterranean and could support deployments further beyond (Altman 2016, 74; Carl 2019, 

7).85 In this light, it thus provided an important incentive for Russia to prevent the Syrian 

government from disintegrating (Harmer 2012a, 3; Trenin 2015; Gorenburg 2019). 

Simultaneously, Russia’s Mediterranean Task Force provided the Kremlin with access to the 

Mediterranean and thus an important means to pursue its security interests not only towards 

Syria but also secure access and influence with regard to stakeholders such as Field Marshal 

Haftar’s Tobruk-based Libyan National Army or Egypt (see subchapter 4.5). Furthermore, 

Russia was also actively engaging countries like Greece and Cyprus, the latter being a frequent 

destination for port calls of vessels of Russia’s Mediterranean task force following a 2015 

agreement that gave Russian military ships access to Cypriot ports (Reuters 2015).  

Consequently, the Mediterranean Task Force awarded the Kremlin with a mighty policy 

instrument that could contribute to safeguarding Russia’s status as a geopolitically active great 

power in southern Europe, the Middle East, and North Africa (Gorenburg 2019; Kasapoğlu and 

Ülgen 2021; see figure 21). Against this background, Robert Coalson cites Fleet Admiral 

 
85 For example, in case of the Russian Navy’s limited deployments to the Indian Ocean (see chapter 6.3). 
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Vladimir Masorin, glavkom VMF (2005-2007), who had already stated during a speech at the 

BSF headquarters in Sevastopol in 2007:  

“The operational zone of the fleet extends across the Black Sea and the Mediterranean 

all the way to the Atlantic Ocean. It is at the crossroads of Europe, Asia, and Africa, and 

here we must re-establish the permanent presence of the Russian Navy” (Coalson 2016). 

Significantly, as Can Kasapoğlu and Sinan Ülgen argue, in the conflict region of the Eastern 

Mediterranean Sea, unlike in Eastern Europe, Russia could pursue a gradual and 

multidimensional expansion of its capabilities and influence, without encountering, with the 

exception of Turkey, any resistance from NATO member states (Kasapoğlu and Ülgen 2021). 

Ultimately, this allowed the Kremlin to build up leverage in a sea zone of global economic 

importance. Approximately a third of the world’s commerce and two-thirds of Europe’s energy 

supplies are transported along Mediterranean Sea’s SLOCs and about 13% of the volume of 

world trade passed through the Suez Canal at the end of the 2010s (Schivardi 2016, 103; 

Hellenic Shipping News Worldwide 2019). In this light, it makes sense not only perceived 

through the lens of great power competition between Russia and the West but also take the rise 

of the second potential world power China into consideration. As Commander Kunz, former  

 

Figure 21: Russia’s standing naval formation in the Mediterranean and regional geopolitics (Based on: Nzeemin 

2012 CC BY-SA 3.0).  
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German naval intelligence officer, points out, the Russian Navy’s Mediterranean Task Force 

provided the Kremlin with military force in a sea zone central for the sea lanes of the European 

component of China’s Maritime Silk Road and thus of enormous geoeconomic significance.86 

In fact, by the late 2010s southern Europe had become a primary target for China maritime-

commercial engagement policy. Greece and Italy had joined China’s Belt and Road Initiative 

in 2018 and 2019, respectively, and Chinese companies had bought a majority stake in the 

Greek port of Piraeus in 2016 and gained access to the Italian ports of Trieste and Genoa (Amaro 

2019; BBC 2019a).    

Including sea trade and the maritime economic sector in the contest for influence in the Eastern 

Mediterranean thus reveals another facet of this thesis’ argument. Unlike early 21st China, a 

major maritime stakeholder that was characterised by immense seapower (Lord 2009; Dooley 

2012; Schuster 2013; Zhao 2014; Cole 2016; Josselin 2021; Kollakowski 2021), Russia, a 

continental power, utilised sea power, a strategic/instrumental policy tool that rested on the 

versatility and firepower of Russian warships, to exert influence and defend the Kremlin’s 

policy interests. 

 

 

4.3 Russia and NATO at the Beginning of the Century 

As the previous two sections have shown, the conception of NATO as a ‘military danger’ and 

a geostrategic menace was an important factor impacting the Russian naval strategy, 

particularly with regard to the navy’s fleet design, its mission tasks and its geostrategic posture. 

As a foreign policy instrument, however, Russian naval activities were not only carried out with 

view to hypothetical or real conflict scenarios but also in fulfilment of practical diplomatic 

functions. As will be further discussed in chapter six, the political relationship between the 

Russian government and NATO, both during cooperative and confrontational periods, had a 

decisive influence on Russian naval force was deployed or ceased to be deployed. It thus merits 

elaboration. A complete narration of NATO-Russia relations in the time period under 

consideration would go far beyond the scope and aim of this thesis. This discussion will 

therefore be limited to general trends in the relationship and those aspects of Russo-NATO 

relations that matter for the interpretation of naval affairs throughout this thesis. 

By the late 1990s NATO-Russia relations had already become strained, not least because of the 

NATO enlargement in 1999 and the Kosovo War during the same year (Antonenko and 

 
86 Interview 7.  
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Giegerich 2009, 13-14; Pallin 2009, 113-114). Nevertheless, at the turn of the millennium a 

period of rapprochement began between Moscow and the West. Soon after his election Putin 

reached out to NATO, welcomed NATO Secretary General George Robertson (1999-2004) and 

various western political leaders and elaborated on his view that Russia was part of Europe (Hill 

2018, 173). Moreover, following the outbreak of the 2nd Chechen War and the 9/11 attack on 

the World Trade Center, radical Islamic terror shaped both Russian and U.S./Western threat 

perceptions (Hill 2018, 171). Consequently, the George W. Bush administration’s (2001-2009) 

War on Terror offered various prospects for security cooperation between Moscow and NATO 

(McFaul 2001; Hill 2018, 175).  

As a particularly optimistic sign, in 2002, the NATO-Russia Council (NRC) was created as a 

forum for discussion and to address common interests, particularly concerning security threats, 

such as terrorism (Rachwald 2011, 120). In the following years, about 80 Russian liaison 

officers ensured Russia’s presence at NATO’s command structure. 87  Apart from various 

initiatives, including on weapons of mass destruction, and organisational steps, such as the 

opening of liaison offices in Brussels and in Moscow, most significant for naval operations 

during this period was Russia’s suggestion to participate in NATO’s Operation Active 

Endeavour in the Mediterranean Sea (NATO 2004, 90-91). In 2005, Russia participated in a 

major NATO maritime search and rescue exercise, both sides signed a Status of Forces 

agreement and, at the NATO-Russia defence minister conference in June, developing 

interoperability between NATO and Russia’s military was discussed (Hill 2018, 226).  

By about 2003, however, various events significantly damaged the relations with NATO 

member states and particularly the U.S. While the US withdrawal from the Anti-Ballistic 

Missile Treaty in 2002 had already been a source of political quarrel, the U.S. invasion of Iraq 

in 2003 was met with harsh criticism by Russia (Hill 2018, 176). In the Caspian Sea-Central 

Asian region, Russia and the U.S., especially post-9/11, increasingly competed for regional 

influence and orientation of local states’ defence relations. For example, in 2003, the U.S. 

initiated the Caspian Guard training program for Caspian littoral states’ security forces 

(Laruelle and Peyrouse 2009, 28-30, 33; Shearman and Sussex 2009, 257; German 2014, 3-5,8, 

21).  

Other security-related policy issues at that time included, for example, the non-ratification of 

the Adapted Treaty on Conventional Forces in Europe; Western support for “colour revolutions” 

in CIS countries, Russia’s growing unease about Western involvement in the post-Soviet sphere, 

Russia exerting pressure by withholding gas deliveries to Europe or U.S. ambitions for missile 

 
87 Interview 8.  



147 
 

defence systems in Europe (Antonenko and Giegerich 2009, 14; Hill 2018, 138ff.). Following 

NATO and EU enlargement in 2004, both western organisations reached the borders of Russia’s 

‘near abroad’, (post-Soviet) states that Russia regarded as its ‘sphere of influence’ or ‘zone of 

Russia’s strategic interests’ (Maruyev 2009, 1; Bugajski and Doran 2016, 5; Grigas 2016, 6).  

In this situation, institutions, such as the NRC, could provide platforms for exchange but could 

not change underlying asymmetric expectations. As Antonenko and Giegerich point out, despite 

having established dialogue mechanisms like the NRC, this could neither fulfil NATO’s 

expectation that some form of change through dialogue would occur that would somehow 

influence the Kremlin’s perception of NATO and change Russia’s behaviour as a security 

stakeholder nor satisfy the Kremlin’s interest to achieve any kind of co-decision (Antonenko 

and Giegerich 2009, 16-17; Rachwald 2011, 120, 123).  

For many western observers, the slow but steady deterioration in the relations between Russia 

and the West was also strongly interconnected with Russia’s domestic development that showed 

ever more autocratic tendencies as the years progressed. From the oppression of the media and 

civil society to arrests of political rivals, such as Mikhail Khodorkovsky (in 2003) or Garry 

Kasparov (repeatedly throughout the 2000s), and the mass arrests during the 2011-2013 Russian 

protests and ultimately to the murder of journalists and opposition leaders, such as Anna 

Politkovskaya (in 2006) and Boris Nemzov (in 2015), by the early 21st century it had become 

clear that Russia had decisively departed from the way of democratisation and liberalisation 

that it had begun following the collapse of the USSR. The Kremlin, on the other hand, soon 

resented the application of what it perceived as western double standards when criticising 

Russia as opposed to other countries that were even less democratic but politically closer to the 

US (Hill 2018, 232, 245; Riefer 2019, 67). By 2006, as William Hill argues, ‘the outward 

attributes of a cooperative relationship still existed between Russia and the major Western 

countries and institutions, such as NATO and the EU, but the substance and essence of 

cooperation were increasingly missing’ (Hill 2018, 210). 

The year 2007 witnessed further major setbacks in the security relations between East and West. 

In February, at the Munich Security Conference, Putin issued a warning that the continuation 

of U.S. plans for ballistic missile defence in Europe would lead to an arms race and strongly 

criticised alleged U.S. attempts to create a unipolar world system and western attempts to 

mandate use of force through western-dominated institutions such as the EU or NATO (Kremlin 

2007; Klein 2009, 5). As Russian Colonel Maruyev argues ‘active participation in common 

European political […] institutions’ was a principal Russian interest in the western vector of 

Moscow’s foreign policy (Maruyev 2009, 2). Thus, the inability to decisively influence 
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EU/NATO-driven policy developments in Europe explains Putin’s drastic choice of words in 

the speech delivered in Munich. In December, Russia suspended its participation in the 

Conventional Forces in Europe Treaty (Klein 2009, 5; Hill 2018, 253). 

The following year, NATO’s Bucharest Summit turned out to be a decisive event in NATO-

Russia relations. On the one hand, consultations during the summit showed some positive 

results: Moscow and Brussels agreed on a simplified mechanism to enable logistical support 

for NATO’s forces in Afghanistan, BSF naval vessels would participate in NATO operation 

Active Endeavour and both sides identified further areas of cooperation (Kremlin 2008).  

Concerning the prospects of NATO expansion, however, Putin expressed harsh criticism, 

identifying the ‘appearance of a powerful military bloc on our borders […] as a direct threat to 

the security of our country’ (Kremlin 2008). Despite Russian dissent concerning further NATO 

expansion into the post-Soviet sphere, the summit’s declaration was clear: ‘NATO welcomes 

Ukraine’s and Georgia’s Euro-Atlantic aspirations for membership in NATO. We agreed today 

that these countries will become members of NATO’ (NATO 2008). Now, the Russian 

military’s response to the summit’s declaration was even stronger. Baluyevsky declared that 

Russia’s reaction would include military and other steps along its borders, if Ukraine and 

Georgia were to join NATO (Reuters 2008a). A few weeks later this threat was about to be put 

into effect.   

Russo-Georgia relations had long been strained but in the aftermath of the recognition of 

Kosovo’s independence by several western countries and the NATO Bucharest Summit, 

tensions continuously escalated (Asmus 2010, 1, 2; Hill 2018, 240, 249-265). Simultaneously, 

Russia was moving military forces into the Georgian breakaway regions and established legal 

and diplomatic relations with Abkhazia and South Ossetia in April 2008 (Asmus 2010, 2, 147). 

At a meeting of the Russian and NATO Chiefs of Defence in May 2008, Baluyevsky informed 

his NATO colleagues that Russia was in possession of intelligence that Georgia was preparing 

to regain control over its breakaway regions by force and issued a warning that war was 

imminent (Asmus 2010, 149). Finally, from 7-8 August 2008, the Russian Armed Forces 

launched a military intervention in Georgia. 

Apart from various other justifications for the intervention that have been offered by the 

Kremlin, various scholars agree that the intervention in Georgia also served the higher purpose 

of diminishing Georgia’s path to NATO membership (Allison 2008, 1152, 1165; Shearman and 

Sussex 2009, 270-271; Asmus 2010, 5-6; Baev 2012, 99; Renz 2018, 145-146). Though 

successful in this regard, the employment of military force against Georgia was very damaging 
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to Moscow’s relationship with NATO. Following the War, NATO-Russia relations were 

temporarily broken off (Antonenko and Giegerich 2009, 14, 20).  

With cooperation suspended at the military and NRC level, the one major area of cooperation 

where collaboration continued, as Simon Saradzhan argues, was NATO’s and Russia’s counter-

piracy naval deployment at the Horn of Africa (Saradzhyan 2010, 33). Furthermore, sea-based 

anti-piracy cooperation was among the first topics discussed between both sides when relations 

once again began to improve in the summer of 2009 (Saradzhyan 2010, 33-34).    

On the political level, both the Kremlin and several NATO members, especially in Western 

Europe, had a strong interest in re-building the partnership not least to deal with out-of-area 

operations in places like Afghanistan where Russian support was invaluable (Antonenko and 

Giegerich 2009, 14-15). Despite the damage caused by the Russo-Georgia War and various 

other security-related causes for tension, including intense Russian espionage in various 

western countries, the U.S., too, remained interested in restoring the strategic dialogue with the 

Kremlin (Reuters 2010a). An attempt for this ‘reset’ in the relations with Moscow was made in 

2009 when the first Obama Administration (2009 – 2013) was elected (Deyermond 2013). At 

the same time, however, Russia grew ever more concerned about NATO/U.S. presence at its 

vulnerable southern flank, the Black Sea – Caucasian – Central Asian area, where Russia strove 

to restrict U.S. military access to the region (Maruyev 2009, 4; Antonenko and Giegerich 2009, 

17-18; Shearman and Sussex 2009, 257).  

Demonstrating initiative, Russia under Medvedev had proposed a new European Security 

Treaty that envisioned a pan-European security framework ‘open for signature by all States of 

the Euro-Atlantic and Eurasian space from Vancouver to Vladivostok’ (Kremlin 2009a). While 

Russia aimed to expand the agenda of its new security initiative beyond the OSCE to include 

all the relevant organisations of the Euro-Atlantic space (CSTO, NATO, EU, CIS), the OSCE 

remained the principal framework for dialogue (Evtod’eva 2010; Zagorskii 2017, 85, 92). In 

2009, ignited by Medvedev’s proposal, a series of diplomatic sessions within the framework of 

the OSCE, the so-called Corfu Process, started in which, as one sub-field of the discussion, both 

sides showed willingness to debate the topic of confidence- and security building measures 

(CSBM) that had been determined in the OSCE’s Vienna Document (Zagorski 2010, 43; 

Zagorskii 2017, 92, 100-101).  

The latest valid version of the Vienna Document at the time, the 1999 VD-99, defined the 

contemporary CSBM regime and outlined a vast spectrum of CSBM, including, among others, 

information exchange, military cooperation, observations and inspections (OSCE 1999; OSCE 

n.d., 10). Moscow, on the other hand, had insisted for many years on the modernisation of the 
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CSBM. Among others, Moscow aimed at expanding the list of CSBM to include naval activities 

in sea zones close to Russia’s borders (Menkiszak 2013, 78; Zagorskii 2017, 92, 103).  

Various OSCE member states received Russia’s proposal with little enthusiasm. During the 

working session on CSBM in the OSCE area at the OSCE’s Annual Security Review 

Conference on 24 June 2009, Professor Viacheslav Kulebiakin, the Russian representative, 

lamented that a ‘number of states’ blocked the modernisation efforts for VD-99 and insisted 

that there was no need to worry about the proposals as the impact of Russia’s proposed changes 

was ‘not that great’ and ‘primarily concern the exchange of information on naval forces and 

multinational rapid reaction force’ (Kulebiakin 2009, 4-5; OSCE 2009).  

Reason for concern, however, as the Russians themselves knew very well, depended on the 

point of view and various NATO member states featuring strong naval interests very likely to 

come to different conclusions. According to Marek Menkiszak, concerning the Russian CSBM 

proposal ‘There was a clear NATO context involved […] The Russian initiatives indicated 

Moscow’s intention to monitor and possibly limit NATO activity in seas near its borders’ 

(Menkiszak 2013, 78).  

Exchange of information on navigation of warships of might have been a minor sub-topic within 

a large and complex international, diplomatic struggle for Europe’s security architecture. Still, 

this very issue revealed very well how different norms and security perceptions borne out of 

the differing stakeholders’ identities could influence international relations concerning the 

naval domain. Russia felt threatened by NATO’s superior naval forces operating in maritime 

spaces within striking range of the Russian motherland and aimed to apply legal and regulatory 

measures, which from Moscow’s perspective really could have contributed to security building, 

to moderate this threat - a typical behaviour of continental power (see page 40).  

However, for most NATO member states, many of which were closely associated with 

seapower ideals, compromising on high-seas freedom of navigation, a right in complete 

opposition to interference by legal restrictions or regulations demanding prior notification, 

would have been intolerable. Ultimately, no special monitoring regime for naval activities in 

European waters was implemented and Russo-Western negotiations on a new security 

architecture and the Corfu Process got bogged down (Zagorski 2010, 43-44; Richter and 

Schmitz 2010; Rachwald 2011, 124-125; Zagorskii 2017, 80-104; Hill 2018, 291-292).  

In contrast to empty talk on new treaties, Russia had released a new Military Doctrine in 2010 

that put matters in black and white. As Margarete Klein points out, out of the eleven ‘military 

dangers’ identified in the doctrine, five related directly or indirectly to the U.S./NATO (Klein 

2010, 95). 2012 witnessed new tensions rising between Moscow and various Western Powers 



151 
 

as both sides bickered with each other in the UN Security Council over the raging Civil Wars 

in Libya and Syria whilst U.S. Congress passed the Magnitsky Act that awarded the U.S. 

government with a legal basis to economically sanction Russians, if found guilty of human 

rights offenses (Pifer 2015, 117-118). At this point working-level cooperation, which had been 

established between NATO and Russia in the previous years, still continued because ‘NATO 

as a consensus-based organisation did not change its policy towards Russia with the same 

linearity as its member states’88 but under the surface the fractures in the relationship became 

ever harder to reconcile. By 2013, Luca Ratti concluded that the U.S./NATO – Russia ‘reset’, 

while succeeding in re-initiating cooperation between both sides on a number of individual 

issues, such as the Afghanistan mission, the struggle against piracy and counter-terrorism, had 

failed to address the deeper divisions between Moscow and the West (Ratti 2013, 161).   

The same year, NATO-Russia relations entered what was to become their final phase for the 

remainder of the decade. In late 2013, the tug-of-war between Moscow and the EU over the 

future of Ukraine, which had ultimately resulted in Yanukovych’s government rejecting a 

pending EU association agreement, led to the outbreak of public protests on Kiev’s Maidan 

Square. Following the escalation of violence on Maidan in February 2014, Yanukovych’s 

government was overthrown and Ukraine enveloped in large-scale civil unrest. Against this 

background, pro-Russian forces, supported by Russian hybrid means, first took control of the 

Crimea, which was subsequently annexed by Russia on 18/21 March 2014, and then large parts 

of Eastern Ukraine.  

Following the annexation of Crimea, NATO declared a suspension of all practical civilian and 

military co-operation with Russia (NATO 2014). Concerning naval cooperation, NATO’s 

Allied Maritime Command in Northwood argued to preserve Russian involvement in the 

Alliance’s Dynamic Monarch submarine rescue exercises89 because of the humanitarian nature 

of this exercise series but post-Crimea Russo-NATO tensions had become so high that this 

option was no longer politically viable.90  

As NATO member states severely scaled down their interaction with Moscow and placed 

economic sanctions on Russia, various western leaders, such as President Obama and 

Chancellor Merkel, portrayed the Kremlin as a politically isolated stakeholder (Handelsblatt 

2014; Hudson 2014). The Kremlin, on the other hand, aimed to break attempts to diplomatically 

and economically isolate Russia by several means. Firstly, it pursued through stronger 

 
88 Interview 8. 
89 For example, in 2011, BSF submarine Alrosa had participated in NATO’s Bold Monarch 2011 submarine 

rescue exercise (NATO 2011). 
90 Interview 8. 
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interaction with other great and medium powers, especially China (Gabuev 2015; Gabuev 2016; 

Hoppe and Rogova 2020, 249-250). Among others, the Kremlin utilised cooperative naval 

diplomacy, especially at the southern tier, to strengthen relations with non-western partners.  

Furthermore, Russia made more pro-active use of its military in international conflicts. In 

addition to various other explanations that reach from harnessing domestic support, presenting 

Russia as an autonomous, globally active great power, maintaining access to the Middle East, 

safeguarding Russia’s geostrategic position at the Mediterranean (see previous subchapter), 

contributing to the fight against jihadists (of which many were of Russian origin), saving 

Russia’s long-term ally Assad and stabilising his government, historical Russo-Syrian ties and 

the legacy of the Libyan Civil War etc., the Kremlin’s decision to give support to and launch 

the 2015 militarily intervention in Syria and establish Russia as a significant military 

stakeholder in the country has also been interpreted as a function to break western attempts to 

diplomatically isolate Russia and potentially even break away from the U.S.-dominated post-

Cold War global order (Harmer 2012a, 5; Trenin 2013; Trenin 2015; Russia Insight 2018; 

Zvyagelskaya 2018, 249; Phillips 2018, 214, 217, 220-221, 230; Carl 2019, 1). As will be 

further explained in chapter six, naval operations assumed a primary role in this context. 

While NATO had already assumed a prime position as a military danger in Russia’s military 

doctrine, now NATO also identified Russia as one of the alliance’s principal security threats. 

At the 2016 Warsaw Summit, NATO declared that over the past two years the alliance had 

significantly reinforced collective defence and resilience capabilities and identified ‘Russia's 

aggressive actions, including provocative military activities in the periphery of NATO territory’ 

(NATO 2016a). 

Consequently, Russo-NATO relations remained antagonistic for the remainder of the decade, 

despite the pragmatic cooperation concerning Syria that had developed with the US and had 

been necessitated by the need to de-conflict military operations as both great powers were 

operating in the same area-of-operation (Hill 2018, 374-375). Particularly in the Baltic and 

Black Sea regions, both NATO and Russia resorted to various means of strategic signalling and 

conveying of deterring messages that included, among others, rotational force deployments, 

large exercises and assertive behaviour by aircraft and warships (Hill 2018, 374-375). 

Since early 2016, with regard to the Black Sea – Eastern Mediterranean region, the one 

exception to the continuously worsening relationship between NATO and Russia proved to be 

Turkey. Since Russia’s annexation of Crimea and the especially the Russian military 

intervention in the Syrian Civil War, the relationship between Turkey and Russia had become 

strained to a degree short of hostilities, resulting in the shot-down of a Russian fighter jet in 
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Syria  Driven by a wide range of causes, some domestic some related to Ankara’s continuously 

difficult relationship with important stakeholders both within the EU and the Middle East and 

further incited by the pressing need to create an acceptable cross-border regime in northern 

Syria, Turkey initiated a process of normalisation of the political relationship with Moscow 

(Çelikpala and Erşen 2018, 83; Beumler 2020). The Kremlin, on the other hand, required 

Turkish cooperation, if Assad’s rule was to be stabilised on the long-term and Russia’s 

geopolitical interests in the levant served (Çelikpala and Erşen 2018, 83). As a result of the 

improvement of the relationship, Turkey was the only NATO member state at the time 

continuing defence engagement with Russia, including with naval diplomatic means (Kuimova 

and Wezeman 2018, 13; Hürriyet Daily News 2019). 

With the exception of Turkey in this particular geographic region, however, Russo-NATO 

relations in general further deteriorated as the decade drew to a close. In 2019, relations hit 

another low point when NATO declared that Russia had developed and fielded the ground-

launched missile system Novator 9M729 (SSC-8) which, according to NATO accusations, 

violated the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF) Treaty (NATO 2019). 

Subsequently, in August 2019, the U.S. withdrew from the INF Treaty, thus terminating one of 

the last remnants arms control architectures that had contributed to the stabilisation of East-

West relations at the end of the Cold War (BBC 2019b).  

Despite the risen political and military tensions and both sides’ interest in conveying deterring 

messages, throughout the late 2010s Moscow and Brussels kept open channels for political 

dialogue and NATO Allies continued to engage with Russia bilaterally and in multilateral 

organisations (NATO 2016b). However, with practical cooperation suspended, the political 

framework that could have enabled cooperative naval action, including at the southern tier, was 

no more. At the military level, the relationship had decisively changed from alienate but 

cooperative to competitive.    

While the estrangement between Russia and West in the period under consideration was a 

continuous process that had much to do with divergence on a lot of concrete policy objectives, 

applying this thesis’ concept of continental power to the struggle between Moscow and the 

West can offer another useful interpretation. Driven by a continental understanding of power 

that essentially motivates stakeholders to maximise territorial control, NATO enlargement and 

western influence in the post-Soviet space was interpreted by the Kremlin as an intrusion into 

Russia’s sphere of influence and its buffer zone that had to be prevented by all means including 

warfare (Menkiszak 2013, 83; European Parliament 2017a, 7; Hill 2018, 267). In domestic 

politics, oppression against political opposition and free entrepreneurs by a semi-authoritarian 
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elite whose government was not checked by the rule of law added additional fuel to an inherent 

norms and value conflict between Russia and the West that severely impaired the relations. This 

Russia, among others, chose to employ armed force to safeguard its policy interests. However, 

the military, including the navy, Putin had inherited in the year 2000 had just been a shadow of 

its mighty Soviet predecessor. If it was to be used in support of Russian policy, it was first in 

need of a serious reform. 

 

 

4.4 The Military Reform: Re-Organising the Maritime Wing of a Large Land Power 

Throughout the struggles in the early 1990s, the Russian Navy had not assumed a top priority 

on the political agenda as it had not been a key actor sustaining President Yeltsin’s power and 

had also not played a significant role during the war in Chechnya (Pallin 2009, 67-69, 99).    

During Yeltsin’s second term (1996-1999), apart from reductions in overall personnel strength, 

the reform of Russia’s armed forces had continued to produce few results, particularly in crucial 

fields such as arms procurement, addressing manpower shortages or increasing C2 capabilities. 

At the end of the decade, under the new defence minister Marshal of the Russian Federation 

Igor Sergeev (1997-2001), some structural reforms were implemented. For the Russian Navy, 

however, these small changes had had minimal implications.   

In early 2001, Sergeev was dismissed. The same year, the position of Commander of the Ground 

Forces was re-introduced, its office holder simultaneously awarded the position of Deputy 

Minister of Defence and also put in charge of the MD, subsequently assuming responsibility 

for establishing joint commands (Kokoshin 2003, 329; Pallin 2009, 148-150; Whisler 2019, 

473-474). Contrarily, the glavkoms of the other service branches were not awarded the right to 

provide a deputy minister (Kokoshin 2003, 329; Whisler 2019, 474). Soon afterwards, first 

reform successes were announced (Krasnaya Zvezda 2003).  

Various experts remained skeptical of the outcomes and the completeness of these reform steps 

beyond the simple down-sizing of the force level. Subsequently, a wide range of explanations 

as to why a full-fledged military reform could not be carried out was offered: The absence of 

consent on the objectives of the reform; structural problems inherent to the military and civil-

military relations; scarcity of necessary funding, impacts of the then ongoing war in Chechnya; 

consequences of Russia’s militarist institutional and ideational legacy and lack of political will 

and perseverance that could not persist against bureaucratic resistance (Betz and Volkov 2003; 

Golts and Putnam 2004; Herspring 2005; Klein 2008; Pallin 2009; Whisler 2020a, 89). 
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In August 2008, the short but influential Russo-Georgia War disclosed the state of the Russian 

military to foreign and domestic audiences and underpinned the necessity to carry out profound 

reform measures (Renz 2018, 62-63). While Russia’s military had been successful against 

Georgia due to its much greater quantitative resources and had demonstrated that it was capable 

of quickly deploying formations consisting of high percentages of contract soldiers in difficult 

terrain, the war had also revealed that the Russian military still suffered from serious 

shortcomings. (Klein 2008, 2-4; Klein 2009, 13-15, 17; Thomas 2009, 41-46; Bartles 2011, 69-

70).  

Particularly important for naval affairs was the issue of joint operations. As Margarete Klein 

points out, with C2 in the army based on four levels - MD – army – division – regiment, it was 

difficult to realise operational level interaction among the involved service branches, such as 

the Air Force, the Air Defence Forces, the Ground Forces and the Navy (Klein 2012, 31-32). 

Subsequently, in the already mentioned press conference, Makarov summarised a wide range 

of structural, personnel and materiel deficiencies that had been haunting the Russian military 

for years and elaborated on the changed character of modern warfare that the Russian military 

had not yet adapted to (Kommersant” 2009a; Kommersant” 2009b). In this context, Makarov 

also drew attention to problems within the Russian Navy. In some cases, there had been ‘only 

one ship left in a naval division. It turns out for this one ship there is a brigade administration, 

a division administration and a flotilla administration. There is a whole bunch of superiors 

above this poor ship and each one is trying to command it’ (Kommersant” 2009c). A few 

months after the Russo-Georgia War, Makarov’s boss, Russia’s Minister of Defence Anatoly 

Serdyukov (2007 – 2012), presented equally alarming figures: in March 2009, he declared that 

the share of modern equipment in service with the Russian Armed Forces had fallen to 10% 

(Klein 2009, 9). 

With no more space for half-hearted action, immediately after the war, Medvedev declared to 

raise the defence budget and award highest priority to the military reform (Klein 2008, 4). This 

New Look Reform, as Gregory Lannon points out, was the most ground breaking transformation 

of the Russian Armed Forces since 1874 (Lannon 2011, 28). Reform measures included, among 

others, further professionalisation of the armed forces, the transformation of military formations, 

especially at the division and brigade level, a shift from cadre-based towards high-readiness 

structures and network-centric warfare, the creation of a new service branch – the Aerospace 

troops, the re-organisation of military education, civil-military relations and financial, 

economic and support services, the transition to a regional, joint command structure, personnel 

reductions in the MoD and the GS, the re-equipment of the Armed Forces with high percentages 
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of modern materiel, the improvement of human resources management, social security and 

benefits for service members (Klein 2008, 5; Klein 2009, 14-15, 17, 28; Klein 2010; Pukhov 

2010, 6-7; Bartles 2011; Kolbin 2011; Lannon 2011; Zatsepin, Tsymbal and Trofimova 2012, 

524-526, 532-533; Klein and Pester 2013; McDermott 2013b, 49; Giles 2014; Renz 2014; 

McDermott and Bartles 2020). 

For the Russian Navy, reform measures paralleled the developments in the other service 

branches with naval infantry and aviation formations being re-organised into brigades and air 

bases, support services getting outsourced, and non-combat units and their personnel strength 

getting cut and reliance on conscription reduced which resulted in some negative effects for the 

naval infantry (Boltenkov 2010, 84; Giles 2014, 156; Sanders 2014, 75-76). Furthermore, as 

Dmitrii Boltenkov elaborates, various transformations involving sub-formations across all 

fleets, including the BSF, were carried out (Boltenkov 2010, 84-98). Two reform areas, 

however, were of particular relevance for the purposes of this thesis. One concerned naval arms 

procurement and acquisition of modern equipment and will be dealt with in chapter five.  

The other involved the reform of the upper-level command structure of the Russian Armed 

Forces. At ministerial level, setting political-strategic directions had been the responsibility of 

the MoD, while the GS held the authority for long-term planning, force and doctrinal 

development, oversight and exercised strategic-operational command of the entire Russian 

Armed Forces through the GS’s Main Operations Directorate [Glavnoe operativnoe upravlenie 

- GOU] (MoD Russia n. d. e; IISS 2011, 173; Bartles 2011, 57-58; Whisler 2020b, 255). As 

part of the reform measures, the naval directorate within the GOU was dissolved and the main 

naval command [glavnoe kommandovanie VMF – glavkomat VMF] relocated from Moscow to 

its historical site at the Admiralty in St. Petersburg (Shishlin 2008; Khodarenok 2016). The 

relocation of the glavkomat VMF raised serious concerns, resulting, among others, in written 

protest by various retired admirals who claimed that the relocation would seriously impair C2 

capabilities in the Navy (Shishlin 2008). Indeed, several years were needed to complete the 

relocation until the inaugural ceremony finally took place on 31 October 2012. 

While these measures were already first hints at the role the military reform would award the 

Russian Navy at the strategic level, another controversial question that had to be addressed 

concerned the command level below the GS. How should operational command on the theatre 

level be organised? 

Firstly, around 2009, the GS revived the concept of Operational-Strategic commands (OSKs) 

with headquarters on the basis of Russia’s six MDs that exercised inter-branch command 

(Whisler 2020a, 95). Answering a newspaper interview regarding the military reform in 2009, 
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the commander of the Russian Ground Forces, Army General Vladimir Boldyrev (2008 – 2010), 

elaborated on the operational command function of the OSKs: 

Journalist Ol’ga Bozh’eva: But these forces will not enter directly into the military 

district? 91 

General Vladimir Boldyrev: - Organizationally - no. Likewise, the Northern Fleet, for 

example, is not part of the Leningrad Military District92 either organizationally or in 

terms of staff. It is an independent operational formation within the Navy. But for the 

tasks of combat and operational training, mobilization, organization of service of troops 

in this territory, it is subordinated to the commander of the district troops (Bozh’eva 

2009). 

Then, at the turn of the decade, the command authorities of the OSKs were significantly 

upgraded. Having undergone a controversial high-level debate on the usefulness of joint 

commands in the early 2000s and having gathered experience with a regional command 

structure in the Russian Far East since 2006/2007, in July 2010, Medvedev signed a presidential 

order commanding the transformation of Russia’s six MDs into four joint regional commands. 

(Bartles 2011, 60, 74; Whisler 2019, 474-480). These now named ‘United Strategic Commands’ 

(Ob”edinennye strategicheskie komandovaniia - OSKs) were established on the basis of the 

newly-arranged MDs – Western, Southern, Central and Eastern - to exert joint operational 

command over all military forces within the MD’s territory with the exception of strategic 

forces (IISS 2010, 212; Kolbin 2011, 38; Giles 2012, 12; Klein 2012, 34; Zatsepin, Tsymbal 

and Trofimova 2012, 524). A few years later a fifth joint regional command was established: 

Since December 2014, the NF Headquarter had been put in command of the Northern Fleet 

United Strategic Command. In 2019, it was reported that the MoD planned to upgrade the status 

of the OSK Northern Fleet to one equal of a MD (Ramm, Kozachenko and Stepovoi 2019).  

In consequence, each MD/OSK would require adequate capabilities to manage a conflict within 

its area of responsibility, turning the commander of the MD/OSK, in the words of Makarov, 

into the sole bearer of ‘responsibility to our country for the part of the territory of Russia 

entrusted to him, for its integrity and security’ (Kommersant” 2009b; IISS 2010, 212).93 “The 

 
91 According to Greg Whisler, direct subordination in Russian military terminology ‘means that a commander — 

regardless of peacetime or wartime — is administratively and operationally responsible for a particular unit’ 

(Whisler 2019, 469).  
92 One of the six MDs before the implementation of the reform in 2010. 
93 In Russian military terminology, such high-level regional, joint headquarters are considered strategic. They are 

in command of the military resources to wage war in a strategic direction [strategicheskoe napravlenie] (Glantz 

1992, 16; Muraviev 2001, 198; MoD Russia n. d. k). 
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unification of all forces”, as Serdyukov explained, ensured that “means under a single 

leadership allowed for a significant increase in the combat capabilities of the district and its 

potential” (Kolbin 2011, 38). In October 2010, Serdyukov announced the completion of the 

transformation, at least on paper (Kolbin 2011, 38). Given the effort and time needed to fully 

implement a joint command and control structure of such complexity, to establish the 

technological capabilities/equipment and particularly the IT, to fill vacant positions and train 

the staff and ultimately practice the operating procedures under complex exercise conditions,94 

the completion of the process most likely lasted several more years.95 In line with this re-

organisation the Russian Navy’s fleets and the Caspian Flotilla (CF) were now directly 

subordinated [neposredstvenno podchineny] to the OSKs – the PF to the Eastern OSK, the BSF 

and the CF to the Southern OSK and the BF and, from 2010 - 2014, the NF to the Western OSK 

(IISS 2011, 174; Kolbin 2011, 38; Whisler 2020a, 99). In accordance with this new command 

structure, decisions to carry out ‘combined-fleet operations’ [Obshcheflotskie operat͡ sii] were 

to be taken by the GS or the responsible OSK commander (Volkov 2009).96 In line with the 

implementation of the reform, command authorities were moved from the service branch pillar 

to the OSK/MD pillar, where naval directorates were established, and, subsequently, C2 

infrastructure and personnel was cut at the glavkomat VMF (Boltenkov 2010, 87; Whisler 2020a, 

108-109). The consequences for the naval service branch were far from ideal. The Russian 

Navy found it exceedingly difficult to pass orders to warships and other naval units, while every 

naval-related decision had to be coordinated with the MD/OSK commander, as a Russian Navy 

representative told the newspaper Izvestia in 2013: 

Pilots from the Pacific Fleet were sent to a training center in Yeysk at the Sea of Azov. 

In this case, glavkomat was forced to agree on all the details first with the commander 

of the Eastern Military District, to which the Pacific Fleet is subordinate, and then with 

the commander of the Southern Military District, to which the Black Sea Fleet is  

 

 
94 As the joint strategic military exercises of the Russian military alternated each year (see subchapter 6.5), every 

fourth year a respective OSK had the opportunity carry out practices on the most demanding level.   
95 Interview 9. For comparison, Germany’s Maritime Forces Staff DEU MARFOR, which was not even on a joint 

level but ‘only’ designed to offer naval service branch specific command and control functions, needed several 

years to complete and pass NATO certification. It was first established in early 2019 and reached its initial 

operational capability on 01 July 2022 (Marinekommando 2019, 83; Deumarfor 2022).  
96 Obshcheflotskie operatsii refer to operations involving troops of various armed forces’ service branches and 

combat arms under combined-fleet command. Such operations are generally carried out by major naval formations 

such as fleets, flotillas or eskadras. Their counterparts in ground warfare are combined-arms operations 
[obshchevoiskovye operatsii] that are led at front, army or corps command level (MoD Russia n. d. l; MoD Russia 

2022). 
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Figure 22: Geographical boundaries of the Russian OSKs and their subordinated military formations during the 

late 2010s. (Annex II). (Based on: Dedering 2014 Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 4.0 International).   
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subordinate. A simple event grew into a multi-day marathon with constant chimes and 

clarifications (Mikhailov and Bal’burov 2013). 

In the aftermath of the outbreak of the War in Ukraine in 2014, the new command system could  

be tested under conditions of heighted international tension when Russia deployed several tens 

of thousands of soldiers adjacent to the Ukrainian border. The IISS assessed:   

The concept of unified command, new for Russia, has for the first time been tested in 

practice during actions on the border, where Military District land-forces units, Airborne 

Troops and Naval Infantry are under the single operational command of the military-

district headquarters, and act together. (IISS 2016, 166).  

In addition to this upper-command level structural re-organisation, other reform steps in the 

Russian Navy also included the creation of submarine forces commands in the NF and PF in 

2010, the complete termination of cadre-strength units and a general streamlining of force 

structures that encompassed, among others, a reduction from 240 to little more than 120 

organisational units (Kolbin 2011, 42; Giles 2014, 156). 

The existence of regional command structures by itself was nothing new for the Russian 

military. MD-based structures had been in use with the Russian Military since the days of War 

Minister Count Dmitry Milyutin (1861-1881) (MoD Russia n. d. d). Already during the Cold  

War, the Soviet armed forces had featured strategic theater commands designed to exercise 

command functions for combat operations (Polmar 1991, 12). Moreover, by order of Yeltsin 

given on 11 July 1997, in addition to the responsibility of administrative tasks, such as training, 

planning and mobilization, MDs were awarded with ‘an operational-strategic (operational-

territorial) command over Russian Federation Armed Forces in accordance with a strategic 

direction’ (Rossiyskaya Gazeta 1997, 5).  

However, as Makarov had elaborated, before the implementation of the New Look Reform, parts 

of the military forces stationed on the territory of a MD were subordinated to the MD 

commander, parts of the forces were subordinated to the glavkoms of the respective service 

branches and some forces were subordinated to the MoD’s/GS’ main directorates (Kommersant” 

2009b). Consequently, during the 2008 Georgia War, the then office-holding commander of the 

North Caucasus MD was reported to have had no operational command of air force assets 

operating in his area-of-operation as these had supposedly been commanded by the glavkom of 

the Russian Air Force from Moscow (Cohen and Hamilton 2011, 35). Thus, the operational- 

strategic commands that had been created in the 1990s had been hardly worth their names 

(Whisler 2019, 473).  
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Consequently, the reform of the Russian C2 structure meant a qualitative change for the Russian 

Navy. Its post-reform role centred on administrative functions, organisational development of 

the service branch, naval equipment, training and, the conduct of peacekeeping/out-of-area 

operations. The Russian Navy had turned into a force provider (Bartles 2011, 59, 75-76; IISS 

2011, 174; Klein 2012, 34; Whisler 2020a, 100, 107-108).  

Within the Navy, the transformation hit the glavkomat VMF particularly hard. Rear Admiral 

(ret.) Vladimir Zakharov went as far to argue that ‘under Serdyukov, the glavkomats turned into 

an empty space. I hope the GS will find a middle ground in order to optimize the C2 of troops’ 

(Mikhailov and Bal’burov 2013). With the operational chain of command reaching from the 

GS through the OSKs and the fleets to the ships, the significance of the glavkomat VMF was 

reduced, at least in case of conflicts involving sea zones adjacent to the territory of the Russian 

Federation. Reports on dissolution, reductions and replacements of the navy’s operational 

directorate and staffing cuts in the Main Naval Staff were therefore not surprising (IISS 2012, 

187; Whisler 2020a, 103-104, 108-9).  

At the turn of the decade, the controversies caused by the reductions in the service branch 

headquarter had become so serious that rumors spread that the glavkomats were dissolved 

altogether and transformed into departments of the GS while an anonymous source was cited 

by Interfaks that stated that “the Navy, as we know it, is becoming part of history” (Whisler 

2020a, 108, 110).  

Though drastic changes did take place, fears of the glavkomat VMF vanishing were exaggerated: 

in 2012, as some reductions deemed too radical were eased, various naval officers scheduled 

for discharge were once-again offered positions in the Main Naval Staff and Admiral Chirkov, 

glavkom VMF (2012 – 2016), underlined that glavkomat VMF was “still involved in all critical 

decisions regarding the Navy and that it still worked with the OSKs and GS regarding 

operational training and employment of the fleets” (Whisler 2020a, 109-110). 

Nevertheless, the changes that had taken place were significant, especially in comparison with 

the Cold War when the Soviet Navy had retained operational autonomy. Even though the Soviet 

armed forces had featured strategic theater commands, Ranft and Till argue that Soviet naval 

forces operating in oceanic theatres, such as the Atlantic, Pacific, Arctic and Indian Oceans, 

would likely not be allocated to a continental TVD [Teatr voennykh deistvii – theatre of military 

action] (Ranft and Till 1989, 136). Based on organisational charts published by the Soviet 

newspaper Izvestia in 1990, Polmar goes even further and assesses that the Soviet Strategic 

Rocket Forces’ and the Soviet Navy’s de-facto command chain had laid outside the USSR’s 

regional hierarchical system and that the Navy had in fact been under the direct command of 
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the glavkom VMF who had reported to the Soviet Supreme High Command and had exercised 

command principally through the four Soviet fleet commands (Polmar 1991, 12-13). Despite 

the Soviet Fleets’ autonomy, the Soviet glavkom VMF, his Main Naval Staff and its operations 

directorate, had retained the authority and capability to command and coordinate naval 

operations on a global scale (Moore 1975, 42; Whisler 2019, 464).  

The prominent position of the Soviet Navy had to a large degree been the result of the work of 

its glavkom VMF, Gorshkov, who had worked very hard to raise the importance and prestige of 

the Soviet Navy within the USSR’s traditionally army-dominated military establishment (Orr 

2003, 124; Polmar, Brooks and Fedoroff 2019, 189-191; Whisler 2019, 464). Such autonomy 

of the Soviet Navy from army-centred command structures would also help to explain why the 

directive of the Supreme Commander of the Unified Armed Forces of the Warsaw Treaty 

Organization at the time had not even taken note of the Okean – exercise series, the largest ever 

naval exercises of the Soviet Navy that had been carried out by all Soviet fleets simultaneously 

on all oceans and adjacent seas of the world in the period from April to May 1970 (Minow 2011, 

143). 

In accordance with Russia’s post-reform command structure, the Russian Navy now lost what 

was left of its Gorshkovian status as an autonomous force. It is true that during his press 

conference in 2009 Makarov had pointed out that modern warfare awards elevated importance 

to the navy and air force and simultaneously depreciates the significance of ground-based 

warfare (Kommersant” 2009a). In practise, however, it was not the Russian Navy as a service 

branch that profited from the realisation of the reform measures. Naval platforms and their 

weapon systems gained in importance, yet, only as they were being closely embedded in a joint 

command structure that was dominated by a continental power’s military. In this structure, they 

could operate to achieve terrestrial objectives at the maritime flanks of what the Russian 

military terms ‘continental subregions’ [kontinental’nye raĭony] (MoD Russia n. d. k).  

From 2010 to 2014 there had been nine officers holding the position of MD commander. Seven 

of them were ground-forces generals and there had been only been one general with an 

aerospace background and one admiral (Annex III). From 2014 until the end of the decade, 

there were ten generals commanding the classical MDs, among them three commanders who 

had taken office before 2014, and three naval flag officers that had simultaneously been in 

charge of the NF and the Northern Fleet Joint Strategic Command. Thus, apart from these three 

NF commanders, nine MD commanders had a ground forces background and only one, Colonel 

General Surovikin who continued with his term as Eastern MD commander until 2017, was not 

in army uniform although also he had an army service branch background (Annex III). 
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Furthermore, Greg Whisler argues that, apart from the position of OSK/MD commander, 

ground forces officers likewise dominated the two other senior command positions in each OSK 

– chief of staff and deputy commander (Whisler 2020b, 257).  

The impact of Russia’s army-dominated military culture went far beyond plain numbers of 

army officers holding MD/OSK commands. In 2009/2010, senior and operations officers 

received specialised training at the GS Academy and in the MDs whose objective was to prepare 

these decision-makers for their duties to employ forces in accordance with the new OSK 

structure (Whisler 2020a, 97-98; 102-103). At that time, air force Colonel Volkov, fellow at the 

Russian Academy of Military Sciences, published an online article in which he criticised the 

lack of independent air operations. According to Volkov, the new OSK – combined-arms 

army/brigade – command structure meant that jointness did not result in the integration of 

service branches on an equal footing as, mostly, ground forces combined-arms 

[obshchevoiskovye, see footnote 87] army officers exercised operational command over 

Russian air assets. He concluded that this deficiency could have seriously impaired the effective 

employment of air force assets (Volkov 2009). Such developments were possibly not only 

  

 

 

Figure 23: Simplified post-reform command structure (Commands include various staff elements, depicted are 

only the operations directorates [operativnoe upravlenie]).    
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limited to the air force. As an anonymous specialist cited by the Russian newspaper Gazeta 

later complaint, in the years following the dissolution of the naval directorate of the GOU at the 

GS, expertise in naval operations had supposedly significantly deteriorated in Moscow 

(Khodarenok 2016).97 If true, then from a naval perspective this was indeed very problematic 

but theoretically could have been off-set, to a certain degree, if there had been capable command 

and control capabilities at glavkomat VMF. But how did the situation look like in St. Petersburg? 

In November 2012, both Serdyukov and Makarov were dismissed and Sergey Shoygu (2012 – 

ongoing) and Valery Gerasimov (2012 – ongoing) took over the offices of Minister of Defence 

and Chief of the GS respectively. The new military leadership team Shoygu/Gerasimov 

changed and reversed various reform measures that had been implemented during the New Look 

Reform. Concerning the command structure, they restored some of the glavkomats’ 

responsibilities, for example in the fields of arms procurement; personnel education, training, 

and medical structures. Furthermore, the glavkomats received more staff to manage their 

regained administrative tasks (though far less than they had possessed before the beginning of 

the reform) and a small operations directorate was also re-established at glavkomat level 

(Whisler 2020b, 238-241). With Shoygu and Gerasimov in charge, the Navy also strived to 

recover more of its lost C2 capabilities, especially as some naval operations, particularly those 

conducted by the NF or PF would require autonomous actions up to a global scale (Lebed’ko 

2013; Whisler 2020b, 242). In an online article published in late 2013, in which he criticised 

the Russian Armed Forces post-reform command structure, ex-Soviet Rear Admiral V. 

Lebed’ko summed up the dilemma for the Russian Navy in a simple question: ‘What does the 

commander of the Western Military District have to do with the state of affairs in the Arctic 

and Atlantic oceans?’ and subsequently argued for the direct subordination of the NF and PF 

under glavkomat VMF (Lebed’ko 2013). Ultimately, in a 2016 Gazeta article, titled ‘Strategic 

actions on the oceans no longer planned’, various naval officers and experts strongly criticised 

the recent structural implications of the reform:  

Planning combat employment of the fleet has not been dealt with at Main Naval Staff 

for a long time. No strategic operations and strategic actions in the oceanic theatres of 

military operations are planned in the glavkomat […]  Today, the four commanders of 

the military districts form their own and very different rules in the management of the 

fleets subordinated to them […] There is a lot of confusion today in the patriotic fleet 

with regard to orders for weapons and military equipment for the Navy. The main 

 
97 Rear Admiral Svyatoslav Mostseev, former deputy Chief of the GOU at the GS, strongly disagreed with this 

assessment (Khodarenok 2016).  
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ideologist and customer, in theory, should be the glavkom of the Navy. […] But today 

the functions of the head of the fleet in this regard are significantly blurred and overlap 

with the department for ensuring the state defense order of the Ministry of Defence. 

Where the area of responsibility of one leader ends and the area of responsibility of 

another leader begins is not entirely clear. (Khodarenok 2016).  

 

For the time period under consideration in this thesis, the aspirations of the Russian Navy did 

not seem to have been satisfied. As Whisler points out, while Shoygu and Gerasimov changed 

and adjusted the Serdyukov/Makarov reform steps at various points, the C2 system that had 

been established around 2010 was largely preserved until the end of the decade (Whisler 2020b, 

252-254). Under Shoygu and Gerasimov, the glavkomats could restore several more 

administrative functions and received additional staff but the service branches’ wartime 

operational C2 functions remain non-existent, with those responsibilities assigned to the GS 

and the OSKs’ (Whisler 2020b, 254). Simultaneously, the traditional central role of the Russian 

Ground Forces within the armed forces remained constant (Pallin 2009, 150; Whisler 2020b, 

257-258). These structural factors, in combination with global maritime affairs being, 

ultimately, of secondary significance (see chapter 3) and a threat analysis dominated by the 

ground-forces dominated GS that located Russia’s greatest security challenges in close 

proximity to Russia (see chapter 4.1), further reduced the already limited space for ‘independent 

maritime thinking’ in Russia’s land-dominated strategic thinking (Giles 2012, 19; Giles 2014, 

156). This mattered because it had a direct influence on the real objectives for which a state 

developed a navy. To use the words of strategist Wolfgang Wegener, ‘The closer a navy 

approaches the army in organisation and thought, the more certain it becomes a coastal navy’ 

(Wegener 1929, 85). Consequently, such aspects also have an impact on a respective navy’s 

fleet design, a subject chapter five will further elaborate on. With command structures 

integrated into Russia’s ground force-dominated command system and optimised for joint 

actions to achieve land-focused objectives, the Russian Navy had once again become a true 

“Maritime Wing of a Large Land Power” (Batsch 1890: 80). 

Ultimately, post-2008 political resolve had driven a profound reform process that had 

transformed the Russian military from a weak remnant of its Soviet predecessor into an 

effective fighting force that proved capable of executing combat operations under constrained 

conditions (IISS 2010, 211; Giles 2012, 9). The 21st century’s second decade would provide 

ample opportunities for the Russian Navy to demonstrate its regained strength.  
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4.5 Geoeconomics and Naval Action 

As has been outlined in chapters one and two, continental and seapower theory award 

significance to the way in which a state and its society generate wealth and how the respective 

political leadership executes ‘extraction of surplus product’ and fosters economic growth. 

According to theory, economic systems that seek to dominate capital flows commercially by 

offering the most competitive goods and services and are driven by free markets stand in stark 

contrast to systems that try to dominate markets by achieving territorial control and apply state-

orchestrated protectionist or prohibitive measures to shield markets and drive competitors out. 

Furthermore, as detailed in the previous chapter, early 21st century Russia demonstrated various 

characteristics of continental power, including an economic structure that did not rest on 

international seaborne commerce but on the export of commodities, particularly energy 

resources.  

With control over energy resources and their distribution being the determinant factor in 

safeguarding the economic stability of the state and its political leadership, being able to 

influence production and regional energy flows, ensuring security of supply and excluding 

alternative providers from the energy market were matters of strategic importance for the 

Kremlin (Dekmejian and Simonian 2003, 76; Shearman and Sussex 2009, 259; Celikpala 2010, 

295; Ericson 2013, 72). Consequently, they were also key drivers for the utilisation and 

application of miliary/naval force. To show this connection, this subchapter provides a brief 

overview of the issues at the intersection of energy, policy and security interests that were 

located at the southern tier.   

At the beginning of the new century, the relationship between Russia and Turkey was among 

the first to be significantly strengthened. Apart from other economic incentives such as opening 

the Turkish market for Russian arms exports, the Kremlin aimed to secure its energy interests, 

for example concerning the potential for gas exports and the construction of Black Sea pipelines 

such as Blue Stream (Baev 2001, 104). As Russo-Turkish economic ties increased so did the 

security dialogue between Ankara and Moscow. Particularly noteworthy for the naval domain 

in this regard was Russo-Turkish opposition to the extension of NATO’s Operation Active 

Endeavour to the Black Sea. Consequently, instead of giving extra-regional powers, such as the 

U.S., the opportunity to become security stakeholders in the Black Sea region, Turkey 

established BlackSeaFor, a regional naval cooperative format featuring rotational command of 

which Russia likewise became a member. Furthermore, Russia also joined Operation Black Sea 

Harmony, a maritime security operation, that had been launched by Turkey in 2004 and to 
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which Russia became a member in 2006 (Torbakov 2006; Yaylalı 2009; Sanders 2014, 78; 

Çelikpala and Erşen 2018, 75; Turkish Naval Forces 2022).  

In the Caspian Sea region, the beginning of Putin’s presidency initiated a policy of regional 

engagement. Between 2000 and 2003 Russia worked out a series of bilateral agreements with 

Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan that settled the demarcation of the Caspian seabed and its resources 

and improved Russo-Azerbaijani relations in various policy fields (Baev 2001, 101; Dekmejian 

and Simonian 2003, 3-4, 179; Trenin 2005, 172; Antonenko 2004, 226-227; Laruelle and 

Peyrouse 2009, 20-21). The Kremlin also identified the region as a potential security concern. 

Russia’s 2009 National Security Strategy points out that  

‘The attention of international politics in the long term will be focused on the possession 

of sources of energy resources, including […] in the Caspian Sea basin and in Central 

Asia’ and notes that ‘under conditions of resource competition, solutions to emerging 

problems do not exclude the use of military force and may violate the existing balance 

of forces near the borders of the Russian Federation and the borders of its allies’ 

(Kremlin 2009b). 

Nevertheless, at the time, Moscow took a more cooperative stance towards international 

pipeline development in the Caspian basin and Russian energy companies were instructed to 

increase their economic competitiveness in the region but to avoid confrontational activities 

(Dekmejian and Simonian 2003, 76; Antonenko 2004, 224, 229). As outlined before, Russian 

regional naval diplomacy both towards Turkey and the Caspian littoral states fell in line with 

the Kremlin’s policy trends at the time.  

The situation, however, looked somewhat different concerning Moscow’s interests in defending 

Russian control over the energy infrastructure supplying Europe. In this case, more robust 

actions than just show of flag and naval diplomacy were put in practice.      

At the beginning of the 21st century, the energy transit infrastructure that connected Russian gas 

fields with European consumer markets was based on two major Soviet-era pipelines - Yamal 

and Soyuz (Åslund and Fisher 2020). The existing pipeline infrastructure was soon expanded 

by the introduction of the Blue Stream Pipeline (completed in 2003) connecting Russia and 

Turkey and Nord Stream (begun in 2006/completed in 2012) connecting Russia and Germany 

(Gazprom 2020; Nordstream AG 2020). 

By the mid-2000s, dependence on Russian gas became a growing concern among various 

European countries. One of strongest supporters of alternative pipeline projects that could link 

Europe with Caspian energy resources and bypass Russian-controlled energy infrastructure 



168 
 

were the United States (Celikpala 2010, 292-293; Hill 2018, 246). Alternative energy transit 

projects, such as the Nabucco Pipeline, that aimed to connect Europe with the Caspian gas fields 

off the coasts of Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan, were envisaged (Allison 2008, 1166; BBC 2009b). 

In 2005, the first oil was transported through the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) pipeline, a project 

launched in 2002 by a consortium of western oil companies and whose security was covered 

by a Turkish-Georgian-Azerbaijani agreement concluded the very same year (Dekmejian and 

Simonian 2003, 181; Hill 2018, 246).  

Soon after, the Russo-Georgia War broke out. Russia’s formulated intention to protect people 

of Russian nationality outside the borders of the Russian Federation but inside the territory of 

the former USSR as well as political and geostrategic explanations have already been 

mentioned as potential causes for the 2008 Georgia War. Scholars, however, point to another 

topic that could have played a major role in informing the decisions made by the Kremlin: 

energy security and Georgia’s role as an energy transit corridor (Allison 2008; Shearman and 

Sussex 2009, 261). The conflict had shown that Georgian sovereignty was not immune against 

Russia’s resolve to apply armed force. This, as Roy Allison argues, raised ‘serious questions 

[…] about Georgia’s sovereign ability to comply with future agreements it makes on energy 

infrastructure and transit’ and could undermine investors’ confidence in the overall reliability 

of the south Caucasian energy transit corridor (Allison 2008, 1166). Examples include the 

largely naval-assisted Russian thrust towards the Georgian harbour of Poti that was located 

north of the terminal of the Baku–Supsa pipeline, a Russian mine left behind on the east-west 

line of communication blowing up a tanker-train transporting Azerbaijani oil and suspicious 

‘terrorist bombings’ committed against the BTC pipeline (Allison 2008, 1166; Cornell 2009, 

136). In fact, scholar Svante Cornell went as far to argue that impacting the energy transit 

corridor was ‘an intentional side effect’ and that ‘Moscow has dealt a severe blow to the 

prospects for expanding and strengthening the energy corridor’ given that ‘Georgia was always 

the weakest link in the east-west corridor’ (Cornell 2009, 136). Subsequently, by the early 

2010s, the borders of territories under control by the pro-Russian separatists were pushed 

several hundred meters further to the south, in effect placing about 700m of the Western Route 

Export Pipeline that connected Azerbaijan with Supsa terminal north of Poti under 

(pro-)Russian control as confirmed by a source with access to the Georgian Ministry of Internal 

Affairs (see also Nazarenko 2015).98 This was a striking case of Russian actions aimed at 

gaining direct territorial control of important economic corridors. It was an approach connected 

with an expansive continentalist identity and ideologically much closer to the tradition of 

 
98 Interview 10.  
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(Turco-)Mongolic steppe empires not one of a ‘leading maritime power’ as far as seapower 

culture was concerned (see chapter one).   

As history moved on, the War in Georgia did not turn out to be an isolated case. Allison’s 

conclusion that ‘energy transit cannot be viewed on a country-specific basis’ but ‘has to be 

considered in the context of wider uncertainties […] about Russian foreign policy towards 

countries on its periphery and the use of force as an instrument of policy’ had been a far-sighted 

assessment (Allison 2008, 1166). 

The conflict in Georgia notwithstanding, in 2009, several EU-member states and Turkey signed 

an agreement to construct the Nabucco pipeline (BBC 2009b). The same year Russia signed 

deals to accelerate the construction of its own project, South Stream, planned to supply south-

eastern Europe with gas via the Black Sea and intended to undermine Nabucco (Bryanski 2009; 

Dempsey 2013). It was only four years later, in 2013-2014, that the EU Commission announced 

that the South Stream agreements had not been compliant with EU law which subsequently led 

to the Russian pipeline project being scrapped (Euractiv 2013; Walker 2014). 

At the same time, Qatar and Turkey agreed to set up a working group tasked with exploring 

opportunities to build a gas pipeline from Qatar to Turkey, potentially crossing through the 

Middle East, including Syria and circumventing Russia’s gas supplies to Europe (Carlisle 2009). 

In 2009, Assad, however, refused to sign the respective agreement that would have allowed an 

overland pipeline to run to Turkey through Syria (Hürriyet Daily News 2013). Instead, as Iran’s 

position in the international community was slowly improving while P5+1 negotiations on 

Iran’s nuclear programme were under way, Syria signed a Memorandum of Understanding 

(MoU) for an Iran-Iraq-Syria gas pipeline that could possibly also have been extended to Europe 

(Alarabiya 2013). In 2012/2013, Russian geoeconomic strategists scored a major success when 

the realisation of the Nabucco Project was finally given up, while its competitors – Blue Stream 

and the Trans Adriatic Pipeline (TAP) stayed in the race (Energiechronik 2012; Energiechronik 

2013). As Luis Simón and Daniell Fiott point out, Russia was also trying to hinder the trans-

Saharan pipeline, that, if realised, would have connected Europe with sub-Saharan energy 

sources, from making progress (Simón and Fiott 2014, 424).  

In Syria, however, the political situation did not develop in the Kremlin’s interest. Uprisings 

that had started as part of the Arab spring movement in 2011 had escalated into a full-scale civil 

war under the influence of foreign stakeholders (Phillips 2018). As Assad’s military was under 

significant armed pressure, the Russian Navy began to deliver war materiel to Syrian harbours 

to keep the Syrian Armed Forces supplied (Charbonneau 2012). In light of mutually exclusive 

interests of various energy exporting Middle Eastern countries, the U.S., France, the U.K. and 
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Figure 24: Early 21st century Energy Projects and Russian Naval Action (Shared Maritime Zone based on Bakeer 

2020) (Based on Viktor V 2010; CC BY-SA 2.0).  

 

Russia that were either actively planning or to varying degrees concerned about energy transit 

corridors being built through Syria, journalist Nafeez Ahmed concluded that military 

interventions in the Syrian Civil War were not primarily motivated by humanitarian concerns 

but by energy interests (Ahmed 2013). 

At the turn of the second decade of the 21st century, and thus shortly before the re-establishment 

of Russian permanent naval task in the Mediterranean, major offshore gas deposits that were 

situated in the exclusive economic zones (EEZ) of several Eastern Mediterranean coastal states 

had just recently been discovered (Winrow 2018, 104-105; Redman 2019, 221, 226-227). In 

2010, before further offshore fields in this sea zone had been found, one of the major energy 
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basins of the eastern Mediterranean, the Levant Basin Province, was estimated by the U.S. 

Geological Survey to hold a mean of 1.7 billion barrels of recoverable oil and a mean of 122 

trillion cubic feet of recoverable gas (Schenk et al. 2010, 1, Winrow 2018, 104-107). Against 

this background, it is not surprising that by the 2010s the European Union had identified the 

Eastern Mediterranean as a ‘promising source of gas supply’, one that could already ‘in the 

short-term, provide substance to the long-lasting EU gas supply diversification strategy’ 

(European Parliament 2017b, 5, 10). 

Located off the coasts of Israel and Palestine, Cyprus, Lebanon and Syria, the area of the Levant 

Basin Province was also the area-of-operation of Russia’s Mediterranean task force, as further 

detailed in chapters six and seven. In light of these deposits and the importance of the 

Mediterranean’s seabed as a potential transit zone for energy corridors from various directions, 

including North Africa, the Middle East and the Caspian region/Central Asia, Giuseppe 

Schivardi argues that ‘the Wider Mediterranean appears increasingly to be an extension of the 

international rivalries for the control of the energy resources’ (Schivardi 2016, 103). As Joanna 

Pritchett argues, energy export and exploitation was among Moscow’s three most powerful 

tools to build key relationships with Mediterranean littoral countries (Pritchett 2021). Thus, 

Russia’s economic interests reached right into the centre of this geoeconomic struggle. In 2017, 

Rosneft, one of Russia’s ‘state-owned strategic enterprises’ (Rosneft 2022), began production 

at Egypt’s offshore ‘Zohr’ field in the Nile Delta Basin where significant gas fields had been 

discovered in 2015 and of which Rosneft had subsequently acquired a 30% stake in the 

concessions agreement (Cohen 2015; Rosneft 2017; Reuters 2017). In December 2019, Syria 

also concluded agreements with Russian energy companies to develop three blocks of oil and 

natural gas which, according to Roger McDermott, provided Moscow with additional incentives 

to increase its military basing capacity in the country (McDermott 2020).  

To the northeast, the western Black Sea was another sea zone where littoral states were faced 

with strong rivalry concerning the exploitation of offshore hydrocarbons. In February and 

March 2014, the Russian Navy had played a central role in quickly building up Russian force 

levels on the Crimean Peninsula (IISS 2015, 169-170). Following the annexation of Crimea,  

Russia also claimed Ukraine’s extensive sea-bed energy resources and took over subsidiaries 

of conglomerate Naftogaz, Ukraine’s largest state-owned oil and gas company (Bugajski and 

Doran 2016, 8; Cohen 2019). In consequence, various legal battles ensued between Ukraine 

and Russia over the natural resources located in Crimea’s EEZ (Bugriy n. d.). As Kabanenko 

argues, during the late 2010s, BSF warships were operating ‘around the clock’ in close 

proximity to Ukraine’s Russian-occupied Odeske and Holitsynske oil and gas fields 
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(Kabanenko 2019, 43). Furthermore, Janusz Bugajski and Peter Doran argue that Russia’s 

predominant position in the Black Sea, especially in light of the Kremlin’s increasing naval 

strength in this sea zone, awarded Russia the potential capability to deny the West the use of 

the Black Sea as a transit corridor and disrupt Europe’s energy connections with the Caucasus 

and the Caspian Basin states (Bugajski and Doran 2016, 3). Fortunately, as far as the 2010s 

were concerned these scenarios remained theoretical.   

Further south Russian naval force was again employed in practice to bolster Assad in face of 

his slowly looming defeat (Lister 2015). Among others, air support, naval missile strikes and 

ever greater sea-based cargo transportation contributed to turning the tide in the Syrian Civil 

War (BBC 2015; Baczynska, Perry, Bassam and Stewart 2015). Following the Russo-Syrian-

Iranian military success on Syria’s battleground and the stabilisation of Assad’s rule, 

Soyuzneftegaz, a Russian energy company, which had halted geological surveys in Syria’s EEZ 

shortly before Russia’s military intervention, was reported to have received authorisation to 

recommence exploration activities (Redman 2019, 229; al-Saied, Eid and El-Gheit 2021). 

Given the circumstances and terms of Russo-Syrian energy cooperation, energy expert 

Mahmoud Salameh came to the conclusion that “Russia's military intervention in Syria has cost 

it billions of dollars, so it has signed contracts to recover this money from gas and oil discovered 

in future” (al-Saied, Eid and El-Gheit 2021).  

In the meantime, in Turkey, the ground-breaking works for the Trans Anatolian Natural Gas 

Project (TANAP) had begun in early 2015 (Hürriyet Daily News 2015). TANAP, which was 

inaugurated in 2018, was built to connect gas fields in the Caspian Sea off the coast of 

Azerbaijan with Turkey and through the TAP further to southern Europe and, lastly, take steps 

towards reducing European energy dependence on Russia (Hürriyet Daily News 2015; 

Deutsche Welle 2018).  

Having already ordered the allocation of Gepard-class frigates to Kaspiysk in 2010, during the 

late 2010s the Russian Navy began the upgrade of the naval base to serve as the CF’s primary 

base (German 2014, 33, 38; Rogulin 2018). As Tracey German argues, during the period of 

unsettled delimitation of the Caspian until 2018, the CF had already been tasked to monitor the 

situation of sea-based energy commodities in disputed territories claimed by Russia (German 

2014, 20). As the flotilla’s new main naval base, Kaspiysk was almost 400 kilometres further 

to the south than Astrakhan and thus much closer towards Azerbaijan, the location of a potential 

Trans-Caspian-Pipeline and the southern Caspian gas fields (Sidorkova and Tkachenko 2018).  

At the end of the decade, tensions were rising high again in the Mediterranean. The conflict 

was fuelled by various factors, including but not limited to disputed maritime boundaries, 
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disagreement on the status of Cyprus and the (resulting) fact that Turkey had been excluded 

from various regional initiatives aimed at exploiting carbon resources (Winrow 2018, 110-113).  

A detailed elaboration of the state of affairs at that time would go beyond the scope of this 

thesis. What matters for the purposes of interpreting Russian naval activities is again the context 

of geopolitical and geoeconomic struggles in the Eastern Mediterranean at the time.  

One of the principal states involved in this struggle was Turkey. Approximately since 2018, 

Turkey moved to secure, what it regarded as its rightful, energy resources in the Mediterranean. 

This included the exploration of offshore hydrocarbons in waters claimed by Cyprus and Greece 

and deploying the Turkish Navy to obstruct natural gas drilling around Cyprus in early 2018 

(Redman 2019, 228; Merz 2020, 1). In November 2019, Istanbul further expanded its regional 

claims when Turkey and the Tripoli-based Libyan Government of National Accord (GNA), the 

official Libyan government that was heavily supported by Turkey in its fight in the Second 

Libyan Civil War (2011-2020), signed a MoU on the ‘delimitation of maritime jurisdiction 

areas’ that stretched through the entire Mediterranean, crossed Egypt’s and Greece’s EEZ and 

could have disturbed the envisaged EastMed – pipeline (see figure 24) (Bakeer 2020; Merz 

2020, 3).  

The Kremlin, on the other hand, had supported Libyan Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar’s forces in 

their armed struggle against the GNA approximately since 2017. According to U.S. military 

sources, Russia was transporting weapons and personnel of private military companies to the 

war-torn country (Radio Free Europe 2020; Eckstein 2020). Against this background, the 

Kremlin also utilised naval force in support of its policy. In 2017, as a sign of political support 

for Haftar and his rebel forces, a reception was held for the Libyan warlord on board the Russian 

aircraft carrier Admiral Kuznetsov off the coast of Libya and Russia declared its willingness to 

reactivate a $2 billion arms deal with Haftar’s Tobruk-based government (The New Arab 2017). 

It is true that there was no direct causal relationship between the reception of Haftar on board 

the Admiral Kuznetsov and the signing of the MoU given the latter event had occurred two and 

a half years after the former. Nevertheless, the application of Russian naval diplomacy as an 

instrument of foreign policy needs to be seen in the context of a wider struggle for influence in 

the greater Mediterranean region among which control over energy projects was a significant 

aspect.99 Consequently, the signing of the MoU was met with strong opposition by Russia: 

despite the fact that the late 2010s had witnessed a significant improvement in the relations 

between Russia and Turkey (see subchapter 4.3), statements from Moscow’s foreign policy 

 
99 In the Libyan case particular, another highly significant aspect was Russia’s geopolitical competition with 

Turkey. 
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establishment concerning the memorandum were particularly harsh and contrasted Moscow’s 

usual tone towards Ankara at the time (Belen’kaia 2019; Subbotin 2019).    

Moreover, during the second half of the decade Russia also intensified its long-announced 

claims to strengthen its bilateral defence relations with Egypt, the other non-western power that 

challenged Turkey’s regional ambitions and its claims for Mediterranean energy deposits 

(Mahnaimi, Harnden and Trew 2013; Maher and Tsukerman 2019). During a visit by Russian 

Defence Minister Shoygu with Egyptian President Al-Sisi, Shoygu pointed out that ‘Egypt 

occupies one of the leading positions on the African continent and remains a strategic ally of 

Russia in this region’ (Molchanov 2019). Examples of the intensification of Russo-Egyptian 

defence relations during the latter 2010s involve military exercises, arms exports – among 

others the handover of a BSF Tarantul-class corvette to the Egyptian Navy – and friendship 

visits (DefenceWeb 2015; Shay 2017; Gorenburg 2019; Urcosta 2021). 

Over the course of nearly two decades, Russian naval forces participated in various conflicts  

and struggles, both in a cooperative and confrontative manner. How exactly the Russian Navy 

executed its strategic objectives and to which degree naval operations reflected the Russian 

Navy’s nature as a continental power navy will be further elaborated in chapter six.  

In some regards, all of these conflict scenarios were very different - involving various 

stakeholders and nationalities, supporting and opposing officially recognised governments and 

opposition groups. Their combining feature, however, was that, not precluding other causes and 

motivations, they were all to varying degrees associated with the exploitation and transport of 

energy. Thus, ultimately, the impact of Russian naval action in these various marginal seas was 

intended to take effect on land, influencing choices made in government buildings or the office 

buildings of energy investors. Political and economic moves and military show of force were 

designed to interdict competing economic projects from being realised and, where evidence of 

political will, economic strength of mighty state-owned or state-supported enterprises and 

demonstration of military strength were insufficient to realise policy objectives, naval force was 

applied to coerce changes on the ground. In combination, these measures revealed the nature of 

a truly continental stakeholder: a state which seeks to dominate markets by controlling 

territories and transit corridors rather than by possessing private entrepreneurs capable of 

making the most competitive offers.   

This chapter has shown how Russia’s naval-related policy interests, political and military-

strategic conditions and considerations were deeply influenced by the continental nature of the 

Russian Federation. This nature affected Russia’s threat perception which contrasted with the 

country’s blue-water ambitions, it was reflected in a serious conflict about norms and values 
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between Russia and the West that ultimately led to the end of Russo-NATO naval cooperation 

and the use of naval force for competitive purposes. Continental geography defined Russia’s 

geostrategic position and continental strategic culture shaped the relationship between the navy 

and the other service branches and navy’s position within the Russian armed forces as a whole. 

In consequence, the Russian Navy resumed its traditional role as a maritime wing of a major 

land power. The previous chapter already identified that the economy of the early 21st century 

Russian Federation did not fit well the model of capital-intensive, seaborne, global commercial 

seapower systems but, on the contrary, was characterised as an upstream producer by the export 

of goods of minor complexity which in turn were almost entirely made up of energy resources. 

To ensure Russia could sustain this economically advantageous situation and ensure its 

geoeconomic influence, Russia had to keep control of the relevant energy infrastructure, aimed 

at denying alternative energy projects and, much in line with a continental school of thought, 

tried to dominate spaces and corridors. In consequence, it also employed its naval forces 

accordingly.  

In order to make sure that the Kremlin was in possession of a fleet capable of being employed 

as an effective policy instrument, however, the Russian Navy first had to be strengthened as by 

turn of the century, the fleet Russia had inherited from the USSR was merely a shadow of its 

former self. The following chapter will examine these modernisation efforts in detail.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



176 
 

5 

The Means: Naval Arms Procurement and Fleet Design 

Rebuilding a Continental Power Navy 

 

At the turn of the 21st century, the Russian Navy was still in the deconstruction phase of a 

continental power’s vicious naval cycle as countless former Soviet warships were decomposing 

in bases and in shipyards and vessels had to be withdrawn from active service by the dozens. 

As this chapter elaborates, it was only by the early 2010s that naval armament programmes took 

decisive effects, Russia’s naval force posture stabilised and the theoretical model’s recreational 

phase set off. The kind of naval force Russia ultimately was able to (re)build reflected both 

strategic priorities and industrial limitations that were deeply connected with the nature of the 

Russian Federation as a continental power.    

 

 

5.1 Evaluating Russia’s Naval Force Posture 

Among the few surface combatants that were newly commissioned into the Russian Navy 

during the early 2000s, there were the Bora-class hoverborne corvette Samum, the Tarantul-

class corvette R-2/Chuvashiya and the Gepard-class frigate  Tatarstan (see Annex IV).  

For several reasons these warships were symbolic for the early 21st century Russian Navy. 

Firstly, there were the long time periods between the ships’ keel laying and the point of time of 

their commission (Safronov 1999; Tsypkin 2002, 14; Karpenko 2020a; Volkov and Brichevsky 

n. d.).100 As such, these units were representative of a whole generation of Russian warships of 

the 1990s that were scrapped on the ways of the shipyards, sold to foreign clients or resting and 

rusting in idleness in harbours and arsenals. Secondly, the commission of these vessels was also 

representative for the Russian Navy’s future. Being medium-sized corvettes and a very light 

frigate that, by many navies’ standards, could also be considered a corvette, the warship 

embodied the change in warship types that were entering service with the Russian Navy. By 

the turn of the millennium the years when the Russian Navy would commission capital warships, 

such as aircraft carriers, guided-missile cruisers and destroyers, and the Russians would ‘rule 

the waves, or will soon do so unless the West does something’ were undoubtably over (Ranft 

and Till 1989, 12).  

 
100 In case of frigate Tatarstan, for example, it took more than 12 years of construction (Tsypkin 2002, 14). 
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Ultimately, these vessels were placed in service with the BF, the BSF and CF. These warships 

thus served in Russia’s naval formations with areas of responsibility that encompassed 

primarily marginal seas and the littoral zone rather than the open oceans (Kasapoğlu and Ülgen 

2021).  

As will be shown throughout this chapter, in the circumstances surrounding the construction 

and service, these warships were representative of the early 21st century Russian Navy’s overall 

trends in procurement and allocation patterns. As this chapter shows, acquisition of naval units 

and their distribution among the Russian fleets corresponded with a fleet design that, reflecting 

the continental realities which the Russian Navy had to face, emphasised surface warships 

optimised for operations in littoral sea zones with a particular focus on Russia’s southern flank. 

Capital surface ships, essential components of blue-water navies aiming for oceanic sea control, 

were consequently not given precedence.  

Highest priority in Russian naval arms procurement was nonetheless awarded to the production 

of SSBNs (Moskovskii cited in Gavrilenko 2007; Zysk 2012, 121).101 This circumstance was 

expressed by naval leaders, such as Chirkov (ONI 2015, 17), and in doctrinal writing. Article 

42 of Russia’s 2017 edition of The Foundations of Russian Naval Policy, for example, was 

straightforward to state that  

The priorities in the field of construction and development of the Navy in the medium 

and long term are: 

a) improvement and maintenance of sea-based strategic nuclear forces at a high level as 

part of groupings of strategic missile submarines (Ofitsial'nyi internet-portal 2017a, 17). 

From 2000 to 2019 three Dolgorukiy-class SSBNs were commissioned and another five were 

being constructed. These construction rates made the Dolgorukiy-class one of the most 

successful programmes in the time period under consideration. Furthermore, it was one of the 

most expensive. In 2007, about 70% of the funding allocated to warship production was 

reported to have gone towards the construction of the Dolgorukiy-class (Barabanov 2008). The 

high priority awarded to Russia’s sea-based strategic nuclear forces [morskikh strategicheskikh 

iadernykh sil – MSIAS] is understood when considering the importance, the Russian leadership 

devoted to deterring potential adversaries as NATO / the US (see subchapters 4.1 and 4.6). 

However, as the Russian Navy’s MSIAS were based in the NF and PF and thus do not fall within 

this thesis’ geographical area of interest, this chapter will not pay further attention to the details 

 
101 Army General Aleksei Moskovskii - Chief of Defence Procurement of the Russian Armed Forces (2001-

2007)  
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of SSBN production and the testing and many problems associated with the introduction of the 

corresponding intercontinental missile systems (Pallin 2009, 151; Solovyov 2009; McDermott 

2013c).  

This chapter reaches its conclusions by using an analysis design reminiscent of the days of the 

Cold War when a much larger Soviet Navy was the object of investigation. Following the great 

build-up of Soviet naval capabilities under the leadership of Gorshkov, by the 1980s, the navy 

of the USSR had secured its status as the 2nd most powerful naval force on this planet (Grove 

1990, 237-238). Based on an examination of the changes of the fleet postures in absolute 

numbers, the relative changes among the four Soviet fleets and the development of each 

individual Soviet fleet between 1968 and 1987, Norwegian naval expert John Kristen Skogan 

provided an analysis of the evolution of the Soviet Navy (Skogan 1990). In his conclusion, 

Skogan argues that since the mid-1970s the Soviet Northern and Pacific Fleet benefited from 

the allocation of disproportionately high numbers of newly-built submarines and large surface 

combatants (Skogan 1990, 31). The emphasis placed on the expansion of the Northern and 

Pacific Fleets’ military capabilities corresponded with the changing nature of the USSR’s naval 

strategy. Under Gorshkov’s leadership, by the 1960s, a slowly blue-water capable Soviet Navy 

had begun to reach out to the world oceans and establish Soviet naval presence in completely 

new blue-water sea zones, such as the Caribbean and the Indian Ocean (Eller 1971, 264; 

Stockell 1973a, 91; Ranft and Till 1989, 165). Consequently, strengthening the NF and PF, both 

of which offered easier access to the open oceans, was the natural choice.  

Applying a similar methodology as the one used by Skogan, this chapter starts by analysing the 

changes in the overall force posture of the Russian Navy. The comparison of the strength of the 

four Russian fleets and the CF covers combat vessels excluding auxiliary units (including 

auxiliary submarines), intelligence vessels, small MCM vessels, boats and crafts. 102  With 

regard to the commission and allocation of new vessels, the timeframe under examination in 

this chapter covers the years 2000-2019.103 The data obtained for the analysis was primarily 

derived from  Jane’s Fighting Ships; the IISS’ The Military Balance, a presentation provided 

by Commander Hatice Gömengil (Turkish Navy) from the NATO-accredited Combined Joint 

Operations from the Sea - Centre of Excellence (CJOS COE) and the online platform 

RussianShips.info led by the Russian naval experts Roman Volkov and Andrei Brichevsky and 

was correlated with various online news articles. There are minor discrepancies between the 

data sets provided by the sources. Most likely, they originate from varying dates of information 

 
102 For more detailed explanations concerning the naval force posture, see Annex V.  
103 The last table dates from May 2020 in order to include vessels that were commissioned during Winter 2019. 
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and differing assessments concerning the readiness and serviceability of individual vessels. 

Wherever possible, these inconsistencies have been harmonised. Anyways, these 

inconsistencies do not change the overall interpretation of the analysis undertaken in this 

chapter.  

 

 

5.2 Post-Soviet Downturn  

In 1991, when the USSR was dissolved, the Soviet Navy consisted of more than 300 submarines, 

more than 200 surface combatants and more than 380 patrol and coastal combatants (IISS 1991, 

38-39). Following several years of dramatic decline, including the sale of several high-value 

units to foreign countries, the premature decommissioning of serviceable ships and a nearly 

complete halt of the former USSR’s various naval construction programmes, by the beginning 

of the new millennium these numbers had been reduced by approximately 75% to fewer than 

70 submarines, less than 40 surface combatants and a little more than 100 patrol and coastal 

combatants (IISS 2000c, 121-222). Due to the dismal financial state of the navy, there was 

hardly sufficient money to pay for maintenance and, consequently, of the ships that continued 

to serve in the Navy, approximately 90% were in need of repair (IISS 2000d, 1; Tsypkin 2002,  

 

 
Figure 25: Distribution of naval vessels among the five Russian military formations in the year 2000. Units 

displayed are considered serviceable and exclude auxiliary units (surface and submarines) and small boats and 

crafts (see Annex V). 
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1). Against this background, at a command staff meeting in February 2005, glavkom VMF 

Kuroyedov complained that, following the anticipated, massive wave of decommissioning in 

the post-2010 time period, the Russian Navy would have been left with about 50 combatants 

which would not even have been sufficient to ensure national security in the near sea zone 

(Barabanov 2008). The need to address these problems had already been identified in the early 

1990s, however modernisation programmes failed to deliver profound improvements (Renz 

2010, 54, 58). The reasons for the drastic decay of Russian naval and military power during the 

1990s have been manifold and involved, among others, lack of funding, political-institutional 

failures and the unwillingness to engage in a profound transformation and reorganisation of the 

former Soviet Armed Forces due to old threat perceptions (Pallin 2009, 6-14, see also 

subchapter 4.4).  

For the purposes of this thesis, it is important to note that little had changed over the course of 

the formative years of the Russian Federation with regard to the force structure of the Russian 

Navy. A decade after the dissolution of the Soviet Union the distribution of Russian naval 

vessels among the Russian naval formations had all in all remained the same. Furthermore, the 

few vessels that the Russian Navy had been able to commission up to the turn of the century 

had all been designed to meet Soviet demands (Tsypkin 2002, 14).  

As shown in figure 25, the nuclear subsurface fleet continued to dominate Russia’s naval force 

posture, while the majority of major surface combatants, including guided-missile cruisers, 

destroyers and frigates, were allocated to the once formidable Northern and Pacific Fleet. As 

had been the case during the second half of the Cold War, Russia’s most capable surface units 

were located here. Thus, Mikhail Tsypkin was correct to assert ‘This is not yet a new, smaller 

navy consciously created in response to post-Cold War requirements, simply one reduced by 

attrition’ (Tsypkin 2002, 2). 

Furthermore, the loss of critical infrastructure, such as bases, training and repair facilities and 

shipyards, in the aftermath of the dissolution of the USSR turned out to be a devastating blow 

with long-term consequences for the Russian Navy (Zysk 2012, 112; Bosbotinis 2016, 83). Just 

two years after the end of the Cold War, the Russian Navy declared that it was only in 

possession of 34% of its required ship repair capacity (Aleksandrov cited in Airey 1995, 16), 

leading to a significant aggravation of the state of maintenance of the Russian fleet. As Keith 

Crane, Olga Oliker and Brian Nichiporuk argue, even thirty years later, by the end of the 2010s, 

the Russian Navy’s repair and maintenance infrastructure had still not fully been restored and 

continued to impair the navy’s operational readiness (Crane, Oliker and Nichiporuk 2019, 43).  



181 
 

Following the dissolution of the USSR, the loss of very specialised shipyards, such as the 

Nikolayev shipyard in, then, newly-independent Ukraine, weighed especially heavy, as the 

necessary logistical support capabilities for certain warship types, such as aircraft carriers, had 

not been developed at the naval bases of the respective fleets (Airey 1995, 20; Polmar, Brooks 

and Fedoroff 2019, 211).  

In line with the retreat from forward naval basing in former Soviet republics, Russia also lost 

many shipyards that were located in now independent nations. Approximately 50% of former 

Soviet shipyards specialised in the construction of surface vessels was separated from Russia 

after 1991 (Polmar, Brooks and Fedoroff 2019, 211). Consequently, some of the know-how 

about maintaining and building naval vessels slipped away too. This was sometimes an acute 

loss, as, for example, turbine engines for navy ships were supplied by factories in Ukraine. The 

dispersal of the naval industrial base across the Soviet Union had had a clear and practical logic 

during the Cold War: It made the naval industry more resilient, as the sudden loss of one 

production center due to attack could be made up by shifting production to another location. It 

also tied outlying parts of the Soviet empire more closely to its Russian center (Ranft and Till 

1989, 150). But with the breakup of the Soviet Union that logic backfired in a profound way on 

the Russian Navy and Russia’s maritime power more generally.  

The remaining naval industrial base in Russia also experienced hard times during the post-Cold 

War period. The yards of Sevmash, for example, the Russian naval contractor in Severodvinsk 

near Arkhangelsk on the White Sea, which had grown into the world’s largest producer of 

nuclear submarines during the Cold War, ‘was forced to diversify away from its sole focus on 

naval construction and nuclear vessels’ (Nordenman 2019, 80-81). Even worse, due to the 

state’s inability to provide sufficient funding, the once enormous shipbuilding sector with a 

well-integrated and experienced labour-force collapsed, investment flows drained, and Russian 

shipyards faced a severe loss of engineers and skilled workers, while component suppliers 

reacted to the critical situation by discontinuing their deliveries (Moore 1975, 52; Mills 2017, 

25; Polmar, Brooks and Fedoroff 2019, 212). Still, not every element of the industry was 

affected to the same degree. The intellectual know-how to design sophisticated submarines104 

and warships remained with the prestigious Russian design bureaus, such as the Rubin Central 

Design Bureau for Marine Engineering in Saint Petersburg, and submarine construction yards 

 
104  While the Russian Federation benefited from inheriting the production base for nuclear submarines, the 

construction of these subsurface forces was nevertheless also severely impaired by the issues discussed in this 

chapter. The Severodvinsk-class, for example, of which up to 7 units were originally included in the GPV-2020, 

fell significantly behind schedule (Malmlöf and Roffey 2016, 166). In the time period under consideration only a 

single submarine, the Severodvinsk, could be commissioned into the Russian Navy.  
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and respective supply chains remained on the territory of the Russian Federation (Kofman and 

Polmar 2016).   

The downturn of the Russian Armed Forces was only reversed following the beginning of the 

Putin era. Based on rising oil and gas prices, a recovering economy and rising growth rates, the  

Russian defence budget began to constantly increase from its low point of US$19 billion in 

1998 to approximately US$58 billion in 2008 and, following some cuts in the wake of the 2008 

financial crisis, further towards around US$70 billion in 2012, thus cementing Russia’s position 

as the third largest military spender at the time after the U.S. and China (Klein 2009, 27; 

Marshall 2014, 194; Renz 2018, 62). This assessment is also supported by data prepared by 

Rosefielde and Hedlund based on information provided by the Institut ekonomiki perekhodnovo 

perioda, SIPRI and Julian Cooper. According to Rosefielde’s and Hedlund’s statistics, in 

comparison with an index value equal to 100 in the year 1991, the output of the Russian defence 

industry had bottomed out at 13.9 in 1997 and 16.6 in 1998 and risen back to 36.1 in 2002 and 

42.6 in 2003 (Rosefielde and Hedlund 2009, 127).   

 

 
Figure 26: Distribution of naval vessels among the five Russian military formations in the year 2008. Units 

displayed are considered serviceable and exclude auxiliary units (surface and submarines) and small boats and 

crafts (see Annex V). 

 

However, even with Russia’s defence budgets on the rise, as the comparison of the naval order 

of battles between the years 2000 and 2008 (figure 26) shows, the decline of Russian naval 

strength could not be stopped. In this regard, the Russian Navy followed the overall trend of 

the Russian Armed Forces. According to information released to the public by former Russian 

ministers of defence Sergey Ivanov and Anatoliy Serdyukov, the proportion of modern 
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weaponry in service decreased from 15% in 2003 to 10% in 2009 (Klein 2009). The surface 

fleet, which had once been the backbone of the forward-deployed Eskadras of the mighty Soviet 

Navy and had thus safeguarded the USSR’s global naval presence, continued to suffer 

particularly badly. As Mikhail Barabanov argues, out of the 17 Sovremenny-class destroyers 

there were just eight105 remaining during the latter 2000s and not least due to severe problems 

with their boiler systems that required expensive maintenance that the Russian Navy could not 

provide, the state of the remaining units in service was everything but optimal (Barabanov 

2008). Partly, the continuous decline of the Russian Armed Forces during the early 2000s was 

also the result of the deficiencies inherent to the GPV 1996-2005. As Julian Cooper points out, 

the GPV-2005 was based on unrealistic economic assumptions and for several years spending 

on acquisition and R&D was only at about 23% of the intended figures (Cooper 2013, 171-172). 

Its successors, the GPV-2010 and the GPV-2015, were more successful with regard to the 

allocation of designated funding but the fulfillment of procurement targets continued at a 

modest level. Funding focused on research and development – not astonishing given the 

innovation gap that had occurred since 1991 – and on maintenance and modernisation of 

existing material and deadlines for the introduction of new equipment were repeatedly pushed 

further backwards. Progress in naval procurement turned out particularly lacking. (Cooper 2006, 

442; Cooper 2013, 174, 182, 186, see also Sakaguchi 2014, 56). It was only after the initiation 

of the Russian military reform in 2008 and the subsequent start of the GPV 2011-2020 that this 

downward trend could be brought to an end.  

As deliveries of new, and particularly larger vessels fell further behind schedule or were 

cancelled/postponed altogether, one way the Russian Navy dealt with the problem was by 

undertaking refits and extending the service life of the navy’s remaining warships (Bowen 

2020). One of the most famous cases in this context were the nuclear-powered Kirov-class 

cruisers. The results were mixed. In case of Pyotr Velikiy maintenance worked out 

comparatively well and the cruiser proved to be a workhorse deployed to many of the Russian 

Navy’s long-distance deployments throughout the two decades under consideration. The 

Admiral Nakhimov, on the other hand, had first been laid up at Sevmash and then had been in 

refit since about 2008, remaining practically unserviceable for the entire two decades covered 

in this thesis. The state of the Kirov-class cruiser Admiral Lazarev, ultimately, was particularly 

bad from the latter 1990s onwards and the vessel was considered to be beyond repair even 

though scrapping of the cruiser eventually only began as late as 2021 (Bosbotinis 2010b, 4; 

 
105 Six serviceable vessels in 2008 according to this thesis’ assessment (see Annex V).  
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Pettersen 2012; Malmlöf and Roffey 2016, 166; Kabanenko 2019, 50; Pape 2020, 643; Axe 

2020; Tass 2021).   

 

 

 

5.3 Reconstruction 

In wake of the military reform (see subchapter 4.4) at the start of the second decade of the 21st 

century, naval construction picked up speed and the size of the Russian Navy began to stabilise 

by the continuous commissioning of newly-built units. In contrast to the Soviet tradition of 

fielding large quantities of vessels and aircraft (Mackintosh 1973, 58), Russian naval arms 

procurement in the new century delivered fewer but versatile and heavily-armed vessels 

featuring significant long-range and precision-strike missile capabilities (Kofman and Polmar 

2016; Crane, Oliker and Nichiporuk 2019, 42; Gömengil 2020; Bowen 2020).  

The first Russian naval formation that was decisively reinforced was the CF. Chapter four has 

already elaborated on the economic, security and (geo-)political significance of the Caspian Sea 

to the Kremlin and various measures the Russian Federation undertook to strengthen the 

country’s vulnerable southern periphery and Moscow’s control over this so-decreed ‘zone of 

strategic interest.’ With regard to the naval dimension, these measures were accompanied with 

massive investments into military infrastructure (Laruelle and Peyrouse 2009, 24; German 2014, 

1, 34; see also subchapters 4.1, 4.2 and 4.5). This development was also reflected in the CF’s 

force posture. In addition to several small patrol craft re-deployed to this naval formation at the 

turn of the century, the Gepard-class frigate Tatarstan was already commissioned into the CF 

in 2003 (see Annex IV, figure 27). 3 years later, the Astrakhan, the lead ship of the Buyan-class 

small artillery ships, joined the flotilla followed by her two sister ships in 2011 and 2012.106 In 

addition, in 2012, the second Gepard-class frigate Dagestan was commissioned into the CF. A 

year later, the upgrade of the formation continued when the modified and cruise missile-

equipped Buyan-M class was first introduced into the CF (Tsypkin 2002, 15; German 2014; 1; 

Volkov and Brichevsky n. d.). In addition to their role as cruise missile carrying platforms, a 

topic chapters 4 – 7 of this thesis frequently revert back to, the light but (considering their size) 

heavily armed Buyan- and Buyan-M-class vessels were ideally designed to operate in the 

littoral, a feature Tracey German emphasises was closely linked with the CF’s tasks of 

protecting Russian shipping in and facilities extracting natural resources from the Caspian Sea 

(German 2014, 40-41). Of course, as was the case with most of Russia’s military assets, such 

 
106 These units are not included in this thesis’ naval force statistics because the thesis does not list patrol forces. 
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defence capabilities could potentially also be applied in an offensive role. To sum up, for a short 

duration during the early 2010s the CF was the formation in the Russian Navy featuring the 

most up-to-date inventory of surface combatants.  

Concerning the four Russian fleets, acquisition rather than force posture also provides the more 

meaningful evidence allowing for inferences regarding the Russian fleet design at the beginning 

of the 21st century given the large number of legacy units built to meet the needs of the Soviet 

Navy during the Cold War and still in service with the Russian Navy during the third decade 

after the fall of the iron curtain. During the Cold War, when the USSR's fleet was expanding at 

an unprecedented scale, it had been fiercely debated why certain weapon systems had not been 

procured by the Soviets despite their large investments into the military and the navy (Eller 

1971, 186-195). At the beginning of the 21st century, with the necessity to tackle investment 

needs across the whole range of services and branches [vidy and roda], the question which 

weapon systems were to be prioritised and where to put the focus of arms procurement was at 

least as crucial, if not even more so as much more limited funding was available. In this sense, 

distribution and type composition of these new vessels serve as valuable indicators. Between 

the year 2000 and the year 2019 this study identified 53 naval vessels that were commissioned 

into service with the Russian Navy (see Annex IV).107 As shown in figure 27, 35.9% of these 

units were commissioned into the BSF and the BF received approximately 26.4% whereas both 

the NF and PF received a substantially smaller share of new units.  

Of course, to a certain degree the dire state of the BSF was also a crucial reason why newly-

commissioned vessels were desperately needed in this naval formation. For example, by the

  

 
Figure 27: Distribution of newly-built Russian naval vessels between the years 2000 and 2019 among the five 

Russian naval formations (Based on Annex IV). 

 
107 Note the limitations described at the beginning of this chapter and in Annex IV. 

Black Sea Fleet Caspian Flotilla Baltic Fleet Northern Fleet Pacific Fleet

Black Sea Fleet: 19 (35.9%) 

 

Caspian Flotilla: 6 (11.3%) 

 

Baltic Fleet: 14 (26.4%) 

 

Northern Fleet: 7 (13.2%) 

 

Pacific Fleet: 7 (13.2%) 
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turn of the decade, the average age of BSF vessels was among the oldest in the Russian Navy 

and the critical condition of many vessels prompted scholar Dmitry Gorenburg to go as far as 

to say that the ‘Black Sea Fleet is essentially a dying enterprise’ (Gorenburg 2010b; Sanders 

2012, 49). On the other hand, this argument should not be singled out as the condition of most 

Russian naval formations at this point – with the possible exception of the CF that was already 

undergoing the modernisation process – featured a pressing need for replacement vessels. 

Concerning the PF, for example, Mikhail Barabanov argues,  

The Pacific Fleet has now almost completely broken up into two groups - in Kamchatka 

and in Primorye, almost devoid of operational communications. In Kamchatka, surface 

forces are almost completely eliminated. […] The situation with the maintenance of 

technical readiness and ship repair in the Pacific Ocean is traditionally the worst of all 

fleets (Barabanov 2008). 

As outlined in Chapter 4, dissent between Kyiv and Moscow concerning the replacement of 

Russian BSF equipment and armaments on Crimea could not be solved (see also Gömengil 

2020). Thus, apart from the fact that Russian naval arms production began to deliver vessels in 

greater quantities to the fleet by the mid-2010s, it is of little surprise that the vast majority of 

Russia’s new naval units entered service with the BSF after Russia had annexed Crimea and 

had secured the harbour of Sevastopol (see figure 28). The commissioning pattern emphasised 

a strong regional rather than a global oceanic focus and demonstrated the great significance 

attributed by the Russian naval command to the marginal seas at Russia’s southern flank. In 

this context the revitalisation of the Russian Navy’s standing naval presence in the  

 
Figure 28: Comparison of newly-built Russian warships allocated to the Black Sea Fleet before and after the 

annexation of Crimea (Based on Annex IV). 
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Mediterranean Sea (see subchapter 6.4) can also be identified as one factor that required the 

modernisation of the BSF in order to enable this formation to properly function as a force 

provider (Delanoe 2014, 373).    

This emphasis was also confirmed by the distribution of Russian Navy’s platforms capable of 

launching missiles of the Kalibr family – one of the principal weapon systems of the Russian 

Navy suitable for power projection at the time (Gorenburg 2019). With regard to sea-launched 

missiles, there were two primary variants of Kalibr employed by Russian warships: the 3M-14 

Kalibr (NATO designation: SS-N-30), the land-attack variant with an estimated range of around 

1,500 to 2,500 km (Missile Defense Project 2018a), and the 3M54 Kalibr (NATO designation: 

SS-N-27 ‘Sizzler’), an anti-ship cruise missile with an estimated range of 300km and an attack 

velocity of 2,9 Mach (Saunders 2016; Missile Defense Project 2018b). According to the U.S. 

Office of Naval Intelligence, missiles of the Kalibr family provide   

Even modest platforms, such as corvettes, with significant offensive capability 

and, with the use of the land attack missile, all platforms have a significant ability 

to hold distant fixed ground targets at risk using conventional warheads. The 

proliferation of this capability within the new Russian Navy is profoundly 

changing its ability to deter, threaten or destroy adversary targets. (ONI 2015, 

34) 

 

Particularly against the background of Russia’s extensive and effective use of SS-N-30 missiles 

during Russia’s military campaign in Syria the IISS emphasised Russian efforts to produce 

further air- and sea-based Kalibr-capable platforms, such as minor and medium surface 

combatants and aircraft, including Tu-160 ‘Blackjack’ strategic bombers, as opposed to larger 

blue-water naval vessels (IISS 2018, 171).  

Subchapter 4.6 has already elaborated on the political and theoretical foundations for the build-

up of a (sub)strategic, both nuclear and non-nuclear capable, sea-based deterrence capability. 

Again, Article 42 of the 2017 edition of The Foundations of Russian Naval Policy was 

authoritative in declaring ‘the development of groupings of general-purpose naval forces108 

with the objective to empower them with the functions of strategic non-nuclear deterrence’ as 

the second-mentioned priority for naval shipbuilding and development (Ofitsial'nyi internet-

portal 2017a, 18). 

 
108 Russia’s non-nuclear/conventional naval forces [Morskie Sily Obshchego Naznacheniia] (MoD Russia n. d. 

q). 
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Consequently, as a key weapon system that significantly enhanced the Russian Navy’s 

conventional deterrence/sub-strategic strike capabilities, the allocation of Kalibr-capable 

warships can serve as another indicator for the geographical prioritisation of Russian naval  

 

 
Figure 29: 2000 – December 2016 (above) and 2000 – December 2019 (below) Distribution of Kalibr-equipped 

Russian naval vessels among the five Russian naval formations (Kalibr capability based on Pape 2020, 630-687; 

Navy Recognition 2022; vessel list based on Annex IV).  
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modernisation during the 2nd decade of the 21st century. In 2017, two Pacific-based Oscar II-

class submarines, the Irkutsk and Chelyabinsk, were reported to be retrofitted with Kalibr while 

undergoing overhaul (Gady 2017b). These two submarines could potentially have been joined 

by another two Oscar II that were supposed to have completed modernisation by 2021 (Naval 

Technology 2021). Although slightly beyond this thesis’ period of examination, for 

completeness, these four Oscar II are also included in the figure.109 As shown in figure 29, there 

were warships of six Kalibr-equipped classes commissioned until December 2016 and ten until 

December 2019 with a total of sixteen (2016/12) and thirty warships (2019/12) respectively.  

The distribution underlines the relevance of the southern flank and the CF and BSF with their 

focus on regional, and mostly littoral, operational tasks. In December 2019, fourteen Kalibr-

capable vessels or 46.7% of the total number of the Russian Navy’s Kalibr-equipped platforms 

were based with the BSF underpinning the priority awarded by the Russian leadership to this 

naval formation. By the 2010s, the days when Ukrainian president Leonid Kravchuk (1991-

1994) had referred to the BSF’s vessels as “no longer of any strategic value” were long over 

(Holos Ukrainy cited in Deyermond 2008, 101).  

Further insights can be drawn by examining the newly-commissioned Russian units according 

to their classification. In the Russian Navy, warships are classified into four levels. Major 

combatants are classified as tier one vessels (korabli 1-go ranga). Aircraft carriers, cruisers, 

destroyers and nuclear submarines belong to this group. Tier two (korabli 2-go ranga) units 

consist of conventional submarines, LSTs and frigates, while most vessels with a displacement 

below 1000t, such as corvettes and ocean-going minesweepers, are considered Tier 3 (korabli 

3-go ranga) units. Finally, small patrol and landing craft make up the majority of tier 4 (korabli 

4-go ranga) units.  

As can be seen in figure 6, the overall number of Russian warships commissioned between the 

year 2000 and the year 2019 is not distributed evenly among the four tier levels. In the 

respective time period only six tier one vessels were put in service of which five – the 

Dolgorukiy-class SSBNs K-535 Yuriy Dolgorukiy, K-550 Aleksandr Nevskiy and K-551 

Vladimir Monomakh and the nuclear-powered submarines K-560 Severodvinsk and K-335 

Gepard were submarines. In contrast, the proportion of tier two units within the group of newly-

commissioned Russian warships is much higher and includes conventional submarines, frigates 

and corvettes.  

 
109 Further nuclear submarines were reported to be scheduled for retrofit with Kalibr-systems in the post-2020 

time period. 
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More than a dozen corvettes and mine countermeasure vessels of the Natya-, Gorya- and 

Alexandrit-class belonged to the group of Russia’s newly-commissioned tier three warships. 

Lastly, this figure presents the five tier four Dyugon-class landing crafts. As already explained, 

this thesis does not consider small crafts, boats and minesweepers which make up the tier four 

category. Therefore, this graph is far away from reflecting the sheer volume of tier four level 

construction. Boats and crafts of this tier level accounted for the vast majority of vessels 

procured by the Russian Navy during the time period under examination. For example, Jane’s 

Fighting Ships 2020-2021 identifies alone twenty Grachonok-class patrol craft constructed 

between 2009 and 2019 (Pape 2020, 664).  

 

 

Figure 30: Russian warships commissioned between the year 2000 and the year 2019 according to Russian tier 

classification. Due to insufficient verifiable data available from open sources with regard to the commissioning 

of small Russian naval units, the number of tier 4 units is very likely significantly higher than depicted in this 

figure. (Based on Annex IV) 

 

On the basis of the available data several observations can be made. Except for the emphasis 

placed on acquiring a sufficient number of new SSBNs to ensure Russia’s sea-based nuclear 

deterrent, Russian naval shipbuilding prioritised small and medium-sized vessels with 

Steregushchiy- and Buyan-M-class corvettes being the most prominent classes of surface 

warships procured for the Russian Navy during the 21st century’s first two decades (Felstead 

2016, 20, Annex IV). In this context Polmar, for example, emphasises the impressive armament 

of the Buyan-M class corvettes while featuring a full-load displacement of only 940t – less than 
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half of the US littoral combat ship (Polmar 2015, 86-87). While commissioning these new 

warships was essential in stabilising the Russian fleet, the absence of any tier one surface 

vessels on the procurement list of the Russian Navy meant that the fleet of major surface 

combatants continued to age and eventually decrease in size and capability. In the long term, 

however, this was critical with regard to the Russian Navy’s blue-water capabilities (Kramnik 

2018). Additionally, in general, the older ships become the more maintenance they require, as 

was the case with Russia’s Kirov-class nuclear-powered cruisers Petr Velikiy and Admiral 

Nakhimov. Units like these cruisers required extensive overhaul periods at Russian shipyards 

with the consequence that at the end of the 2nd decade of the 21st century, there were only a 

handful of Russian major surface combatants operating out at sea at any given moment 

(Politsturm 2019). This was a development of great importance given that major surface units, 

or tier one warships as classified in the Russian Navy, characterised by large displacements and 

capable of oceanic operations are the backbone of a blue-water navy as outlined in chapter 1. 

These units provide the necessary anti-aircraft, anti-submarine and anti-surface capabilities 

necessary to achieve sea control on the open oceans.  

In this context it is worth to recapitulate the land-centred and regionally oriented threat 

perception the Russian military leadership identified at the beginning of the 21st century (see 

subchapter 4.1) and the strategic-operational objectives subsequently derived for the Russian 

armed forces, including the navy, by mostly joined – which in the Russian military meant army-

dominated – command levels (see subchapter 4.4).110 Having this background in mind, it is of 

no surprise that, despite public claims to (re)create a global power projection navy, an 

anonymous navy source cited by the Russian newspaper Gazeta conceded with regard to 

Russia’s aircraft carrier programme “the construction of such ships should be carried out for 

specific tasks, but today the Russian Navy simply does not have such tasks” (Khodarenok 2016).  

Moreover, the prioritisation of smaller and medium-sized warships was also an unusual 

phenomenon considering the global trend in naval arms procurement that, by the beginning of 

the 21st century, had shifted the emphasis away from smaller surface combatants. During the 

post-1989 era of globalisation, a lot of states accumulated significant amounts of seapower and, 

in turn, these states’ policies were influenced by more global maritime responsibilities. As a 

result, many states, especially in Asia, transformed their green-water fleets into blue-water 

fleets by introducing bigger, ocean-capable vessels111 that could also perform tasks, such as 

 
110  Unsurprisingly in light of Russia’s land-oriented strategic culture, in 2009 – and thus even before the 

Serdyukov-Makarov reforms were fully implemented –, retired Russian admirals hold the army leadership 

responsible for the decline of the Russian Navy (Kuroedov, Sidorenko and Moskovenko cited in Zysk 2012, 126).    
111 For example, helicopter carriers/landing helicopter docks and dock landing ships.  
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expeditionary warfare and overseas power projection, that traditionally had only been 

associated with a smaller group of leading blue water navies (Skaridov 2005, 154; Waters 2016, 

13; Ferreiro 2016, 222, 232-233).112 

Understanding Russia as a continental power helps to explain this paradox. As already outlined 

in chapter two, the oceans as high-ways for trade, growth and exchange played a minor role for 

the identity and, under extreme circumstances, survival of the Russian state and its economy. 

As a naval power whose primary operational interest rested in denying potential adversaries 

access to Russia’s littoral (see subchapter 4.2) and disputing and potentially even fighting for 

sea control in adjacent waters (Rackwitz 2020) – factors significantly influenced by the 

country’s continental geography and geopolitical situation – focusing on small and medium-

sized units suited to operate in coastal waters and marginal seas seemed a logical and more 

affordable choice (Crane, Oliker and Nichiporuk 2019, 40). After all, a missile fired from a 

corvette or patrol boat could be as destructive as the same missile launched from a 7,000t 

destroyer.   

 

 

5.4 Naval Shipbuilding 

Nevertheless, deliberate choice can at the most only partially explain Russian naval arms 

procurement during the first two decades of the 21st century especially in light of the great 

ambitions promulgated by the Russian leadership. Problems associated with funding, 

shipbuilding capacities and available technologies were crucial in contributing to our 

understanding why, after a very long construction and trial period, Russia eventually 

commissioned reasonable combatants, such as the various corvettes and Admiral Gorshkov-

class frigates, that were smaller, easier to build and cheaper surface combatants than the 

previously announced capital ships (Zysk 2018, 8; Kabanenko 2019, 49; Gömengil 2020; 

Kasapoğlu and Ülgen 2021).113 Statements by Vice Admiral Vladimir Pepeliaev, deputy Chief 

of the Main Naval Staff (2005-2008), support this assessment as Pepeliaev elaborated that the 

navy  

 
112 Another reason for larger vessel sizes involved advantages concerning shipbuilding and, consequently, 

production costs (Ferreiro 2016, 225).  
113 The construction of patrol units and corvettes is far less complex. The complexity in naval vessel construction 

increases exponentially in proportion to the size of the ship, the tasks it is designed to execute and the 

corresponding command and control infrastructure/combat data systems that need to be implemented on board. 

Interview 11.     
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Fully reflects the realities and state of the shipbuilding industry in Russia […] A ship is 

a visible and material reflection of almost all the technological capabilities of the state. 

In a word, we build what we can build (Khodarenok 2016). 

A lot of factors limiting the output of Russian naval shipyards were the result of structural 

deficiencies that were mostly immune to quick changes demanded by Russian policy-makers. 

One of these factors was the loss of Russian shipbuilding capacity and related expertise. The 

loss of the Ukrainian Nikolayev shipyard has already been referred to as one of the primary 

reasons for the decay of the former medium-sized Soviet aircraft carrier component due to the 

lack of maintenance opportunities. The long-term effects, however, went far beyond the issue 

of maintenance. As the only shipyard in the former USSR specialised in the construction of 

aircraft carriers, losing Nikolayev effectively drained Russia of its shipbuilding expertise with 

regard to this vessel type (Bosbotinis 2016, 83). A source at the Russian Navy’s glavkomat 

cited by Gazeta was very frank in its assessment: “today there are no conditions for building a 

ship of such a project. There is no slipway, no dry dock. There is simply nowhere to build an 

aircraft carrier” (Khodarenok 2016).114   

Aircraft carrier construction was not the only shipbuilding branch curtailed by these 

developments. Production capacities of amphibious transport docks, cruisers and other tier one 

warships suffered similar fates, and with regard to shipbuilding skills in general, the whole 

Russian industry suffered a severe break down during the 1990s as shipbuilding was collapsing 

and/or lack of funding prevented sea trials of vessels that had already been constructed 

(Safronov 1999). With regard to the crucial relationship between the maritime sector and naval 

shipbuilding – one of the core features of seapower systems – the consequences were 

particularly severe: in the post-Cold War era various navies adopted commercially developed 

technologies into naval shipbuilding, for example automated fire suppression systems, 

unmanned machinery spaces or commercially-developed propulsion systems (Ferreiro 2016, 

225-227). As Larrie Ferreiro points out, countries, such as China, South Korea or Japan, that 

featured shipyards that were significantly involved in both merchant and naval shipbuilding 

could generate crucial benefits from technology transfer and the opportunity to spread overhead 

costs (Ferreiro 2016, 230).  

In case of Russia, however, the re-introduction of capitalism had laid bare the continental nature 

of the Russian state and its economy. With domestic demand languishing and a civilian 

shipbuilding industry unable to retain the necessary industrial skills, it was impossible for the 

 
114 For more details on Russian thoughts about aircraft carrier procurement, see, for example, Zysk 2012, 120; 

APAN 2020c. 
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Russian maritime sector to retain the crucial shipbuilding expertise and sustain a naval 

shipbuilding industry capable of producing major surface combatants.115  

In countries featuring a strong civilian shipbuilding sector, for example in those featuring 

complex yacht building, the shipbuilding sector benefits from various synergy effects. Yacht 

building and naval surface shipbuilding function according to similar shipbuilding philosophies 

and physical construction of the ships – excluding the incorporation of military command and 

control systems – is faced with comparable challenges. Welding in shipbuilding is a particularly 

compelling example. Thin plate welders in shipbuilding were in demand all over the world and 

there was almost no possibility to retain this ability in other industrial branches, if the (civilian) 

shipbuilding industry disappeared.116   

In this context, German state secretary in the Federal Ministry of Defence Siemtje Möller 

(2021-ongoing) emphasised against the background of Russia’s 2022 Invasion of Ukraine 

But it is also security policy that we can build and operate the most modern merchant 

ships. These systemically relevant skills must be preserved in Germany. Because if it 

should happen that we have to set up military production lines in the shortest possible 

time, then every civilian shipyard is also a treasure chest of experience, material and 

capacity. I look to Russia with some satisfaction, where the civilian shipbuilding 

industry fell apart with the Soviet Union. Now they lack the top engineers and welders 

to build modern warships in the necessary numbers (Möller 2022).  

In the period following 1992, during an era of negligible domestic demand, arms exports helped 

to somewhat mitigate these negative effects and maintain economic activity. As Antonio 

Sánchez-Andrés has shown, those industrial branches and organisations that were able to export 

military goods during the decade following the dissolution of the USSR turned out to become 

the Russian defence industry’s most dynamic enterprises because the effects of the decline in 

military output had been softened for these companies (Sánchez-Andrés 2004, 703). Naval arms 

exports, for example the production of Talwar-class frigates for India and Kilo II-class 

submarines for China and Algeria (Nikolsky 2018, 20-21; Larson 2020), aided in retaining key 

industrial expertise and capabilities for the production of certain, mostly medium-sized vessel 

types. Nevertheless, on the general level, even arms exports could not prevent the dissolution 

of a once over-blown maritime sector that was disproportionate to the continental realities of 

the economy that had to support it. Consequently, by the beginning of the 21st century the 

 
115 Zysk mentions, for example, worn-out technologies and machinery, an ageing workforce, lack of basic capital 

and low labour productivity as problems of the (naval) shipbuilding industry (Zysk 2012, 125).  
116 Interview 11.    
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Russian shipbuilding sector’s industrial capacity had fallen far behind in comparison with 

international competitors (Vishnevskiy et alii 2017, 195).  

Moreover, difficulties in Russian naval procurement have to be interpreted in light of the nature 

of the overall Russian economy. Chapter two of this thesis has already shown how a continental, 

state-centred, autocratic and rent-granting economic system proved fatal for the development 

of seapower in Russia. The very same mechanisms applied to economic activity on the micro-

level, including arms procurement and acquisition. As Rosefielde argues, the weakness of 

Russia’s ‘new market-assisted military-industrial complex are attributable to its Muscovite 

economic system, particularly the deficiencies of its civil and military R&D generation, 

technology transfer, and diffusion’ (Rosefielde 2013, 137). According to Rosefielde this 

‘Muscovite economic system’ was characterised, among other things, by  

‘The dominance of command and administratively supervised rent-granting governance 

over free enterprise […]’ encouraging ‘[…] dysfunctional attitudes, including predation, 

adverse selection and satisficing […]’ that ultimately result in the acquisition of ‘[…] 

valueless or even deleterious services, including spurious military R&D’ (Rosefielde 

2013, 137-138).  

Featuring a system that favoured concentrated (dysfunctional) corporatism over private 

competition, private enterprise and investment tended to be excluded from the defence 

industrial sector (Blank 2013, 152; 156). 117  These are, however, principal ingredients for 

sustainable expertise in naval acquisition and shipbuilding, economic efficiency and, if given 

the opportunity to influence policy-making, the development of seapower. The results of these 

circumstances proved disastrous. Russian arms production, including naval arms production, 

suffered from quality issues and the Russian arms industry failed to fulfil the government’s 

armament orders on a constant basis throughout the 2000s and early 2010s (Klein 2009, 29, 

Marshall 2014, 195). Furthermore, as Margarete Klein outlines, in 2007 more than 20% of the 

companies that belonged to Russia’s military-industrial complex were threatened by 

bankruptcy and of the great sums provided by the defence budget, official institutions suspected 

as much as 20% was embezzled, a percentage other reports placed as high as a third according 

to Mark Galeotti (Klein 2009, 29; Galeotti 2012, 86). 

 
117 For further discussion of developments concerning Russia’s military-industrial complex and arms procurement 

including issues of an outdated manufacturing base, ageing workforce, the need for investments but also the 

increased allocation of funding and reform processes, see, for example, Sánchez-Andrés 2004; Cooper 2006; Klein 

2009, 29; Cooper 2013; Blank 2013; Klein and Pester 2013, 5-6; Renz 2014; Marshall 2014; Sakaguchi 2014, 61-

63; Cooper 2016; Malmlöf and Roffey 2016; Oxenstierna 2016; Mills 2017; Nikolsky 2018; Renz 2018, 50-85.  
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A practical example how lack of industrial and technological expertise proved to be a key 

obstacle to Russia’s naval procurement progress became evident when the Russian leadership 

decided to purchase French Mistral-class amphibious assault ships. According to statements by 

government officials, the primary motivation behind this purchase was to gain access to various 

kinds of high technology (McDermott 2010, Socor 2010). Glavkom VMF Admiral Vladimir 

Vysotskiy (2007 – 2012), points out that the  

Purchase of technology for the construction of the Mistral helps Russia to master heavy 

tonnage shipbuilding. This is important for the construction of ships such as future 

ocean-going destroyers and aircraft carriers (Ria Novosti 2011a).  

Deputy Prime Minister in charge of the defence industry, Sergey Ivanov (2007-2008), went 

further into details with regard to the project, conceding the fact that Russia’s defence industry 

could have covered only about 35% of the necessary parts on its own (Sakaguchi 2014, 59).118 

Historically, this was nothing new. As demonstrated in chapter 1, the need to turn to foreign 

countries for the transfer of shipbuilding and nautical expertise has been a recurring 

phenomenon in Russia as it is a systematic expression of the country’s continental economy.  

In light of all of these above-described constraints it seems highly doubtful that the great 

naval ambitions promulgated by the Russian leadership at the end of the first decade of the 21st 

century could have been met, even if sufficient funding had been available.119 At that time, 

information released to the public revealed plans to acquire, among others, up to six nuclear-

powered aircraft carriers and up to four amphibious assault ships (Kramnik 2007; Bosbotinis 

2010a, 26-28), while the 2000 edition of The Foundations of Russian Naval Policy had 

requested a powerful and balanced navy that ‘if working together with other service branches 

and military formations and organs, is to fulfil the task of defending the state’s interests of the 

Russian Federation and its allies on the world’s oceans’ (Flot.com 2000; see also chapter 4.1). 

The most drastic proposals called for the realisation of a fantastic project of nuclear-powered 

destroyers, called Lider-class, heavily armed and displacing 15,000t (Bospotinis 2010, 4; 

Polmar, Brooks and Fedoroff 2019, 213). At the time, such assessments were also shared by 

esteemed scholars who drew attention to Russia’s investment aimed at re-creating a blue-water 

fleet that involved, among others, the supposed development of ‘large aircraft carriers, 

 
118 Even if Russia had eventually only received the two French-built Mistral-class units without the option of 

further construction of units under license in Russia, Russian shipyards could have potentially expanded their 

shipbuilding knowledge through maintenance activities (Interview 11).    
119 The impact of the 2008 financial crisis was a striking example of how vulnerable Russian naval procurement 

ambitions were in light of the country’s fragile financial foundation (Zysk 2012, 125).   
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amphibious assault ships and land-attack capable surface combatants’ and the reactivation of 

additional Kirov-class nuclear-powered cruisers (Bosbotinis 2010b, 4). Even as late as 2016, 

Admiral Kasatonov, First Deputy of the glavkom VMF (1992-1999), pointed out that the 

designs for the destroyer class had been prepared, the issue of the appropriate reactor type 

decided and the ship was allegedly scheduled to begin construction in 2019 at the shipyard 

Severnaya Verf (Ria Novosti 2016c).  

In reality, illusions about such a Gorshkovian naval expansion were soon terminated by the 

Russian economic development and the restraints imposed by the continental realities of the 

Russian economy (Nikolsky 2018, 14). As Konstantin Bogdanov and Ilya Kramnik argue,  

The plans for constructing large surface combat ships in the frame of GPV-2020 were  

disrupted almost entirely. Indeed, disruption was virtually programmed to occur right  

from the start, and many were aware of this. The reasons for this probably lay in the  

underdeveloped production chains and in the incomplete development of new naval  

weapons and electronic systems (Bogdanov and Kramnik 2018, 12).  

With a domestic maritime sector incapable of delivering much of the required material, the 

achievement of only a fraction of the propagated procurement goals depended to a large extent 

on foreign imports. While up to 2014 the Ukrainian company Zorya-Mashproyekt supplied gas 

turbines and the German company MTU diesel engines for Russian naval ship propulsion and 

foreign companies supplied vital electronics components and machinery tools (Bosbotinis 2016, 

84; Cooper 2016, 37-41; Khodarenok 2016, Gain 2019; Gorenburg 2019), the procurement of 

modern amphibious assault ships, the only capital surface ships that could have entered service 

in the timeframe under examination in this thesis, rested completely on the purchase of the 

French Mistral-class vessels. Since the Ukrainian crisis in 2014, the rupture of Russo-Ukrainian 

relations, and thus Ukrainian producers, and the subsequent implementation of EU sanctions, 

the Russian industry had been forced to find domestic substitutes, such as the Russian aircraft 

engine producer NPO Saturn. The production of the Admiral Grigorovich-class was 

immediately affected as only three vessels of this class could be put in service with the Russian 

Navy and many other classes suffered from further delays due to problems associated with 

acquiring components (Felstead 2016, 20; Kofman and Polmar 2016; Gorenburg 2019). As the 

sanctions also affected dual-use goods, Russian efforts to modernise the production base, e. g. 

machinery, of its defence industry were severely curtailed (Cooper 2016, 37-41; Malmlöf and 

Roffey 2016, 154). Ultimately, certain projects, such as the procurement of amphibious assault 

ships of the size of the Mistral-class, had to be abandoned altogether (Roblin 2019), while the 
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completion of other projects, such as the delivery of Admiral Gorshkov-class frigates, were 

severely delayed (Ria Novosti 2016c; Bosbotinis 2016, 84). As Kasatonov points out, extremely 

long periods between launch and commissioning of Admiral Gorshkov-class vessels - Admiral 

Gorshkov almost 8 years and Admiral Kasatonov almost 6 years - were also due to extensive 

time periods needed to master respective technologies (Volkov and Brichevsky n. d.; Ria 

Novosti 2016c). It is against this background that Russia’s 2015 edition of the Maritime 

Doctrine detailed, among others, as long-term tasks in the field of national shipbuilding (Article 

78) 

‘v) ensuring the technological independence of the Russian Federation in the field of 

shipbuilding and naval technology in accordance with the state armament programme 

(Kremlin 2015, 35). 

In fact, developing the necessary domestic industrial skills in Russia in order to ensure the 

shipbuilding capacities for all warship classes desired for a future Russian Navy, proved to be 

a long and expensive process and developments beyond this thesis’ time horizon make it 

doubtful that this goal could have been accomplished at all. As Mikhail Khodarenok points out, 

still during the mid-2010s, after a decade of modernisation, experts assessed that it would take 

Russian shipbuilding another 15 years to recover from the consequences of its post-Soviet 

collapse (Khodarenok 2016).  

It seems therefore legitimate to apply Lambert’s recurrent life cycle of the Russian Navy – 

encompassing creation, disintegration and recreation – to Russian naval shipbuilding at the 

beginning of the 21st century as well (Lambert 2018, 312). At least with regard to major surface 

units, the naval shipbuilding industry again seemed to be caught in the circular struggle to 

acquire the necessary expertise to build state-of-the-art warships (see subchapter 2.3). 

In line with Russia’s grandiose ambitions (see subchapter 4.1), the 2017 edition of The 

Foundations of Russian Naval Policy was straightforward in outlining that the ‘priority areas 

of state policy in the field of naval activities’ involved ‘maintaining the operational and combat 

capabilities of the navy at a level that provides it with one of the leading positions in the world’ 

and detailed that  

The Russian Federation will not allow a significant superiority of the naval forces of 

other states over the Navy and will strive to consolidate it in the second place in the 

world in terms of combat capabilities’ (Ofitsial'nyi internet-portal pravovoi informatsii 

2017a, 13, 16).  
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To achieve this status, the policy document demanded the construction and modernisation of 

subsurface and coastal defence forces, naval aviation and ‘multi-purpose ships designed to 

perform tasks in near, far sea zones and ocean areas’ (Ofitsial'nyi internet-portal pravovoi 

informatsii 2017a, 18). As already outlined in the introductory chapter, which had initiated this 

thesis’ discussion of Russian naval strategy by referring to the 2000 edition of The Foundations 

of Russian Naval Policy, demanding the development of such naval forces in possession of the 

entire spectrum of naval capabilities both for operations in adjacent and in blue waters was not 

new at all. Given such self-proclaimed high aspirations, the last two subchapters examine the 

kind of fleet and core capabilities Russia had succeeded in developing until 2019/20.   

 

5.5 Achieving a Fleet Composition of a Blue-water Sea Control Navy? 

As a result of the outlined procurement patterns, two decades into the 21st century the changes 

that had taken place in the navy’s force posture gave an ambiguous impression. On the one 

hand, modern warships joined the ranks of the BSF, BF as well as the CF, intensely expanding 

the capabilities of these three naval formations, while on the other hand, restoration of 

capabilities of the general-purpose forces in the Northern and Pacific Fleet were far less 

impressive. In this context the conventional submarine branch is of special interest. While the 

high proportions of nuclear submarines in comparison with the overall fleet had reflected the 

Soviet Navy’s interest in submarine operations in distant waters (Skogan 1990, 26), it was the 

acquisition of seven conventional Kilo-II mod-class submarines, six of which were deployed 

with the BSF, that was distinctive for the Russian Navy at the early 21st century and stabilised 

the navy’s force posture in this category (see figure 31). This in turn underlines the continuous 

importance of the submarine in Russian naval thinking, though on a much smaller scale than 

during the Cold War (Gorenburg 2019). The reason the Russian fleet design placed much 

emphasis on the submarine lies within the nature of this weapon system: due to their small size 

and the capability to operate extremely quietly, conventional submarines are ideally suited for 

operations in marginal seas and the littoral, while they generally lack the endurance for long 

deployments to the open oceans (Walker and Krusz 2018). On a more abstract level, the 

submarine’s – both conventional and nuclear-powered – offensive capabilities and stealth 

characteristics turn it into a perfect tool for restricting area access and sea denial operations, the 

ideal weapon for a continental power more interest in denying the use of the sea to the enemy 

rather than using it for itself.   
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In summary, the changes in the Russian submarine fleet point towards a fleet design that placed, 

in relative terms, more emphasis on operations in regional waters and provided the Russian 

Navy with a force that was well capable of deployments to the Mediterranean Sea, for example, 

but the composition was ‘not enough to deploy balanced naval groups far from the Russian 

coast on an ongoing basis - which would be important to maintain constant sea control’ 

(Kabanenko 2019, 50).  

This was a unique development and the result of the specific nature of the Russian Navy and 

its continental perspective at the sea. As already pointed out in this chapter, around the globe 

the navies of several states, including European ones like Denmark and Germany, reacted to 

the post-1990 political and security environment by extending their surface and subsurface 

fleets’ radius of action (Stöhs 2018). The most drastic decision was taken by the U.S. Navy, a 

naval force with the ambition to ensure global naval presence, by completely removing its 

conventional submarine force from active service in the closing days of the Cold War. Thus, it 

can be said that the case of the Russian Navy demonstrated a tendency opposite to many naval 

powers within the same time period.  

The force posture depicted in figure 31 shows the effects of the trend that has been identified 

by the analysis of the distribution of newly-commissioned ships: In comparison with the year 

2008 the BSF has been strengthened both in absolute terms and relative to the other fleets. The 

BSF’s number of conventional submarines was on par with the Northern and Pacific Fleet, its 

lead in tank landing ships has further increased and in the by 2020, instead of two, there were 

 

 
Figure 31: Distribution of naval vessels among the five Russian military formations by 1 May 2020. Units 

displayed are considered serviceable and exclude auxiliary units (surface and submarines) and small boats and 

crafts (see Annex V). 
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five frigates (three Grigorovich-class and two Krivak-class) serving in the BSF. Of the four 

Russian fleets, the BSF was the only fleet whose number of allocated ships has increased since 

the year 2000. Similarly, changes in the BF’s force posture demonstrates that four 

Steregushchiy-class corvettes entering service between 2007 and 2014 helped to stabilise the 

number of surface vessels serving in this fleet. 

As for the NF, between 2008 and 2020 the fleet lost a bit more than 10% of serviceable naval 

vessels (see figure 31), a consequence of the low number of newly-commissioned vessels 

available to replace the aging Soviet units. The same holds true for the PF during the period 

between 2008 and 2020. Lastly, the CF profited early and considerably from the Russian 

military modernisation process. Not illustrating vessels of the size of patrol boats, figure 7 only 

shows two frigates as opposed to the one in 2008, which is the result of the commission of the 

Gepard-class frigate Dagestan in the year 2012. In reality, as already shown in figure 5, the 

commission of three Kalibr-capable Buyan-M-class corvettes as well as other units, greatly 

expanded the capabilities of the CF.  

In the period from 2008 to 2020 the number of vessels being decommissioned could 

approximately be compensated by the delivery of new vessels, thus stabilising the size of the 

Russian fleet of combat ships under examination at about 180 vessels. There were, however, 

significant differences with regard to the various warship types. As already discussed, few tier 

one naval vessels were commissioned in this time period. Consequently, the Russian inventory 

of larger surface ships in the year 2020 continued to be dominated by various warship classes 

built and/or developed during the Soviet era. Equally, as Bosbotinis points out, Russia’s naval 

force posture was characterised by a great variety of warship classes which entailed the long-

term need to rationalise the Russian naval force structure (Bosbotinis 2016, 87-88). 

The need to rationalise was illustrated by the 20 cruisers and destroyers, all Soviet era legacy 

units, in service with the Russian Navy in the year 2008 (see figure 26) that belonged to six 

different classes – the Kirov-, Slava-, Kara-, Udaloy-, Kashin- and Sovremenny-class (Annex 

V). Constructing new vessels – though comparatively few per class – that belonged to four120 

corvette classes replicated the problem during the 2010s on the level of green-water vessels 

(Gorenburg cited in Crane, Oliker and Nichiporuk 2019, 42). Consequences, among others, 

were increased per unit procurement costs, increased costs for maintenance and extended 

construction periods (Bogdanov and Kramnik 2018, 38). As Kofman and Edmonds argue, this 

was a symptom of Russian procurement, allowing the navy to gather experience with different 

 
120 According to this thesis’ classification. Five, if the Gremyashchiy-class whose lead ship was commissioned in 

2020 is also counted.  
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ship designs and the opportunity to order modifications and allowing the military-industrial 

complex to keep a number of shipyards employed (Kofman and Edmonds 2017).  

As outlined in chapter two, the dilemma of having to deal with a disarray of warship classes 

and a mix of old and new vessels, preventing a streamlined fleet design, is a recurrent theme in 

Russian naval history (see page 53). The state of the Russian Navy at the beginning of the 21st 

century shows that this holds true for the current era was well. In the end, it was another 

consequence of the continental nature of the Russian Navy. 

Apart from the changes in size of the respective naval formations, the changes in capability 

related to the distribution of warships among the five naval formations are noteworthy. As 

already stated, six Kilo II mod-class submarines entered service with the BSF raising the 

number of serviceable submarines in this naval formation from one in the year 2008 to seven 

by early 2020. The Kilo II mod-class submarines were built by Admiralty Shipyards in St. 

Petersburg and construction proceeded overall quickly and successfully. The Russian Navy’s 

newest conventional submarine type featured upgraded quietness, range and the ability to 

launch Kalibr cruise missiles (Mizokami 2016; Karpenko 2022).  

Consequently, by the mid-2010s, 25% of the Russian conventional submarine force and 100% 

of Russia’s most modern and capable submarines had been allocated to the BSF. As a result, 

the Cold War rule of thumb for Soviet submarines that the newer their class the larger their 

proportion in the NF (Skogan 1990, 25), no longer hold true. In fact, as shown by the 

procurement pattern and the changes in the Russian naval force posture, for the beginning of 

the 21st century the new general rule could be rephrased by stating that the newer the warship 

class the higher its proportion in the three Russian naval formations with littoral responsibilities.  

The emphasis placed by the Russian fleet design on military operations in regional waters was 

also reflected in the characteristics of the Russian Navy’s newly-built surface combatants. In 

contrast to the many phantasies of the preceding two decades about construction of capital ships, 

Shoygu summarised the prospects of the construction of Admiral Gorshkov-class frigates in 

2017: ‘In the near future, such multi-purpose frigates equipped with high-precision long-range 

weapons should become the primary surface combatants of the Russian Navy’ (Tass 2017b). In 

light of the already mentioned need for rationalisation, introducing the Gorshkov-class frigates 

as the principal surface combatant for the Russian Navy appeared as a reasonable decision. 

Contrary to the aforementioned dreams about a powerful navy capable of operating globally 

against high-end adversaries, the build-up of a surface force primarily based on a 5,400t frigate 

was an objective that could be realistically obtained, once the Russian industry was capable of 

producing crucial components required for naval building domestically. Nevertheless, even of 



203 
 

the Gorshkov-class of which up to ten vessels had been announced to be commissioned until 

2020, only two – the Admiral Gorshkov and the Admiral Kasatonov – were able to meet the 

deadline (Kabanenko 2019, 49).  

It is against the background of all these factors related to Russian naval arms procurement 

during the 2000s and 2010s that various experts and scholars at the time came to the conclusion 

that the Russian Navy was in a transition process away from unachievable blue-water status 

towards an attainable, versatile and potent green-water navy (Kofman 2015; Kofman and 

Polmar 2016; Kofman and Edmonds 2017; Zysk 2018, 8; Gorenburg 2019; Nordenman 2019, 

171; Crane, Oliker and Nichiporuk 2019, 40; Beaird 2019; Gömengil 2020). 

Having discussed the Russian Navy’s fleet design, the last section of this chapter further 

elaborates on this assessment by comparing decisive capabilities developed by the Russian 

Navy in the time period under examination with blue-water oriented navies. 

 

 

5.6 Developing Capabilities of a Blue-water Sea Control Navy? 

For this purpose, Russian capabilities in five different dimensions and warfare areas – 

displacement which allows to draw conclusions about sea endurance, anti-surface warfare 

(ASuW), Anti-Air Warfare (AAW), sea-based replenishment (fuel) capability and amphibious 

landing capability – are examined by comparing selected Russian capabilities with those of the 

United Kingdom, the United States and China. The latter two naval forces were associated with 

retaining oceanic sea control in the case of the USA (US Navy 2007, 6,7; Department of 

Defense 2020, 2,7) and developing capabilities to exercise at minimum regional sea control in 

case of the People’s Republic of China (Yoshihara and Holmes 2010; Schuster 2013, 56‒57; 

Fanell 2020). The U.K, as outlined in chapter 3, was even under 21st century conditions 

considered a ‘contemporary sea state’ (Lambert 2018, 311). In any case, Britain and China were 

worthy competitors, as Russia claimed to maintain its naval capabilities among the ‘leading 

positions in the world’ and aimed to consolidate the navy on ‘the second place in the world in 

terms of combat capabilities’ (see subchapter 5.5). 

Ship displacement can serve as one important indicator with regard to the purpose of warships 

because bigger ships usually allow for greater fuel capacity, provisions and storage space in 

general. All these factors influence the radius of action of a warship. As outlined in chapter 1, 

from small coastal craft to blue-water combatants, the radius of action expands. Consequently, 

units designed to operate for long periods at great distances usually tend to have greater 

displacements. Against this background Russia’s early 21st century newly-commissioned major 
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surface combatants are compared with major surface combatants procured or operated (in case 

of the Ticonderoga-class) by Britain, China and the U.S. As shown in figure 32, the full load 

displacement of Russian Admiral Grigorovich-class (4035t) and Admiral Gorshkov-class 

(5400t) frigates was significantly lower than the displacement of their competitors.    

 

 
Figure 32: Comparison of full load displacement (tonnes) of U.S., Chinese, British and Russian major surface 

combatants (Pape 2020, 133-134, 650-651, 848, 882, 886; Volkov and Brichevsky 2020b) 

 

Furthermore, bigger warships can usually sustain greater armament. As the type of armament 

of a naval vessel allows for the most meaningful conclusions with regard to the purpose of a 

particular unit, an examination should pay particular consideration to the principal weapon 

systems of the respective naval vessels. This seems to reflect Russian thinking. In the words of 

Rear Admiral (Res.) I. Petrenko, former commander of a submarine division:  

 The Navy and its subsystems may be regarded as a combat system made up of strike, 

control, support, and maintenance subsystems. The strike subsystem that is given the 

central role is the core of the system, with the remaining subsystems operating to meet 

its requirements. According, justifying the composition and structure of the strike 

subsystem is a top priority (Petrenko 2009, 40).  

In line with the much greater displacement of their ships, the armament of Chinese and U.S. 

principal warfare combatants consisted of much higher numbers of missiles than was the case 

with the most Russian vessels (see figure 33). Moreover, Chinese Renhai- and U.S. 

Ticonderoga- and Arleigh Burke-class Flight IIa warships were all equipped with substantial 
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multipurpose VLS missile launchers, allowing for an adjustable composition of land-attack, 

anti-air, anti-surface and anti-submarine missiles that can be tailored to the mission (Saunders 

2016, 142, 147, 934, 938). 

The high number of missile launchers, furthermore, provided these warships with enough space 

to carry sufficient amounts of long-range surface-to-air missiles (SAMs). Both Ticonderoga- 

and Arleigh Burke-class warships could be equipped with with the 148km-range Raytheon 

Standard SM-2 missile (Saunders 2016, 934-938), while both Luyang III- and Renhai-class 

featured the 150km-range HHQ-9A (Saunders 2016, 142; Saunders 2018, 147). Long-range 

SAMs proved to be a key weapon system for all four mentioned Chinese and U.S. warship 

classes as one of the primary tasks of these ships was to serve as major air defenders, for 

example for carrier strike groups (Fieldhouse and Taoka 1989, 45; Gady 2018; Department of 

Defense 2019, 59). The Daring-class, likewise a designated air defence destroyer, was armed 

 

Figure 33: Comparison of missile armament of Russian major surface combatants and British, U.S. and Chinese 

major air defenders (Pape 2020, 133-134, 644-651, 848, 882, 886)121 
 

 
121 British and U.S. vessels featured less point air defence/self-defence missiles but possessed capable Phalanx 

gun-based close-in weapon systems.  
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with Aster 30 SAMs which, according to their manufacturer MBDA, possessed a range in 

excess of 120km (MBDA n.d.). Thus, these warships could provide their respective task forces 

with the necessary area air defence capabilities.  

As the figure shows, the Russian surface fleet possessed limited capabilities for area air defence. 

Area air defence capabilities of the Admiral Grigorovich-class frigates and the Udaloy- and 

Sovremenny-class destroyers, the backbone of Russia’s blue-water force, were severely limited 

and only a single Admiral Gorshkov-class vessel could be commissioned until the end of 2019. 

Thus, the air defence role was basically left to the three Slava-class cruisers. These vessels, 

however, were dispersed among the Russian fleets. Furthermore, even a Slava-class unit’s 64 

cells for SA-N-6 ‘Grumble’ SAMs proved to be at most partially adequate to provide a 

sustainable area air defence capability in light of modern high-intensity above-water-warfare 

which went along with the consumption of large quantities of SAMs in very short time 

periods.122 In sum, the Russian Navy’s limited AAW capability was absolutely insufficient to 

establish overlapping air defence layers that were required to provide effective air defence for 

naval task forces operating under early 21st century conditions.123    

Unlike Russia’s surface combatants, substantial numbers of British, Chinese and U.S. blue-  

water AAW units provided their countries’ (emerging) carrier strike groups and surface task 

groups with significant air defence capabilities allowing them to fight sea-air battles for oceanic 

sea control and to enable them to project power over great distances. Under conditions of war, 

Russian naval operations, on the other hand, would have to take place under the cover of land-

based air power (Gömengil 2020) with the possible exception, at least to a certain degree, of 

the NF which could potentially have benefited from the carrier Admiral Kuznetsov operating in 

an air defence role.    

As the Russian Navy could not compete with the sea-based air power of its potential adversaries, 

the Russian capabilities followed a different naval doctrine. As already outlined, several modern 

Russian warship classes were equipped with the missile system of the Kalibr family. According 

to Jane’s Fighting Ships, both Admiral Grigorovich- and Admiral Gorshkov-class frigates 

 
122 Interview 12; For further open-source details on ASuW and AAW, see Maiorano, Carr and Bender 1996; 

Karasakal 2004; Chand 2016; Hughes and Girrier 2018, 262-284. 

Another significant difficulty for Russian air defence in an overseas air defence scenario would have been the need 

to compile a comprehensive ‘Recognised Maritime Picture’ which also includes an ‘air picture.’ The case of MH 

17 which was shot down during the War in Donbass in 2014 exemplifies this point. Identifying and tracking air 

contacts requires substantial assets and capabilities – both in the air and on the surface – which the Russian Navy 

would have found very difficult to deploy far from its shores (Interview 12). 
123 The destruction of the cruiser Moskva during the 2022 Russian Invasion of Ukraine exemplified this point most 

drastically.   
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featured the very capable SS-N-27 ‘Sizzler’ and the SS-N-26 ‘Oniks’ missiles as their primary 

offensive armament (Saunders 2016, 702). Both of these anti-ship missiles were highly-

destructive given velocities of 2.6 Mach (SS-N-26) and 2.9 Mach (SS-N-27) during their 

terminal phase (Saunders 2016, 702). Missile velocities of that magnitude were very impressive, 

especially when compared to the 0.85 Mach velocity of the AGM-84 Harpoon, the standard 

anti-ship missile used by western navies at the time (Friedman 2006, 552-555). In combination 

with the missile’s capability to skim low over the sea and, in case of the SS-N-27, the ability to 

perform evasive maneuvers, the extremely high velocity during the terminal phase made these 

missiles very difficult to detect and intercept by enemy ship’s air defence (Roblin 2017).124 By 

the end of the 2010s, the Russian Navy further strengthened its surface strike capabilities by 

initiating the introduction of new innovative and highly-potent missile designs such as the 

‘Tsirkon’ anti-ship hypersonic cruise missiles on various surface combatants (Navy 

Recognition 2017; Bogdanov and Kramnik 2018, 20, 34; Naval News 2022).  

Thus, the Russian Navy continued the Soviet tradition of highly-capable missile designs that 

confronted potential adversaries with serious problems in the above-water-warfare dimension. 

Historical examples include the surface- and subsurface launched SS-N-3 Shaddock of the early 

or the SS-N-19 Shipwreck of the latter Cold War era (Eller 1971, 181; Beaird 2019, 5; Polmar, 

Brooks and Fedoroff, 2019, 111-112).        

In the end, the lack of new major surface combatants for the Russian Navy and the emphasis 

on extremely destructive missiles were two sides of the same coin. Countries shaped by the role 

of seapower or by the need to protect interests across the sea created naval task forces, shielded 

by major air defenders. Such task forces provided these countries with the naval and air power 

to establish blue-water sea control and project power at great distances. The Russian operational 

approach, instead, relied on the aggressive use of missile carriers deploying highly destructive 

anti-ship missiles against an otherwise superior enemy naval force (see also the ‘battle for the 

first salvo’ on page 127). This approach deeply reflected how Russia, as a continental military 

power, dealt with the naval domain. The navy’s decisive capabilities, to use Lambert’s words, 

were optimised ‘to destroy seapower, not acquire it’ (Lambert 2018, 14).  

Finally, any combat force can only operate effectively, if it is properly supplied. It is therefore 

important to consider logistical assets as well when seeking to evaluate the Russian fleet. 

Although during the period under examination the Russian fleet was supported by more than 

380 auxiliary vessels (Saunders 2016, 719-727), only a small percentage was designed to 

support task force operations on the world’s oceans. Furthermore, most of these support ships 

 
124 See footnote 113. 
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were Soviet legacy units built during the 1960s and 1970s when the Soviet Navy was expanded 

to ensure naval presence on the world’s oceans. By the beginning of the 21st century, fleet 

replenishment capabilities acquired by the Russian Navy and those of various other major naval 

powers that aimed to maintain or develop blue-water logistics for naval operations around the 

globe continuously drifted further apart.  

 

Figure 34: Development of the displacement of Russian tankers (Pape 2020, 674-676).125 
 

The case of replenishment tankers is especially exemplary. By May 2020, there were 

approximately 20 tankers of various sizes operating in support of the Russian Navy.126 The 

units with the largest replenishment capacity were the three Boris Chilikin-class replenishment 

ships Boris Butoma, Segei Osipov and Ivan Bubnov (each 23,826t full load) and the three 

Dubna-class replenishment tankers Dubna, Pechenga and Irkut (each 12,891t full load) 

distributed among all Russian fleets (Pape 2020, 674-676). In sum, the total displacement of the 

tanker fleet supporting the Russian Navy in May 2020 was approximately 210,000t (full load) 

of which about 23,000t (full load) had been commissioned between 2000 and January 2020 (see 

figure 34). In contrast to Russia’s many small and medium-sized replenishment tankers, 

contemporary navies that aimed at maintaining or developing true capabilities for blue-water 

operations featured and constructed vessels with substantial replenishment capabilities during 

the time period under examination.  

 
125 British and U.S. vessels feature less point air defence/self-defence missiles but possess Phalanx gun-based 

close-in weapon systems.  
126 Project 03182 Arctic Support Ships (3,500t full load) and two Project 23131 Tankers (12,000t full load) are not 

considered because they were still under construction at the end of this thesis’ time horizon. The same applies to 

the U.S. John L Lewis-class fleet oilers (41,000t full load). 
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Figure 35:  Development of the displacement of Chinese and U.S. tankers (Pape 2020: 152-153; 912, 917-919). 

 

The Chinese People’s Liberation Army Navy, for example, commissioned nine Fuchi-class 

replenishment ships and two Type 901 fast combat support ships between 2004 and 2019. In 

turn, China substantially expanded the displacement of the navy’s tanker fleet by more than 

300,000t (full load) (see figure 35).  

This impressive logistics force was still surpassed by the U.S. Sealift Command, the logistical 

support branch of the U.S. Navy, a naval force designed to operate globally and, if needed, 

without support from nearby land bases. Among other units, there were 15 1980s and 1990s-

commissioned Henry J Kaiser-class oilers, each displacing about 41,886t full load, in service 

with U.S. Sealift Command. Furthermore, two supply-class fast combat support ships (each 

49,583t full load) were in service with and at least six large tankers (combined full load 

displacement of approximately 279,000t) under charter by the Military Sealift Command at the 

end of the 2010s (see figure 35).  
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Ultimately, the case of the United Kingdom exemplifies the drastic differences in fleet design 

and capabilities between a small but globally-deployable blue-water navy and the large Russian 

Navy. Though numerically comparatively small at approximately ten submarines, 19 major 

surface combatants, five principal amphibious vessels, two aircraft carriers, eight Offshore 

patrol vessels and 13 mine warfare ships (Pape 2020, 842), significant replenishment 

capabilities provided the Royal Navy with the logistical support needed to sustain its global 

blue-water capability: in addition to the two Fort Grange-class  fleet replenishment ships (each 

23,759t full load) from the 1970s and the one Fort Victoria-class fleet replenishment ship 

(37,167t full load), during the time period from 2000-2019 the Royal Fleet Auxiliary 

commissioned two additional Wave-class large fleet tankers (each 32,005t full load) and four 

Tide-class large fleet tankers (each 39,000t full load) (see figure 36). In sum, this meant that 

the displacement of the tanker fleet operating in support of the Royal Navy that had been 

commissioned between 2000 and early 2020 was almost 10 times larger than its Russian 

counterpart. Against the background of the strategic culture of the two countries this difference 

can be explained. 21st century Great Britain was still a country closely associated with seapower 

and with essential government interests in global maritime affairs.  

 

Figure 36:  Development of the displacement of British tankers (Pape 2020, 842-866).  

 

For Russia, on the other hand, the analysis provides a similar picture as the procurement pattern 

analysed earlier in this chapter: Russian naval logistics did not provide the capabilities to 

support a major global force projection navy or a navy patrolling the world’s critical SLOCs.  

Instead, what made the Russian auxiliary fleet stand apart from any other in the world was its 

unique character. It included a high number of various, highly-specialised units such as nuclear 

submarine support ships, tankers capable of stowing low-level radioactive waste, ice 

strengthened diving tenders, various smaller supply ships, a submarine rescue ship, a nuclear 

fuel carrier and five AGB Bobrynya Nikitich-class icebreakers (Saunders 2016, 719-729). The 
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composition of the Russian auxiliary fleet was not designed to ensure constant, global naval 

presence but optimised to fulfill tasks specific to Russian needs, such as dealing with the harsh 

environmental conditions of the Arctic Ocean region and the Russian Far East and providing 

essential support to Russia’s large submarine fleet.  

The last capability this subchapter examines involves the acquisition of amphibious capabilities. 

As had been the case with the aircraft carrier programme, grand ambitions that had been 

publicised at the beginning of the reform were much exaggerated. In contrast to the discussions 

about the acquisition of four landing platform docks comparable to the Johan de Witt-class and 

four to five French Mistral-class landing helicopter docks (Bosbotinis 2010b, 3) or the 

construction of the daring Lider-class destroyer, the largest surface warship built for the Russian 

Navy during the timeframe under consideration was the Tank Landing Ship Ivan Gren 

displacing 6,600t full load. Again, this procurement decision fit well with the overall fleet 

design of the Russian Navy: as Ariel Cohen and Robert Hamilton point out, already in case of 

the purchase of the Mistral-class amphibious vessels, statements from Russia had justified the 

(foreign-imported) acquisition of these vessels by stating that amphibious landing operations, 

such as those in Abkhazia during the 2008 Russo-Georgia War, could have been executed much 

more proficiently with more capable amphibious units (Cohen and Hamilton 2011, 41). In other 

words, procurement of the Russian Navy’s largest surface vessels could be justified, if interests 

related to ground warfare could be served (Giles 2012, 19).  

The Ivan Gren-class could potentially execute the amphibious tasks it was designed for very 

well. However, again a closer look at the capabilities of the unit revealed important differences 

in contrast with the blue-water navies. Ultimately, the Ivan Gren augmented the Russian Navy’s 

regional and tactical support capability on the army’s seaward flank (Ferreiro 2016, 217). This 

capability could support Russian army operations on whose secure lines of communication - 

following the consolidation of forces - the eventual success of such an operation would depend. 

It was a traditional naval capability that Russia, as a mighty land power, had mastered over 

centuries (see subchapter 2.3).  

This capability was very different from a blue-water expeditionary capability which 

immediately becomes evident when the displacement of the Ivan Gren is compared to its 

counterparts in Britain, China and the United States (see figure 37, see also Polmar, Brooks and 

Fedoroff 2019, 73-74). In contrast to the Russian case, the blue-water navies operated 

expeditionary amphibious forces consisting of large dock landing ships (San Antonio-, 

Whidbey Island-, Bay-, Albion- and Yuzhao-class) and/or amphibious assault ships (America-, 

Wasp- and Yushen-class). These units and their embarked personnel and materiel awarded their  
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Figure 37: Comparison of full load displacement (tonnes) of amphibious vessels (Pape 2020, 146, 664, 855, 860, 

900-904; Vavasseur 2021). 

 

respective navies with autonomous, mothership-based amphibious assault capabilities 

including air and combat logistics support. In conclusion, the examination of the early 21st 

century Russian fleet, its composition and capabilities reveal a navy that was unique to Russia 

and quite a powerful force but not in the sense of a mighty sea power or even seapower navy 

doctrinal writing wanted to make the audience believe. The Russian Navy featured strong 

capabilities with regard to certain missions, for example underwater and deep sea capabilities 

(Kofman and Edmonds 2017) or sea-based land strike missiles,127 and could be a formidable 

adversary even to superior naval force when operating in green-water in proximity to Russia’s 

land-based capabilities but, to borrow the words of an influential Rand Corporation study, was 

‘a long way from being a full-spectrum, oceangoing navy that can exercise sea control in distant 

regions of the globe’ and ‘open ocean sea denial, sea control, and power projection from the 

sea’ (Crane, Oliker, and Nichiporuk 2019, 39, 41).128 

 
127 Despite conventional and nuclear subsurface capabilities being assessed as the Russian Navy’s strengths, 

numbers of serviceable submarines during the latter 2010s were still insufficient to meet the objectives the units 

would have been tasked to fulfil during times of war (Bogdanov and Kramnik 2018, 26).     
128 The question why Russian policy documents, such as The Foundations of Russian Naval Policy, consistently 

spelled out unattainable objectives was the object of debate among experts. Gorenburg points towards domestic 

reasons and inter-service rivalry, especially the naval leadership’s attempts to protect the navy’s procurement 

budget (Gorenburg 2017b).  
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During the time period under consideration, except for nuclear submarines, Russian naval 

shipbuilding prioritised small- and medium-sized vessels that were primarily distributed among 

the three Russian naval formations with predominantly littoral responsibilities. As two of these 

formations were located in the south, the Russian naval presence at the country’s southern flank 

benefitted especially from the modernisation process. In combination with the decreasing 

numbers of Soviet legacy tier one warships, the pattern apparent within Russian naval 

procurement, with little to no realisation of projects such as major replenishment ships, 

amphibious transport docks and aircraft carriers, point towards a fleet design oriented towards 

regional operations in green water.129 Furthermore, Russian naval modernisation placed its 

emphasis on the advance of particular weapon systems such as submarines, highly destructive 

anti-ship missiles and, in general, smaller vessels with comparatively high offensive capabilities 

(ONI 2015, 34; Kofman and Polmar 2016; Zysk 2018, 8). Consequently, the build-up of forces 

optimised for area denial remained a primary concern for the Russian Navy. Overall, the fleet 

that had been rebuilt since the beginning of the 21st century as part of the Russian military 

modernisation, reflected the deeply continental nature of the Russian state and its navy. It was 

a navy designed for ensuring strategic and sub-strategic deterrence, denying potential 

adversaries the use of the sea, protecting the Russian littoral sea zones and, at the most, local 

sea control and regional power projection. The benchmark against which to assess the Russian 

Navy were not the leading seapowers as the Russian Navy’s capabilities, in the words of 

Kofman and Edmonds, did not enable it to ‘compete with the U.S. Navy, but instead to counter 

it, and to support the strategy of a twenty-first-century Eurasian land power’ (Kofman and 

Edmonds 2017).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
129 The fact that the modernised navy’s fleet composition provided Russia with a force optimised for warfare in 

the littoral/ marginal seas did, of course, not preclude the Russian Navy from conducting peace-time oceanic 

presence activities (“show the flag” operations) for limited time periods (Crane, Oliker, and Nichiporuk 2019, 39).  



214 
 

6 

The Ways: From Deconstruction to Resurging Operations 

Since the days of Peter the Great, the Russian approach to military operations in the maritime 

domain had reflected the nature of Russia as a major land power (see chapter two). As the 

following two chapters show, Russia’s continental nature also affected operations, doctrine and 

missions of the early 21st century Russian Navy. Furthermore, continental power exerted an 

indirect influence as naval affairs were a function of the Kremlin’s policy priorities. As outlined 

in chapter four, these policy interests, ambitions and restraints featured characteristics that were 

closely associated with the nature of Russia as a continental power. Therefore, the way in which 

the political dimension was translated into Russian naval action is another focus of this chapter. 

 

 

6.1 The Early 2000s: The Transition Phase 

At the dawn of the 21st century, the Russian Navy still suffered from the consequences of the 

demise of the USSR and remained in the vicious circle’s deconstruction phase (see subchapter 

2.3; Lambert 2018, 11). Chapter five has already elaborated on the implications for fleet 

composition and naval arms procurement. Similarly, fleet activities suffered from the broad 

range of problems that continued to impair the navy’s operational readiness.  

Similar to the disastrous effects on procurement and modernisation, the rapidly shrinking 

defence budgets of the 1990s had severely degraded force readiness and operational capabilities 

of the Russian Navy by the turn of the millennium. For one thing, a severe lack of funding in 

general had resulted in the Russian Navy missing the financial resources necessary to maintain 

ships, train crews and conduct operations (Tsypkin 2002, 1). For the other, this situation was 

aggravated by adverse resource allocation. At the beginning of the new century, on paper, the 

Russian Navy still had more than 170,000 personnel and in excess of 300 warships (excluding 

auxiliaries) (IISS 2001, 113-114). This had already been an enormous reduction since the 

dissolution of the USSR when more than 450,000 sailors and more than 1,300 warships had 

served in the Soviet Navy (IISS 1991, 38-40).  

Still, this reduction in force posture had not been sufficient. The Russian Navy had tried to keep 

too many units in service in an attempt to preserve a fleet as large as possible. As a consequence, 

in relation to the still large fleets Russia retained, funding per unit was insufficient and did not 

allow for adequate maintenance and training of crews and ships (Dunnigan 2009). Insufficient 

fuel and spare parts hindered warships from sailing on deployments (Betz and Volkov 2003, 
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47). Overall, the impact on the condition of the fleets was dramatic. According to Mikhail 

Tsypkin, average annual at-sea time per vessel was only 6.4 days in the year 2000 (Tsypkin 

2002, 1). The situation for the Russia’s naval aviation was equally bad. As Konstantin 

Bogdanov and Ilya Kramnik point out, during the early 2000s [average] flight time for naval 

aviators did not exceed 2 hours per year (Bogdanov and Kramnik 2018, 19).  

The navy’s disastrous condition became evident on 12 August 2000 when the Russian nuclear-

powered submarine Kursk was lost during a large NF exercise conducted in the Barents Sea. 

The circumstances surrounding the sinking of the Kursk revealed deficiencies in the Russian 

Navy that reached far beyond the individual case of this particular submarine and the Arctic 

region (Pallin 2009, 122). The official investigation, that was launched after the loss and 

subsequent recovery of the Kursk, presented its findings two years later and concluded that the 

most likely cause of the loss of the submarine was the explosion of a practice torpedo in the 

forward torpedo bay (Barany 2004, 478-479).  

Nevertheless, official documents of the investigation, which the Russian newspaper 

Rossiyskaya Gazeta had been able to access, revealed a whole series of organisational failures 

by the Russian Navy and its capability to exercise effective leadership that had aggravated the 

situation: necessary maintenance work of essential equipment had not been undertaken, 

standard procedures had not been followed, leadership personnel had failed to oversee the work 

of their subordinates and the design of the contingency plan that should have covered the 

eventuality of a search and rescue operation (SAR) was severely flawed (Emel’ianenkov 2002). 

In fact, at fleet command level, relevant stakeholders in the NF’s staff had failed to fulfil the 

training, maintenance and exercise requirements as they had been outlined by the Russian 

Navy’s Main Naval Staff (Emel’ianenkov 2002). In sum, all these factors had an impact in 

turning a terrible accident into the Russian Navy’s greatest disaster in the post-Cold War era.  

The loss of the Kursk and the surrounding circumstances revealed that the Russian Navy was 

no longer capable of effectively operating on the open oceans and an already-scheduled 

deployment to the Mediterranean had to be cancelled as the Russian warships that were 

supposed to participate in the deployment were no longer considered ready for action (Yermolin 

cited in Tsypkin 2002, 11-12). Two years after the loss of the Kursk, Russian naval operations 

reached another low point when in 2002 not a single nuclear submarine went on a combat patrol 

(Dunnigan 2009). 

In addition to problems associated with funding, maintenance and training under which the 

entire navy had to suffer, naval developments in the south were also negatively affected by 

regionally specific issues. The 1990s struggle with Ukraine over the status of the former Soviet 
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BSF, its ships and basing rights had substantially contributed to the weakening of the Russian 

BSF (Zaborsky 1995; Tsypkin 2002, 5; Taylor 2003, 274; Deyermond 2008, 102). As 

previously elaborated, due to Russia’s continental geography, among others, one of Russia’s 

policy priorities at the early 2000s was to reach agreements with Ukraine that secured Russia’s 

‘maritime potential’ in the Azov-Black Sea basin (see subchapter 4.2.1). In practice, the 

situation had severe impacts on the BSF and its leadership.  

As the Russian Navy had to operate under a regime of austerity, the need to pay elevated prices 

for electrical energy to Ukraine and to live under constant fear that Ukrainian authorities could 

switch off electricity for Russian warships and naval installations on Crimea at any given 

moment – a constant feature of the 1990s – was particularly troublesome (Deyermond 2008, 

102-103). Thus, Admiral Vladimir Komoedov, commander of the Russian BSF (1998 – 2002), 

made reduction of his fleet’s energy dependence on Ukraine one of his top priorities 

(Airapetova 2000). The difficult bilateral negotiations with Ukrainian state organs also had 

negative consequences for the Russian Navy’s internal working relations. As the newspaper 

Izvestiya uncovered, the way that the Russian Navy’s Main Naval Staff conducted negotiations 

with the Ukrainian naval command without taking the perspective of the Russian BSF’s 

leadership into consideration led to severe tensions between Komoedov’s BSF Headquarter in 

Sevastopol, on the one side, and the Main Naval Staff with the glavkom VMF Kuroyedov, on 

the other side (Khokhlov 2002). The situation further worsened when Komoedov disagreed 

with the Main Naval Staff’s decision to hand over Russian BSF patrol craft to the Ukrainian 

Navy (Khokhlov 2002). During the summer of 2002, the conflict between the two high-ranking 

admirals escalated as Kuroyedov signed a submission to remove Komoedov from office. In 

turn, Komoedov filed a complaint against the glavkom at the military court at the Russian naval 

base in Novorossiysk (Khokhlov 2002). The feud between the two admirals that soon made for 

headlines in the Russian media was symbolic of the tensions that haunted a fleet that was in 

disarray (Khokhlov 2002; Khodarenok 2002).  

While the overall situation of many major combatants appeared bleak, successful exercises 

conducted by Russia’s smaller naval units in the south gained political attention. As outlined in 

the previous chapters, in line with Russia’s early 21st century threat perception, the CF was also 

among the first naval formations to be supplied with newly-commissioned warships, especially 

minor surface combatants. Subsequently, despite its modest size, the CF assumed increasingly 

important diplomatic and military functions. On the diplomatic side, CF vessels visited 

Azerbaijan’s capital Baku in September 2002 and, in May 2003, the corvette Stupinets, the 

MCM vessel Magomed Gadzhiev and the hydrographic vessel GS-301 under personal 
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command of the commander of the CF called in the Kazakh port of Aktau (MoD Russia n. d. 

m). Not by chance, these port visits were carried out at respective points in time when the 

Kremlin succeeded in reaching Caspian Sea delimitation agreements with Azerbaijan and 

Kazakhstan (see subchapter 4.2.1).   

In August 2002, the CF executed a large exercise that involved joint operations with other 

military service branches and forces from various ministries (Sokut 2002b; MoD Russia n. d. 

m). From a foreign policy perspective, activities of this magnitude acted as a show of force to 

competitors who did not share the Kremlin’s view on the Caspian Sea (Tsypkin 2002, 15; 

Granmayeh 2005, 32; Laruelle and Peyrouse 2009, 29). Ultimately, CF facilities themselves 

turned into diplomatic instruments when in summer 2005 the international conference on the 

creation of the KASFOR naval formation (see page 119) was held within the naval base of the 

CF (MoD Russia n. d. m). To sum up, CF naval activities were carried out in support of various 

policy interests of the Kremlin: exercises had a deterring function and prepared the Russian 

military for local conflicts at the southern tier, deployments of Russian naval vessels were an 

expression of Russia’s engagement policy with regional stakeholders, such as Kazakhstan and 

Azerbaijan,  and demonstrated strength against the background of Russia’s struggle for regional 

influence with other powers, especially Iran and the US (see subchapters 4.2 to 4.3). 

Furthermore, the CF’s role as a regional security instrument also revealed an important internal 

naval dynamic. The exercise, with its focus on counter-terrorism operations and the protection 

of economic infrastructure, was praised by Putin as a role model for the Russian Navy. With 

operational capabilities on the high-seas significantly reduced and successful naval and joint 

exercises accomplished in the Caspian Sea during a time period when Russia’s most pressing 

security threat was suppressing an insurgency in Chechnya, shifting priorities towards naval 

operations optimised to support anti-terrorist missions in the littoral zone seemed to be 

politically attractive (Tsypkin 2002, 15).  

The Russian naval leadership, however, strongly rejected this vision (Tsypkin 2002, 15). In a 

Krasnaya Zvezda article written by Kuroyedov in 2002, titled ‘We are an Oceanic Power’, 

Kuroyedov underpins the threats posed against Russian territory by sea-based long-range 

weapon systems and argues that ‘the only way to protect Russia’s international status is the 

revival of sea power’ (Kuroedov 2002). 

Fortunately for navalists like Kuroyedov, as the navy survived the difficult years of the early 

2000s, its situation stabilised as it entered the ‘reconstruction phase’ of a continental power’s 

naval vicious circle. In line with a constant increase in military expenditure during the 2000s 

(SIPRI 2020), the operational situation – despite continuing accidents - of Russia’s larger naval 
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formations continuously improved (Boiko 2009). One of the first signs of the return of Russia’s 

major naval vessels to the high seas took place in 2003 when six vessels from the BSF, among 

them the cruiser Moskva, and three vessels from the PF sailed into the Indian Ocean, exercised 

together and participated in the Russo-Indian exercise Indra – 2003 (Balabin 2013). A year later, 

from September to October 2004 a task force from the NF, consisting of the nuclear-powered 

cruiser Pyotr Velikiy, the aircraft carrier Admiral Kuznetsov, the cruiser Marshal Ustinov, the 

destroyer Admiral Ushakov and various other warships and auxiliary vessels, sailed to the North 

Atlantic (MoD Russia n. d. a). Following further deployments of the Admiral Kuznetsov to the 

Mediterranean and the Atlantic Ocean (Balabin 2013; MoD Russia 2012a), in 2008, a Russian 

naval task force was deployed for a long-term out-of-area deployment. It consisted, among 

other warships, of the Pyotr Velikiy and sailed through the Mediterranean before proceeding to 

the Caribbean and finally returning to Russia via the South Atlantic and the Indian Ocean 

(Polmar, Brooks and Fedoroff 2019, 213). Consequently, in April 2008, after the long-range 

deployments of Kuznetsov and Pyotr Velikiy, glavkom VMF Admiral Vladimir Vysotsky (2007-

2012) proclaimed that “the process of the return to the World Ocean has already begun” 

(Nezavisimoye Voyennoye Obozreniye cited in Saradzhyan 2010, 28).  

As described in subchapter 4.1, the dispute between proponents of naval forces optimised for 

littoral operations and those who saw the Russian Navy's focus on oceanic operations was part 

of the larger strategic debate about what kind of naval forces Russia actually needed. As far as 

actual naval operations were concerned, the Russian Navy was far from becoming an ‘oceanic 

power.’ The Russian Navy had regained its status as a navy that could deploy to the world’s 

oceans temporarily and could conduct overseas peace-time tours of duty. However, it had not 

established a permanent oceanic naval presence. Even less would a Russian task force have 

been able to operate in these blue-water sea zones under conditions of conflict, lacking the 

necessary logistical supply capabilities and sufficient blue-water vessels to sustain such a force 

in addition to the sea- or overseas land-based air assets to support it.  

Long-distance deployments to the Caribbean and around the Cape of Good Hope demonstrated 

that Russia once again could sail on the open ocean but, as Dmitry Gorenburg points out, naval 

activities like this  

were politically, rather than militarily, motivated. They are part of an effort to show that 

the Russian military and state are no longer as weak as they were believed by many to 

be for most of the last 15 years (Gorenburg 2009, 4).  



219 
 

Broken down to the level of the BSF, political motivation was particularly relevant for Russian 

naval deployments concerning two key stakeholders. The first was NATO in general. In 2004, 

Russia and NATO began to plan the participation of Russian warships in NATO’s Operation 

Active Endeavor (Gorenburg 2008, 5). This NATO operation had been initiated in the 

immediate aftermath of the 9/11 terrorist attacks and lasted until 2016. Its objective was to 

counter terrorist activities and involved warships patrolling the Mediterranean and monitoring 

regional shipping (NATO 2016c). In 2006, the first Russian warships joined Active Endeavor, 

among them the BSF flagship, the cruiser Moskva, and the frigate Pitliviy (Kremlin 2006; 

Adomeit 2007, 17; Gorenburg 2008, 5). A year later, the BSF frigate Ladny followed suit 

(Saradzhyan 2010, 33). As pointed out by Peter Williams, Head of the NATO Military Liaison 

Mission in Moscow (2002-2005), the implementation of the political rapprochement that had 

characterised NATO-Russia relations during the early 2000s (see subchapter 4.3) on a military 

level was particularly noteworthy in the maritime domain (Monaghan 2006, 8-9). Examples 

included Russian partaking in the NATO-led Submarine Escape and Rescue Working Group  

 
Figure 38: Participation of Russian naval vessels in the BlackSeaFor (Black Sea Visits n. d.) 

 

and in NATO’s exercise Sorbet Royal, a major submarine SAR exercise that took place in 2005 

in the Mediterranean and involved about 2,000 participants, at least four submarines and a large, 

multinational group of rescue vehicles, support and salvage ships (NATO 2005; Monaghan 

2006, 9). The second key actor with whom the Russian BSF engaged in intensive naval 
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diplomacy was the Turkish Navy. As previously elaborated, during the first decade, political, 

economic and security ties between Ankara and Moscow were continuously strengthened (see 

subchapter 4.5, pp. 151-152). In the naval domain, both states participated in various exercise 

formats. Examples were manifold. From 2001 onwards, BSF naval vessels of various types 

regularly participated in the BlackSeaFor (see subchapter 4.5 and figure 38). Russia took 

command of this naval formation in August 2006, April 2007, August 2011 and April 2012 

(Black Sea Visits n. d.). 

In September 2006, the Pitliviy visited the Turkish naval base at Akzas where it conducted 

training together with the Turkish frigate Göksu in preparation for the Russian vessel’s 

participation in NATO’s Operation Active Endeavour (Russkaia Sila 2006; Ria Novosti 2006). 

The same year Russia also joined Turkey’s Operation Black Sea Harmony and assigned an 

officer to the operation’s Permanent Coordination Center in Karadeniz Ereğli (Turkish Naval 

Forces 2022).  Ultimately, another NF task force centred around the Admiral Kuznetsov that 

had deployed to the Mediterranean in December 2008 was scheduled to conduct exercises with 

Turkish Navy in early 2009 but a fire broke out on board the Russian carrier while visiting 

Akzas naval base and the exercise was cancelled (Gorenburg 2009, 3). By the latter 2000s, 

Russo-Turkish naval relations had reached unprecedented heights as Masorin celebrated that 

collaboration with the Turkish Navy was “closer than with any navy in the world, a relationship 

that must be further developed and perfected” (Socor 2007b). From a naval history point of 

view, this was indeed an astonishing circumstance given that Russians and Turks had fought 

twelve major wars between the 16th and 20th century, most of which had involved serious naval 

action.  

Although Russo-Turkish relations had progressively been strengthened throughout the 2000s, 

this did not mean that the Black Sea became a sea of peace. In fact, Moscow’s relations with 

eastern Black Sea littoral Georgia had significantly deteriorated and by the summer of 2008 

tensions were running high as Russian naval units exercised off the coast of Caucasia.  

 

 

 

6.2 The Russo-Georgia War 2008 
 

Following an escalation of hostilities between South Ossetian separatists and Georgian security 

forces in early August 2008, the Russian Federation intervened militarily in Georgia and 

engaged the Georgian Armed Forces in the Battle of Tskhinvali on 08 August 2008. This was 
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the first high-intensity military conflict involving Russia in a foreign country since the 1989 

end of the Soviet-Afghan War and subsequently the Russian Navy’s first warfare operation 

since the end of World War II (Nichol 2009, 5). During the war the navy assumed only a 

secondary role but the operations it did carry out focused on the Russian Navy’s core 

capabilities and the original purpose of its foundation: the support of land campaigns (see 

subchapter 2.4).  

Prior to the conflict, in July 2008, Russia held the joint large-scale military exercise Kavkaz – 

2008 that involved several large military formations, including naval task groups, the 58th Army, 

the 4th Air and Air Defence Forces Army and the Pskov-based 76th Guards Air Assault 

Division (76th Division). Kavkaz-2008, which began on 15 July 2008, took place in immediate 

proximity to the border with Georgia and involved considerably more than 8,000 soldiers, parts 

of which could be quickly re-deployed for the invasion of Georgia in the aftermath of the 

exercise (Dolzhikov, Mamlyga and Grigor’ev 2008; Lenta 2008a; Felgenhauer 2009a, 163; 

Felgenhauer 2009b; Lavrov 2009, 48; Popjanevski 2009, 148).    

While the official objective of Kavkaz–2008 was to ‘assess the ability of military formations to 

act jointly in case of a terrorist threat in southern Russia’, the exercise did involve extensive use 

of naval forces, including surface combatants, naval aviation and infantry from the BSF and the 

CF (Lenta 2008a; NewsRu 2008). On 22 July 2008, a naval task group left the naval base 

Novorossiysk and subsequently practised artillery and missile strikes against land, air and sea 

targets in addition to dealing with various asymmetric threats (Yuga 2008; NewsRu 2008). Two 

days later, it became clear that Russian warships were deployed close to the Russo-Georgian 

border. On 24 July, Russian naval units exercised amphibious landings close to the Russian city 

of Adler, in immediate proximity to the border with the Georgian separatist region of Abkhazia 

(Yuga 2008; Lavrov 2009, 48, 50). During the exercise, minehunters cleared the littoral, paving 

the way for the assault of Russian naval infantry that had embarked on landing ships while 

receiving naval gunfire support from ASW corvettes (Yuga 2008). It was the last opportunity 

for these forces to practice amphibious assaults before executing this type of warfare under 

combat conditions. This was no coincidence. As Kedrov and Asmus point out, various scenarios 

trained by the Russian armed forces during Kavkaz-2008 resembled the operations later carried 

out against the Georgian military (Kedrov 2008; Asmus 2010, 21).  

From 7 to 8 August 2008, the conflict in Georgia escalated to a full-scale war. Russian war 

plans encompassed joint operations involving all branches of the Russian Armed Forces aimed 

at the complete neutralisation of the Georgian military and, accordingly, Russia initiated the 

mobilisation of tens of thousands of servicemen (Felgenhauer 2009a, 162, 177).  
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Shortly after the outbreak of hostilities, the glavkom VMF ordered the commanding officer of 

the Novorossiysk naval base, Vice Admiral Sergei Meniailo, to transport airborne forces to 

Sukhumi, the capital of Abkhazia by sea (Rashchepkin 2009). Subsequently, on the evening of 

8 August 2008, in the harbour of Novorossiysk, a battalion tactical group (BTG) formed by the 

7th Division’s 108th Regiment boarded the landing ships Tsesar Kunikov (Ropucha-class) and 

Saratov (Alligator class) (Lavrov 2009, 67; Piatkov 2010).  

In addition to the warships that were deployed from Novorossiysk, BSF naval forces left the 

the fleet’s principal naval base at Sevastopol 8 - 9 August (Gorenburg 2008, 1; Barabanov 2009; 

Lavrov 2009, 74). A significant task force consisting of the Slava-class cruiser Moskva, the 

Kashin-class destroyer Smetlivy, three amphibious landing ships, several corvettes, patrol craft, 

minehunters and support vessels, all in all the vast majority of serviceable units in the BSF, 

were reported to be involved at various stages of the military intervention (Khrolenko 2008; 

Gorenburg 2008, 1; Barabanov 2009). However, given that both the Moskva and the Smetlivy 

were reported to be in the Russian port of Novorossiysk on 10 August 2008 and apparently 

 
Figure 39) Russian naval activities related to the Russo-Georgia War (IISS 2009, 211) (Tentotwo 2012 CC BY-

SA 3.0). 
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stayed there until the end of the hostilities, the effective participation of all these warships 

throughout the entire campaign seems questionable (Popeski 2008; Lavrov 2009, 77). The exact 

operational and tactical details concerning the use of Russian naval assets in this campaign are, 

at this date, unknown and very likely will remain so pending the opening of Russian naval 

archives. During the night from 8 to 9 August, Russian Tochka (SS-21 SCARAB) tactical 

ballistic missile systems stationed in Ochamchire, in southern Abkhazia, bombarded the main 

naval base of the Georgian Navy in the port of Poti, inflicting minor casualties and damage to 

the port infrastructure (Lavrov 2009, 73). While the Georgian Navy retained its ability to 

operate, later in the day, Georgian naval combat and support forces began to withdraw from 

Poti to the naval base of Batumi, further south in the country (Lavrov 2009, 73, 74). In the early 

morning hours of 9 August 2008, a Russian BSF naval task force composed of the Tsesar 

Kunikov and Saratov, embarked with approximately 500 soldiers and more than 100 pieces of 

equipment, the minehunters Turbinist and Zheleznyakov and two minor surface combatants, the 

corvettes Suzdalets and Mirazh, arrived in the sea zone off Abkhazia where they remained ready 

for action (Lavrov 2009, 73). The same day at 4.00 p.m., at the order of Medvedev, the Russian 

Navy began patrolling waters off Abkhazia and the Kremlin declared a state of siege against 

parts of Georgia (Dolzhikov, Mamlyga and Grigor’ev 2008; Felgenhauer 2009a, 171). De facto, 

Russia had installed a sea-based blockade against Georgian port infrastructure (Khrolenko 2008, 

Al Jazeera English 2008; Nichol 2009, 7). 

According to Russian sources, Georgia did not remain inactive as the intrusion of Russian 

warships violated Georgia’s territorial waters. As various Russian sources reported, on the 

evening of 9 August 2008, a sea battle occurred when several Georgian patrol craft approached 

the waters off Abkhazia and subsequently engaged units of the Russian task force patrolling 

there (Khrolenko 2008; Dolzhikov, Mamlyga and Grigor’ev 2008; Komsomol’skaia Pravda 

2008). The proclaimed destruction of a Georgian patrol craft by missiles launched from the 

Russian corvette Mirazh was the alleged climax of this engagement (Dolzhikov, Mamlyga and 

Grigor’ev 2008). Given the lack of verification from the Georgian side and inconsistent 

information, several international experts shared doubts about the validity of the Russian reports 

on this incident (Gorenburg 2008, 2; Felgenhauer 2009a, 173, Giles 2012, 19). In the absence 

of access to authoritative sources conclusions can only be provisional. 

Beyond dispute, however, remains that from 9 August 2008 onwards, the Russian military 

initiated the next phase of its military intervention: full-scale invasion against Georgia proper 

(Felgenhauer 2009a, 163, 171). While Russian ground forces were slowly advancing through 

South Ossetia, the Russian military opened a second front in Abkhazia. According to various 
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sources, throughout the night from 09 August to the morning of 10 August 2008, the Russian 

naval task force conducted amphibious landing operations in the Sukhumi/Ochamchire region 

unloading the embarked BTG of the 7th Division and possibly also BSF naval infantry and 76th 

Guards Air Assault Division forces (Gorenburg 2008, 2-3; Barabanov 2009; Lavrov 2009, 74, 

77; IISS 2009, 210; Rashchepkin 2009; Asmus 2010, 180; Cohen and Hamilton 2011, 41). The 

sea landing formed part of a wider joint operation designed to secure control of Abkhazia and 

also involved ground forces of the 20th Motor Rifle Division accessing the separatist region via 

rail and airborne forces from the 7th and 76th divisions that were flown into Abkhazia (IISS 

2009, 210; Felgenhauer 2009a, 172; Barabanov 2009).  

One of the tasks of the landed troops was to support securing the Abkhazian port of Ochamchire, 

a strategic location that awarded its owner access to the western theatre of this conflict, against 

the possibility of a Georgian offensive (Gorenburg 2008, 2). Soon after their arrival, the Russian 

forces also pushed southwards, continued the offensive out of Abkhazia and into Georgia proper 

and moved to take control of Georgia’s Senaki airfield and Poti (IISS 2009, 210; Asmus 2010, 

180).  On 12 August 2008, airborne infantry of the 7th Division reached the area around Poti 

(Piatkov 2010). Later that day, Russia halted its advance into Georgia and, in the evening, the 

Georgian side agreed to a ceasefire (Barabanov 2009). Nevertheless, the following day 

paratroopers of the 7th Division were tasked to enter the Georgian naval base of Poti, that had 

been abandoned at this point, and they destroyed the Georgian naval units left at pier (Piatkov 

2010). When Al Jazeera aired a live report from the empty harbour on 13 August 2008, six 

Georgian boats had already been sunk by Russian soldiers, among them Georgia’s two guided-

missile craft, the Tbilisi and the Dioskuria (Al Jazeera English 2008; Felgenhauer 2009a, 173). 

As the war ended, the Georgian Navy had ceased to exist as a combat force (Barabanov 2009).  

While the political struggle for the future of Georgia, its relation to Russia, its breakaway 

regions, the European Union and NATO would continue for many years after the Russo-

Georgia War, for the Russian Navy, the cessation of hostilities meant that its tasks off the coast 

of Georgia were completed and the BSF’s warships withdrew. On 22 August 2008, the Mirazh 

was reported as having returned to its home port Sevastopol and its commanding officer, 

Captain 3rd Rank Ivan Dubik, decorated with the Order of Courage for his combat duty 

(Dolzhikov, Mamlyga and Grigor’ev 2008, Komsomol’skaia Pravda 2008). 

The way that the Russian Navy had operated throughout this war deeply reflected its heritage 

as a sea-based but land-oriented service branch. Russian victory in Georgia, as Margarete Klein 

argues, was achieved by ground forces using tactics for land warfare. Utilisation of air and naval 

assets had only played a minor role (Klein 2009, 14).  Consequently, Russian naval actions had 
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all been directly or indirectly supporting ground forces’ operations, one of the two explicitly-

stated operational objectives of the BSF task force during this campaign (Gorenburg 2008, 2; 

Giles 2012, 19).130  

Temporarily, however, Russia was faced with post-war consequences in the maritime domain: 

In line with the damage caused to the political NATO-Russia relations (see page 133-134), 

Russian warships were excluded from participation in NATO formats, such as Active 

Endeavour (Gorenburg 2008, 5). Consequently, the BSF’s frigate Ladny which by that time had 

already deployed to the Mediterranean could not join the operation (Gorenburg 2008, 5). 

Monitoring, boarding and escorting of merchant ships in the Mediterranean really mattered to 

NATO and several of its seapower navies. For Russia, participation in a mission such as Active 

Endeavour fulfilled a mere diplomatic function. Temporarily, NATO-Russia naval cooperation 

was stalled but because NATO member states kept their interest in reviving confidence building 

measures, as expressed in a port call in Novorossiysk by German, Turkish and Greek warships 

in late 2008, time quickly healed this wound (Antonenko and Giegerich 2009, 19).  

From an operational point of view, the employment of Russia’s naval task force had been a 

success, though achieved against an inferior adversary and executed in a favourable sea zone 

located in Russia’s immediate neighborhood, close to the BSF’s home ports. For its next major 

mission, the Russian Navy was about to meet challenges on the high-seas as it joined its first 

out-of-area operation in the 21st century.  

 

 

6.3 Naval operations at the Horn of Africa 

In the early 21st century, Russia’s anti-piracy efforts at the Horn of Africa turned into one of 

the country’s most extensive naval activities. As this subchapter elaborates, sustaining the 

operation demanded constant long-distance deployments by various fleets and close interaction 

with regional and extra-regional stakeholders. The deployments thus fulfilled an important 

diplomatic function, not least with regard to Russo-NATO relations. Nevertheless, having 

maintained a standing naval presence for several years, in late 2013 it was discontinued. For a 

continental power like Russia with only limited interests in global seaborne trade, spending 

large amounts of naval resources on such an operation required strong policy interests. When 

 
130 The other objective was to establish a high-level of preparedness to evacuate refugees from the conflict zone 

(Gorenburg 2008, 2). 
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the strategic focus shifted to a different sea zone, one that was much more relevant to Russia’s 

geopolitical, geoeconomics and geostrategic interests, so did the naval deployment pattern.   

By the mid-2000s Somali-based piracy had become a pressing issue in the Gulf of Aden and 

the western Indian Ocean as the region developed into one of the three global hotspots for 

criminal violence at sea (House of Commons Transport Committee 2006, 4). After a short 

reduction in criminal activities in 2006, from 2007 onwards piracy off the Somali coast 

drastically increased and soon posed a major threat to the full spectrum of maritime 

transportation, thus prompting the International Maritime Bureau to call for international 

support (Weir 2010, 208; Stehr 2011, 18ff.).  

Although by 2007 warships, especially from the U.S., the Netherlands, France and Denmark, 

had already been sent to the pirate-infested waters to assist commercial traffic on a bilateral 

legal basis (Weir 2010, 213-214; Stehr 2011, 23-24), international naval assistance was 

ultimately institutionalised following the adoption of UN Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 

1816 in June and UNSCR 1838 in October 2008. Resolution 1816 encouraged and authorised 

states to deter and repress acts of piracy, including within the territorial waters of Somalia, in 

cooperation with Somalia’s Transitional Federal Government (TFG) (United Nations 2008). 

Subsequently, multinational forces, such as the European Union Naval Force Somalia, the 

Combined Task Force 151, forces operating under various NATO missions and anti-piracy task 

forces under national command and control were deployed to the region to suppress piracy and 

protect global maritime commerce (Stehr 2011, 76; CMF 2020). 

Among the ships that fell victim to pirates, the Russian-crewed trawler Svitser Korsakov was 

kidnapped in early 2008, however the Danish owners had requested the Russian Federation not 

to interfere. While the ship was released after a ransom payment, as Simon Saradzhyan points 

out, Russian inaction provoked critical voices in the Russian media. Russia’s political and naval 

leadership subsequently announced the need to protect merchant and fishing vessels overseas 

and demanded to establish a further naval presence on the oceans (Saradzhyan 2010, 29).  

Shortly afterwards, the Russian Federation requested the TFG to grant Russia cooperating state 

status and sent the frigate Neustrashimyy to the waters off Somalia (Reuters 2008). Nevertheless, 

in September 2008, the Ukrainian cargo ship MV Faina, a ship loaded with military equipment 

bound for Africa and commanded by a Russian captain, was kidnapped shortly before the 

arrival of the Russian warship and only released after a ransom payment (Saradzhyan 2010, 29). 

The Neustrashimyy quickly began to conduct patrol missions in the endangered sea zones: on 

12 November 2008, the Neustrashimyy in a joint operation with the British frigate HMS 

Cumberland successfully defended a Danish merchant ship against a pirate attack and 
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subsequently conducted a boarding operation against the pirate action group’s dhow (Lenta 

2008b; Stehr 2011, 79). Over the course of its anti-piracy mission, the Neustrashimyy escorted 

a total of more than fifty merchant vessels. Nevertheless, the following year, in November 2009, 

Somali pirates kidnapped 23 Russian citizens in a single attack, the highest number up to that 

point, when the Thai Union 3 was seized (Reuters 2010b; Saradzhyan 2010, 20,29).  

To deal with the threat, following the deployment of the Neustrashimyy Russian naval task 

groups began to operate regularly in the area-of-operation and contributed to the anti-piracy 

effort by carrying out a range of different tasks. These included escorting civilian ships through 

the Maritime Security Patrol Area, later designated as Internationally Recommended Transit 

Corridor, through the Gulf of Aden, contributing to sea surveillance, aiding civilian ships under 

attack by pirates, capturing pirate vessels, arresting pirates and confiscating and neutralising 

their equipment (Stehr 2011, 77-78).131  

Throughout the anti-piracy mission, shipborne maritime helicopters, such as the Kamov Ka-27, 

and naval infantry that could be employed by via speedboats and/or deployed on board of 

commercial ships proved particularly effective in foiling pirate attacks. Moreover, being able 

to conduct anti-piracy operations under the legal framework of anti-terror legislation, the 

Russian Navy, as Simon Saradzhyan shows, could make use of wide-ranging rules-of-

engagement allowing for robust employment of military force (Saradzhyan 2010, 24,31).  

Furthermore, on the political level, Russia joined important multinational forums such as ‘The 

Contact Group on Piracy off the Coast of Somalia at the United Nations’ or the ‘Shared 

Awareness and Deconfliction (SHADE) Conference’ established to coordinate multinational 

counter-piracy efforts (US Department of State 2009; CMF 2012). In 2010, Russia’s anti-piracy 

deployment accomplished one of its greatest achievements when Russian naval infantry 

embarked on the destroyer Marshal Saposhnikov liberated the tanker MV Moscow University 

and its crew members and arrested various pirates (Balabin 2013; Egorov and Ptichkin 2013) 

The deployment of Russian warships for this operation served multiple political aims. ‘The 

campaign’, as issued in a corresponding order given by the commander of the Russian PF, 

‘helped to promote the country's prestige and reinforced the interest of the world community in 

Russia as a great maritime power’ (Lobkov 2011). According to public media sources, in 2013, 

having completed 13 anti-piracy contingents, an accumulated number of more than 730 civilian 

 
131 Interview 13. 
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ships had been escorted by Russian warships through the piracy-affected sea zones (Novik 

2013).132  

Subsequently, Russia was also faced with the difficult question of what to do with captured 

pirates. Seeking to avoid the trouble of putting arrested pirates on trial in Russia, various 

Russian warships transferred their detainees to neighbouring countries. For example, in 2009, 

Russian cruiser Pyotr Velikiy and destroyer Admiral Panteleyev handed over their captured 

pirates to authorities from Yemen, Iran and Pakistan (Saradzhyan 2010, 23-23). 

As far as command and control (C2) was concerned, operational command over the anti-piracy 

task forces was exercised by the Operations Directorate of the Main Naval Staff at glavkomat 

VMF, as pointed out by Admiral Valentin Selivanov, Chief of Staff of the Main Naval Staff 

(1992-1996), in an interview with the Svobodnaya Pressa (Gorod 48 2013). While subchapter 

4.4 has shown that the Russian Navy’s autonomy was greatly reduced as it was integrated into 

a ground-forces dominated command system, the subchapter also points out that peace time 

out-of-area operations fell into the category of command authority being exercised by the 

glavkomat rather than the General Staff/OSK pillar following the division of command 

authority during the course of the military reform (see page 146). Thus, Selivanov’s remarks 

about C2 in the practical case of the anti-piracy operation underline the elaborations made in 

subchapter 4.4.  

In order to ensure a standing naval presence in the area-of-operation, the Russian Navy installed 

a contingent system of periodically interchanging naval task groups that were generally 

operating for several months at the Horn of Africa. As shown in figure 40, the standard 

composition of a task group consisted of a major surface combatant, a replenishment tanker and 

a seagoing salvage tug. Most of these task groups were deployed from the Russian PF which 

was not an uncommon operating procedure given that most Russian and Soviet naval forces 

that had been deployed to the Indian Ocean region in the past had traditionally been provided 

by this naval formation (Polmar 1991, 19; Muraviev 2011, 211). Nevertheless, deployment 

periods for some task groups were among the longest in the post-Soviet era, as in some cases 

anti-piracy task groups were also to conduct bilateral naval exercises in the Indo-Pacific region 

and foreign port visits before or after the anti-piracy operation (Litkovets 2011). In effect, such 

long deployments, particularly under tropical conditions, proved very demanding for the 

warships and their crews, a circumstance that was further aggravated by the limited number of 

 
132 For more detailed information on accomplishments of Russian anti-piracy contingents in 2009, see 

Saradzhyan 2010: 29-32. 



229 
 

serviceable major surface combatants consisting of one cruiser and seven/six destroyers in the 

PF at that time (see figure 26).133  

 

 

Figure 40: Russian naval vessels known to have been operating at the Horn of Africa between 2008 and 2013 

(Annex VI). A task group led by the Udaloy-class destroyer Admiral Panteleyev might also have participated in 

anti-piracy operations off the Somali coast between December 2010 and April 2011.  

 

 

 
133 The Sovremenny-class destroyer Boevoy was decommissioned in 2010 (Volkov and Brichevsky 2020a).  
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The high usage of the Pacific Fleet’s limited assets can be one factor explaining the need to 

additionally send task groups from other fleets in order to sustain Russia’s piracy efforts at the 

Horn of Africa over the course of several years. At this point it is useful to engage again with 

the debate about the revitalisation of sea power that had gained momentum as Russian naval 

vessels were deployed on long-term deployments and out-of-area operations. 2013 was 

particularly impressive. Various PF task groups centred around the principal surface 

combatants Admiral Panteleev, Varyag, Marshal Shaposhnikov, among others, were operating 

in various regions of the world as the Russian fleet was carrying out exercises throughout the 

world’s oceans both increasing operational capabilities and presenting vessels to potential 

customers for export (Fedyszyn 2013). At the beginning of the second decade of the 21st 

century, according to media reports, in order to provide for the necessary logistical support, the 

Russian General Staff even considered various options for a naval base for the new operational 

squadron, thus reviving the tradition of the 8th Eskadra that had continuously operated in the 

Indian Ocean (Gorod 48 2013). Supposedly, the Russian Navy Main Staff also considered 

establishing a new ‘Command of the Far Zone’ [komandovanie dal'nei zony] and a subordinated 

task force [Operativnaia Eskadra - operational squadron] in the Indian Ocean whose task, 

according to the Russian naval leadership, would have been to secure Russian civilian shipping 

and fight piracy at the Horn of Africa (Gorod 48 2013). These goals would have been in line 

with the objectives outlined by Anatoliy Serdyukov, Minister of Defence from 2007 to 2012, 

who had stated shortly after assuming office that the purpose of Russian naval operations would 

have been to ‘ensure a naval presence in the operationally important areas of the World Ocean’ 

(Korabel 2007). Based on the long-distance deployments to sea zones as far away as the 

Caribbean, the waters off South Africa, the Atlantic, Indian and Pacific Oceans and a climax in 

Russian naval activities in 2011-2012, Russian naval Expert Artem Balabin went as far to argue 

that the Russian Navy’s ships were  

‘Capable of executing tasks anywhere in the oceans’, that ‘we [the Russian Navy – 

editor’s note] have everything we need to establish squadrons that will serve on a 

permanent basis in certain areas and thereby continuing the glorious traditions of the 

sailors of the Soviet Navy’ and the appearance of the St. Andrews flag on all seas and 

oceans would be ‘once again proving to everyone that Russia is a Great Sea Power!’ 

(Balabin 2013). 

Were all of these operations and ambitions indeed a sign that Russia was creating a blue-water 

navy destined to strive in Mahanian spirit for command of the high-seas and oceanic sea control?   
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In order to address this issue, it merits to consider Till’s criterion of ‘geographic reach’ when 

evaluating a navy. According to Till, a navy’s capacity to sail to destinations far away from its 

homeports ‘has to be qualified with considerations of what such navies can do when they get 

‘there’, and for how long’ (Till 2013a, 117).      

As far as the overall Russian Navy was concerned, as an article in the news journal Lenta had 

already pointed out in 2008, with a total of 12 to 15 blue-water vessels it was ‘impossible to 

form units capable of carrying combat duty in "Russia's strategic interest zones" on a permanent 

basis’ (Lenta 2008c). As described in chapter five, throughout the decade, the naval 

procurement programme did not expand the Russian Navy’s posture of major surface 

combatants. Subsequently, without these blue-water vessels, the Russian Navy could not 

expand the schedule of its oceanic deployments (Gorenburg 2009). As a consequence, the 

standing operational squadron in the Indian Ocean was also not realised.  

Taking a closer look at the naval task groups deployed by the PF to the Indo-Pacific region 

equally unveils that disputing blue-water sea control during times of conflict was completely 

beyond the means of these detachments. The standard composition of Russia’s Indian Ocean 

task groups (see figure 40) included one warship. Thus, even when three PF task groups were 

deployed to the world’s oceans as was the case in 2013, there were still only three combatants 

deployed overseas. Subsequently, these task groups were far from covering the full capability 

spectrum of naval warfare. They differed from NATO Standing Maritime Groups or Carrier 

Strike Groups that were operated by the US or developed by China at that time. Unlike Russia, 

several NATO member states and China really had an essential interest in securing global 

maritime commerce, oceanic SLOCs and possessing sufficient capability to secure blue-water 

sea control during times of conflict.  

Ultimately, there was the fact that Russia’s three-unit task groups regularly included a seagoing 

salvage tug. While deploying seagoing tugs as part of naval task groups/forces was part of 

Soviet/Russian doctrine,134 Admiral Selivanov did point out that one of the reasons that Russian 

task groups on the open ocean were always accompanied by seagoing tugs was because of the 

vessels’ unreliable seaworthiness (Gorod 48 2013).135 Apart from these technical shortcomings 

that made the presence of a tug necessary, the inclusion of a tug in a naval task group, obviously, 

also further limited the task group’s operational capabilities with regard to speed, radar-crossing 

section or hydroacoustics. With complete lack of land- or sea-based air support, no overseas 

 
134 Interview 6; The term “Doctrine” is here understood in its western interpretation as a standardised operating 

procedure.  
135 Particularly, the Sovremenny-class destroyers suffered from serious problems connected to the boilers of their 

steam turbines (Barabanov 2008).  
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network of supply bases and lack of sufficient sea-based logistics, these Russian task groups 

were useful for show of force, to convey political messages, to foster cooperative naval 

diplomacy and suppress pirates – not to achieve or maintain blue-water sea control.  

In theory, of course, a continental power like Russia could have equally developed the kind of 

oceanic fleet Russian navalists dreamed about. Throughout history many continental powers 

such as the Persians, the Mongols or Petrinian Russia had developed and deployed mighty 

navies (Gilbert 2009, 31; Nakajima 2017; Lambert 2018, 227-265). In practice, however, as 

this thesis has repeatedly shown, such ambitions were limited by restraining factors, not least 

the implications of a continental geopolitical and geostrategic situation that prevented Russia’s 

military-operational focus ever shifting to the high-seas/overseas (see subchapter 4.1).   

In contrast to military-operational purposes, diplomatic functions of Russia’s contribution to 

the international anti-piracy efforts, especially with regard to NATO, were indeed significant. 

As elaborated in chapter 4.3, combined efforts to combat piracy and carry out maritime security 

operations at the Horn of Africa were among the most important aspects Russo-NATO relations 

in the time period between the Russo-Georgia War and the annexation of Crimea.  

While the Russian Navy’s task groups were under national command and control, Russian naval 

forces did collaborate closely with foreign, including NATO, warships, mutually sharing 

information to support a common picture compilation process and knowledge about operating 

procedures to improve interoperability (Stehr 2011, 90; Litkovets 2011; NATO 2012; EU Naval 

Force Somalia 2012). The aforementioned combined action with HMS Cumberland was one 

example of how Russo-NATO naval cooperation continued to be implemented in this area-of-

operation in the politically difficult post-Georgia situation (Saradzhyan 2010: 33, see also page 

134).  

In February 2012, a replenishment-at-sea exercise was carried out by Russian and NATO naval 

vessels in the Gulf of Aden (NATO 2012). Ultimately, Russian warships en route to the Horn 

of Africa had the opportunity to receive supplementary training at the NATO Maritime 

Interdiction Training Centre in Souda Bay, Crete (NATO 2012). As the commander of a 2011 

Russian anti-piracy task group led by the destroyer Admiral Vinogradov, Captain 1st rank Ivan 

Kovalëv, points out,  

We cooperated very well with NATO naval task forces 151 and 508 and EU Task Force 

485 […] At the working meetings, we determined the organisational interaction and 

possible proceedings for mutual assistance (Litkovets 2011).  
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Similarly, NATO representatives welcomed the close collaboration between both navies at the 

Horn of Africa. Rear Admiral Antonio Natale spoke of a ‘milestone in the cooperation between 

the Russian Federation and NATO’ when a joint boarding exercise, that had been organised on 

the basis of a NATO-Russia Council cooperation agreement, was carried out by Italian marines 

from the NATO flagship San Marco and Russian soldiers from the destroyer Severomorsk in 

February 2013 (NATO 2013). However, in late summer 2013, the Neustrashimy withdrew from 

the Horn of Africa and was reported again as part of the Russian naval task force in the 

Mediterranean in September before finally returning to its home base in Baltiysk in October 

(MoD Russia 2013a; Karpenko 2020b). The withdrawal of the Neustrashimy from the the area-

of-operation put an end to Russia’s continuous anti-piracy efforts in the Gulf of Aden.  

The Russian Navy continued to deploy warships to the region, however, mainly to carry out 

national tasks. One such task involved intelligence collection. On 9 January 2020, for example, 

the US Navy reported a near collision between the destroyer USS Farragut and a Russian 

intelligence vessel in the Arabian Sea (BBC 2020). As intelligence vessels operate in sea zones 

for prolonged time periods to gather mass data, it is safe to assume that the presence of the 

Russian intelligence vessel in the waters of the Arabian Sea had not happened spontaneously 

but that the vessel was rather on a long-term mission in the area. From a Russian point of view, 

intelligence gathering missions to this region appeared particularly valuable given not only the 

general force posture of non-allied forces in the region, such as the US Fifth Fleet in the Persian 

Gulf but also in light of the Persian Gulf crisis that erupted in May 2019 between the US and 

Iran that subsequently involved various military operations throughout the Middle East.     

Another task involved sporadic deployments to the region. As a representative of EU Naval 

Force - Somalia points out,  

since the end of 2013, the Russian Navy has not maintained a standing naval presence 

at the Horn of Africa. On the contrary, for the remainder of the decade, Russian warships 

have only sporadically conducted counter-piracy operations off the coast of Somalia 

and normally only when in transit through the Gulf of Aden. This was announced for 

the purposes of providing direct protection to merchant vessels as they transit.136 

Examples include a task group led by the Marshal Saposhnikov conducting an anti-piracy 

deployment in the Gulf of Aden in May 2014, following participations in the multinational 

exercise Komodo and a bilateral exercise with Pakistan earlier that spring, and the frigate 

Yaroslav Mudry that, having operated for two months in the Mediterranean and afterwards 

 
136 Interview 14.  
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replenished in Djibouti, executed the same mission in the same sea zone in August 2016 (Lenta 

2014; KazInform 2016). At the end of the decade, in 2019, another task group, also consisting 

of Yaroslav Mudry, the sea tug Viktor Konetsky and the tanker Yelnya, offered protection for 

merchant vessels while transiting the area-of-operation at the Horn of Africa for a few days on 

its way to India. There, the task group was to participate in the Russo-Indian exercise Indra- 

2019 on 10 December 2019 (Tass 2019). However, during the late 2010s, these had become 

irregular, short-term deployments that were not comparable to Russia’s previous anti-piracy 

commitment as had been the case between 2008 and 2013.  

The change in Russian naval deployment patterns at the Horn of Africa presented a stark 

contrast to other great and medium power navies’ Horn of Africa deployments. In addition to 

littoral states like Pakistan and India that deployed naval forces to the sea zone and the US 

whose Fifth Fleet in Bahrain made the US Navy a de-facto regional stakeholder, various extra-

regional powers, such as Australia, Japan, South Korea and China, maintained their naval 

presence at the Horn of Africa throughout the 2010s. This raises the question why Russia, 

particularly given the nation’s claims to be a ‘great sea power’, chose to act differently. 

Interpreting Russia through the lens of continental power may offer valuable explanations.     

For international maritime commerce, there are immense human and financial costs associated 

with piracy. In 2011, Stehr estimated the overall global expenses resulting from piracy at about 

12 bn. US-$. Skyrocketing insurance premia and risk surcharges negatively affected the entire 

shipping sector (Kraska 2009, 199; Stehr 2011, 94, 96). In late 2008, several shipping lines, 

including Norwegian Odfjell, German Lehmann and Danish Maersk and Clipper Projects, 

publicly declared that their respective merchant fleets or certain types of merchant ships would 

no longer transit the Gulf of Aden. If many shipping owners had avoided using the shipping 

route through the Gulf of Aden, a possible shortage in shipping space could have resulted in 

negative consequences for the global supply chain (Stehr 2011, 97-98). These reasons provided 

strong incentives for states that were shaped by seapower to sustain their efforts to suppress 

piracy as long as the state of Somalia was not capable of exercising governmental authority. 

Consequently, many states that have retained a standing naval presence at the Horn of Africa 

throughout the 21st century’s second decade, such as South Korea, Japan or Australia, were 

deeply embedded in maritime commerce, their economic well-being depending on free and 

open oceans. 

Both the 2010 (Article 27 ‘l’ and ‘m’) and the 2014 (Article 32 ‘m’ and ‘n’) edition of Russia’s 

Military Doctrine mention ‘fighting piracy, ensuring security of maritime shipping’ and 

‘ensuring security of the economic activities of the Russian Federation in the World Ocean’ as 
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principal missions of the Russian Armed Forces in peacetime (Rossiyskaya Gazeta 2010; 

Kremlin 2014). As argued in chapter three however, global maritime commerce was only of 

secondary importance to early 21st century Russia. Among the few dozen ships that fell victim 

to pirate hijacking each year, very few were Russian-flagged, -owned or had Russian crew 

members (Saradzhyan 2010, 19-20). As maritime stakeholders, such as insurance companies 

and shipping owners, played no essential role in the Russian economy and, in the end, issues 

such as rising insurance rates for high-seas shipping or interferences of shipping routes could 

never assume key importance for policy makers in the Kremlin.  

Of course, as long as Russia could satisfy domestic political demands, demonstrate itself 

internationally as a significant stakeholder in forums such as SHADE, gain international 

prestige from its anti-piracy contribution and utilise its naval deployment as a diplomatic tool 

to improve post-Georgia relations with NATO, it was useful to deploy Russian warships to the 

Horn of Africa. This view is supported by Nikolai Ponikarov who argues that the motivation of 

various states, including Russia, to participate in the fight against piracy was not so much driven 

by economic or humanitarian but primarily by political considerations (Ponikarov 2011).    

As a consequence, Russian anti-piracy operations declined at the moment when strong policy 

aims aligned with great power and geopolitical interests and required the function of the Russian 

Navy’s limited assets as a policy instrument at a more important location. At this moment, all 

public claims by naval leaders, such as Vysotsky, about safeguarding Russian merchant ships, 

overseas fishing resources and maritime navigation (Saradzhyan 2010, 29) were trumped by 

hard, terrestrial policy interests that really mattered to the Kremlin. Safeguarding global 

maritime commerce and free and open seas were only a functional not an essential interest for 

a continental power such as Russia. As pointed out, Russia continued to deploy vessels to the 

region and made use of sea power functions, for example when gathering intelligence or 

fostering relations with strategic partners such as Pakistan or India. But these served particular 

military and political aims and had little to nothing to do with Russian seapower or an inherent 

interest in the oceans or global maritime traffic flows.  

Five years after the Russian frigate Neustrashimy’s first appearance in the waters off Somalia 

had heralded Russia’s beginning participation in the anti-piracy mission, the withdrawal of the 

very same warship from the Horn of Africa and its re-deployment in late 2013 highlighted the 

focus of Russian naval operations in a sea zone that was indeed of key Russian interest and 

justified to sustain a standing and very capable naval task force: the Mediterranean. 
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6.4 Operations in the Mediterranean before Russia’s Military Intervention in Syria 

Unlike the Horn of Africa, for various political, economic and strategic reasons (see chapter 

four), the Mediterranean Sea assumed high significance in the Kremlin’s strategic calculations. 

In this sea zone, a marginal sea at the Eurasian continent’s periphery, Russia could establish a 

capable and versatile standing naval force. Consisting of many different major and minor 

surface combatants, submarines, auxiliary, amphibious and intelligence vessels, this formation 

did indeed cover a wide spectrum of naval capabilities. Sustaining this task force required full 

commitment of various Russian fleets. Nevertheless, even in the long term, it fell within the 

capabilities of the green-water fleet  Russia was rebuilding. Operationally-wise, two tasks were 

particularly noteworthy and merit special examination in this subchapter. In order to support 

Assad’s Syrian government, one of the Kremlin’s high-priority objectives (see chapter four), 

the Russian Navy, firstly, extensively engaged in naval diplomacy and, secondly, established a 

sea-based line of communication that provided Assad’s forces fighting the land campaign in 

Syria with a steady flow of supplies. This second task, of course, was nothing new as logistical 

support for ground forces’ campaigns had always been a traditional objective for the Russian 

Navy and, in fact, one of the original incentives driving the creation of the Russian Navy in the 

Petrinian era (see subchapter 2.4).     

By 2013, naval deployments to the Mediterranean had become routine operations for the 

Russian Navy. After the comprehensive breakdown in Russian naval activities in the 1990s and 

a slow recovery in the early 2000s, during the late 2000s several task forces led by capital ships, 

such as the aircraft carrier Admiral Kuznetsov, the nuclear-powered guided-missile cruiser 

Pyotr Velikiy and the guided-missile cruiser Moskva, had already been temporarily deployed to 

this sea (see figure 41).  

At the beginning of the second decade of the 21st century, Russia’s naval presence in the 

Mediterranean was further reinforced. Greater quantities of Russian warships were deployed 

there and, in addition to BSF vessels regularly operating in the sea, more units from the various 

Russian fleets were jointly operating in the Mediterranean in order to sustain longer and larger 

Russian deployments in the region. In December 2011, for example, a carrier strike group 

consisting of the aircraft carrier Admiral Kuznetsov armed with Sukhoi-33 and MiG-29K 

fighters and helicopters, the destroyer Admiral Chabanenko, the replenishment vessel Sergey 

Osipov and the tug Nikolay Chiker departed for a Mediterranean deployment. On its way, the 

carrier strike group was joined by the frigate Yaroslav Mudry (BF) and conducted various 

training exercises in the Atlantic and Mediterranean and called in the port of Tartus and on 
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Figure 41: Russian task forces operating in the Mediterranean in the late 2000s (Annex VII).  

 

 

Malta (Grove 2011; Bophorus Naval News 2012; TV Zvezda 2012; MoD Russia 2012b). In 

February 2012, the carrier returned to its home port of Severomorsk (Vesti 2012). A few months 

later, task groups from three Russian fleets were sent to the Mediterranean to operate under a 

unified command. Firstly, the NF dispatched a task group consisting of the destroyer Admiral 

Chabanenko, the tank landing ships (LSTs) Georgiy Pobedonosets, Aleksandr Otrakovskiy and 

Kondopoga, the tanker Sergey Osipov and the tug Nikolay Chiker (Sdelano u nas 2013a). 

Secondly, the BF sent the frigates Neustrashimy and Yaroslav Mudry, tankers Lena and Kola 

and the tug SB-921 and, thirdly, a task group consisting of the destroyer Smetlivy, the tank 

landing ships Nikolay Filchenkov and Tsesar Kunikov and the tug SB-5 departed from 

Sevastopol (Sdelano u nas 2013a). In July 2012, these warships performed a large-scale, joint 

naval exercise in the Mediterranean and shortly afterwards replenished in the Syrian harbour of 

Tartus (Interfaks 2012a; Sdelano u nas 2013a; Sdelano u nas 2013b).  

Large deployments of naval force require sufficient logistical support capability. Apart from 

the organic assets included in the respective Russian task forces, logistical support for Russian 

warships was ensured, on the one hand, by logistical units of the BSF sailing in the 

Mediterranean, for example, in 2012, the replenishment vessels Ivan Bubnov and the tug MB-

304, and, on the other hand, by the limited logistical capabilities offered by Russia’s support 

facility in Tartus, Syria (Karpenko 2020b). Having undergone infrastructural modernisation at 
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the turn of the 21st century’s first decade, at the time Tartus hosted a garrison of about 50 service 

members and consisted of an Amur-class floating workshop, two floating berths at a quay, an 

administrative and small storage facilities, a barracks and a few smaller outbuildings (Ria 

Novosti 2009a; Trenin 2013; Ghazali 2016; Tass 2017a; Karpenko 2021).  

During these years the Russian Navy’s connection with Syria, nevertheless, went far beyond 

replenishment stops in Tartus. As the Arab spring uprising, that had started in Syria in 2011, 

escalated into a full-scale, multi-sided civil war with significant foreign involvement (Phillips 

2018), war efforts on part of Assad’s Syrian government, Russia’s ally, became increasingly 

dependent on the continuous supply of war materiel. In turn, delivering military aid to Syria 

became a primary objective of the Russian Navy during the 21st century’s second decade.  

To implement this task Russian amphibious ships began to continuously shuttle between 

Russia’s Black Sea harbours and the Syrian ports of Tartus and Latakia, thus establishing a sea-

based supply line between both countries that later became known as the ‘Syrian Express’ – a 

term possibly influenced by the Imperial Japanese Navy’s ‘Tokyo  Express’ that kept Japanese 

ground forces supplied during the Battle of Guadalcanal in WW2 (Interfaks 2013; Shishkin 

2017; Warsaw Institute 2017).  

 

Figure 42: The ‘Syrian Express’ (Based on: Alexrk2 2010 CC BY-SA 3.0). 
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The unusually high number of tank landing ships (LST) that formed part of the three, above-  

mentioned task groups that were deployed to the Mediterranean in 2012 was an early sign of 

this development. At various moments throughout 2012, NF LSTs Georgiy Pobedonosets, 

Aleksandr Otrakovskiy and Kondopoga reinforced the BSF’s LSTs Nikolay Filchenkov, 

Novocherkassk, Azov and Tsesar Kunikov already operating in the region (Blomfield 2012; 

Lenta 2012b; Sdelano u nas 2013b). Consequently, about half of Russia overall fleet of 

Ropucha- class tank landing ships was involved in Mediterranean transport operations in 2012. 

In the same year, various Russian and western media sources reported that regular and special 

forces of the Russian naval infantry were deployed from southern Russia to Tartus by 

amphibious landing ships – three years before Russia’s official intervention into the Syrian 

Civil War – on the orders of the Russian General Staff (Blomfield 2012; Lenta 2012b). The 

following year, according to reports, these forces were further reinforced by Russian army 

special forces that were transported to the area-of-operation in the very same manner (Korabel 

2013a). 

The way in which the Syrian Express was operated also reflected the Russian Navy’s 

continental character, its fleet design and corresponding capabilities. As the shipbuilding 

engineer Aleksandr Shishkin argues, each individual Ropucha-class LST might not have been 

perfectly suited for this kind of cargo transportation as Ropucha-class cargo transport capacity 

in ratio to total displacement was almost four times smaller than that of a conventional cargo 

transport ship (Shishkin 2017). However, using large cargo transports proved difficult for 

Russia in the case of Syria. As elaborated in chapter five, unlike auxiliary fleets of states whose 

navies are significantly shaped by seapower and whose primary missions include oceanic sea 

control, such as the U.S. Military Sealift Command or the Royal Fleet Auxiliary, the Russian 

Navy’s cargo transportation capabilities were limited. On the other hand, relying only on 

chartered civilian cargo ships to supply the Syrian government with military equipment was 

complicated by Western sanctions against the Syrian government in place since May 2011 and 

subsequent requests for inspections of merchant vessels bound for Syrian ports, though at times 

cargo transports and roll-on/roll-off ships were included in the Syrian Express to transport 

goods to Syria as well (BBC 2013a; Shishkin 2017).  

Thus, given these circumstances, assigning the main burden of the transport mission to the 

Russian Navy’s tank landing ships was a logical choice. According to Jane’s Fighting Ships, 

Ropucha-class tank landing ships were capable of transporting at least ten main battle tanks or 

24 armoured fighting vehicles along with additional cargo and thus ensure the supply of 

vehicles and equipment to the Syrian army (Saunders 2016, 711). As detailed in chapter two, 
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supporting army operations in the littoral region has been a traditional objective for the Russian 

Navy for centuries – a task the 21st century Russian Navy has been well trained and well 

equipped to execute given its on average eighteen operationally-ready tank landing ships (see 

figure 27) and extensive amphibious training (see subchapter 6.5). 

Consequently, supporting ground forces in Syria was an objective that fell well within Russian 

naval capabilities as its fleet design was well suited to support an assistance mission that was 

unopposed as far as the delivery of equipment was concerned and was conducted in a 

deployment area that was not far overseas but within the theatre of operations at Russia’s 

southern flank and thus could be sustained in the long run even with medium-sized amphibious 

vessels.   

In late 2012, Shoygu declared that Russia would create a standing naval task force in the 

Mediterranean, consisting of up to ten naval units that were to be provided by all Russian fleets 

(Fedyszyn 2013). Accordingly, as shown in figure 43, during the following year warships and 

task groups from all geographical areas were directed to the Mediterranean to form the Standing 

Operational Formation of the Russian Navy in the Mediterranean Sea [Postoiannoe 

operativnoe soedinenie Voenno-morskogo Flota Rossiiskoi Federatsii v Sredizemnom more] 

that was officially established the following year (Ria Novosti 2013; Tass 2017a). The same 

graphic also shows that the deployment periods of some of the involved warships and their 

crews surpassed more than six months which illustrates the Russian Navy’s strong 

determination to implement a standing naval force in this region of the world. According to  

Chirkov, Russian naval vessels would operate in immediate proximity to the Syrian coast to 

serve Russia’s interests (Fedyszyn 2013). 

As had been the case with Russia’s de-facto standing naval formation for the past years, 

maintenance of Russian naval units was entrusted to the supply facility in Tartus, further 

underlining the need for the supply point’s modernisation and the expansion of its logistical 

capabilities (Tass 2017a). Along with the establishment of the new standing naval formation, a 

corresponding command structure, led by task force commander Captain 1st class Iurii Zemskii 

and his battle staff, was set up and embarked on the formation’s respective flag ship (Pasiakin 

2014; Karpenko 2020b). Flagship duties of the assigned warships were to change on a rotational 

basis. For example, in September 2013 the cruiser Mosvka took over flagship duties from the 

destroyer Admiral Panteleyev. Two months later, another change of command platform took 

place when the cruiser Varyag assumed this duty, replacing the cruiser Moskva that 

subsequently returned to its home base in Sevastopol (Karpenko 2020b).  
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With regard to the formation’s firepower, the Russian naval formation consisted of sufficient 

units on a permanent basis to provide combat capabilities in all three naval warfare dimensions.  

The rotational deployment of Udaloy-class destroyers ensured a robust anti-submarine warfare  

 

 

 

 

Figure 43: Russian task forces and warships ordered to the Mediterranean in 2013. (Gringer 2010 Public Doman).  



242 
 

capability, while the cruisers’ SS-N-12 SANDBOX anti-ship and SA-N-6 GRUMBLE anti-air 

missiles provided the task force with capable, long-range anti-surface warfare and air defence 

capabilities (Saunders 2016, 695-697). In addition to these principal surface combatants, 

throughout the time period 2013-2019, approximately 3-4 corvettes and/or missile/artillery 

patrol boats, two submarines and several logistical support and intelligence vessels formed part 

of the formation at any given moment (Kabanenko 2019, 42; Karpenko 2020b).  

Apart from the concentration of combat ships, another striking feature of the 2013 

Mediterranean deployments were the additional tank landing ships from various fleets deployed 

to this sea to support, relieve and replace the ships that had already operating in the sea zone to 

ensure Syrian supplies from Russia. In fact, by 2013, Russia’s force of tank landing and other 

transport ships was running hot while commuting with maximum effort between Russia’s Black 

Sea harbours and Syria in order to keep Assad’s forces supplied with much-needed military 

equipment.  

 

 
Figure 44: Movement of Russian Tank Landing Ships through the Turkish Straits in 2013 (Yaylalı n. d.) 

  

 

According to data provided by Bosporus-based ship spotter and author Cem Yaylalı, figure 44 

shows the movement of Russian tank landing ships through the Turkish Straits underlining the 

sheer scale transit operations had reached by 2013. As depicted in the illustration, throughout 

the year 2013, about 2/3 of the total number of Ropucha-class LSTs serving in the entire Russia 
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Navy were operating in the region, crossing the Turkish Straits on their way to their Syrian 

destination and back to their homeports in the Black Sea. Moreover, the illustration also shows 

how certain amphibious vessels – the Saratov and Kaliningrad were relieved from the transport 

mission as reinforcements from the PF and BF – the Peresvet, Admiral Nevelskoy and Minsk – 

began conducting Syrian Express runs.  

Overall, the composition and activities of Russian naval deployments to the Mediterranean 

demonstrated how Russia employed naval force to safeguard the Kremlin’s strategic interests 

as outlined in chapter four. Russian naval transportation served as a primary means for arms 

proliferation to Syria and thus ensured the survival of Assad’s government.  

Moreover, the deployment of Russia’s naval forces certainly also fulfilled military operational 

functions. By deploying Vishnya-class intelligence vessels to the region the Russian armed 

forces were enabled to gather intelligence and support the air, surface and subsurface picture 

compilation process. Intelligence gathered by the Russian military reconnaissance in the region 

could be exchanged or passed on to Syria for military purposes. In 2014, media reported 

Russian signal intelligence collection aimed against Syrian rebels from Tel el-Hara, Syria, in 

close proximity to Israel (Ginsburg 2014). Possessing additional mobile intelligence vessels in 

the wider levant area complemented such a stationary capability very well.  

Apart from intelligence, another debate concerning operational aspects of the deployment that 

came up in 2013 dealt with the question whether Russian warships could degrade the 

effectiveness of potential missile strikes launched by NATO forces against targets in Syria. This 

issue became particularly relevant in 2013 as tensions with the West sparked over the use of 

chemical weapons in Syria (see next paragraph). Some defence experts pointed out that Russian 

warships could provide Syrian government forces with an early warning capability against 

missile launches (Heritage 2013). Russian defence expert Viktor Murakhovsky disagreed, 

pointing out that Russian naval air defence systems and Syrian land-based air defence systems 

were not compatible with each other (BBC 2013a). While the Syrian air defence system at the 

outbreak of the Syrian Civil War did consist of Soviet and Russian equipment of different 

generations (Harmer 2012b), without access to the respective systems’ technical data even in 

hindsight it is nearly impossible to assess the compatibility of Syrian and Russian hard- and 

software on a technical level at that very moment in history. However, given the tactical 

situation, the physical limitations of Russian sensor platforms and Syrian radar and missile 

systems operating separately from each other and the little response time in the event of NATO 

missile launches against objectives in Syria, an integrated Russian-Syrian air defence that 

would have needed to include advanced capabilities, such as target handover, seems very 
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unlikely to have happened before Russia’s military intervention in Syria. 137  Nevertheless, 

following the mass deployment of Russian ground forces and new air defence systems to Syria 

after 2015 in addition to military ‘advisors’ training Assad’s troops, this capability might have 

been achieved by the second half of the decade.  

Ultimately, combatants, such as Russian cruisers, destroyers, frigates and submarines, 

underpinned Russia’s capability to inflict serious damage. Thus, the naval formation also 

assumed a key role as a diplomatic instrument. This was in principle nothing new. During the 

late 18th and early 19th century, the Imperial Russian Navy had successfully deployed squadrons 

to the Mediterranean on various occasions, thus securing influence and victory in battles, for 

example in the Naval Battles of Chesme (1770) and, as part of a coalition, Navarino (1827) 

(Woodward 1965, 92-95; Eller 1971, 70-71). A 150 years later, on the height of the Cold War, 

the deployment of the Soviets’ 5th Eskadra to the Mediterranean had put Soviet naval force in 

immediate proximity to western naval forces, thus relieving the Soviets from the situation of 

having ‘to stand almost helplessly by while the Western powers have undertaken military action 

in support of their interests, from the politico-strategic maneuverings of the Sixth Fleet in the 

eastern Mediterranean, to the blockade of Cuba’ (Booth  1973, 42).138  

Applying James Cable’s categorisation of naval diplomacy, Russia’s Mediterranean formation 

exercised ‘expressive force’, which refers to the practice of accentuating political attitudes by 

naval means (Cable 1981, 81-83), by emphasising Russia’s role as an important stakeholder 

with significant interests in the region and underpinned the Putin administration’s political 

support to the Assad government with military hardware. Given Western, Arabian and Turkish 

pressure on the Assad government, the deployment of a standing naval force to the Eastern 

Mediterranean could also be interpreted as ‘catalytic force.’ According to Cable, naval vessels 

are exercising ‘catalytic force’ when their presence contributes to the prevention of events 

occurring at critical instances (Cable 1981, 67). By placing naval forces in a sea zone adjacent 

to Syria, Russian naval presence could be interpreted as a deterring signal towards third-party 

countries not to militarily intervene in the Syrian Civil War on behalf of the opposition. As 

already mentioned, a practical example occurred in autumn 2013. In late August/early 

September 2013 Russo - Western tensions regarding Syria reached a temporary climax when 

an attack suspected to have included sarin gas had been carried out in Syria. The Obama 

Administration and potentially other NATO allies considered striking Syria with missiles 

(Baker and Weisman 2013; BBC 2013b). As a reinforced NATO naval presence operated in 

 
137 Anonymous specialist, interview with the author on 17 September 2020.   
138 Meant is the U.S. 6th Fleet. 
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immediate proximity to Russia’s standing naval formation, the Eastern Mediterranean turned 

into a major naval hotspot (see figure 45). 

On the political level, a Russian naval deployment operating in immediate proximity to Syria 

underlined the strategic interests of the great power Russia in the area-of-operation and thus 

raised the political stakes in the Western powers’ strategic calculations when considering to 

launch a missile strike against Assad’s government. Furthermore, as Russia’s standing naval 

formation was located right in the central position between NATO vessels and Syria, and thus 

directly in the line of fire. Russia’s deployment, even without the above-discussed capability  

 

Figure 45: Russian and NATO naval units in the Eastern Mediterranean in early September 2013 (Annex VIII) 

(Based on: Nzeemin 2012 CC BY-SA 3.0). 
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for target-handover, would have placed additional operational limitations on potential 

missile strikes by NATO member states’ navies against targets in Syria. Overall, the Russian 

naval formation sent an undoubtedly discouraging signal to NATO not to get involved militarily. 

In late September 2013, the U.S. and Russia brokered a deal that lifted the threat of naval power 

projection and ensured a political solution to the breach of international humanitarian law. In 

consequence, the Syrian government agreed to abolish its chemical weapons arsenal. Following 

UN Security Council resolution 2118, adopted on 27 September 2013, the OPCW and the UN 

set up a joint mission to oversee the elimination of Syria’s chemical weapons programme 

(OPCW 2014). According to plan, Syrian chemicals were carried to the port of Latakia from 

where they were shipped to Italy and then brought on board the cargo ship MV Cape Ray which 

had been equipped with specialised hydrolysis systems designed to neutralise the chemical 

agents (Deutsch 2014; Jeavans 2014). In order to implement the UN-OPCW joint mission, 

Russian warships, among others the nuclear-powered guided-missile cruiser Pyotr Velikiy, 

provided security while transporting the highly hazardous chemicals from Latakia to Italy 

(Interfax 2014; Tass 2014b). Thus, Russia once again made use of the flexible nature of navies 

and employed the same standing naval formation that had just exercised various forms of 

competitive gunboat diplomacy for cooperative naval diplomacy. In both cases, cooperative 

and confrontative, Russian naval assets supported one of Russia’s primary policy objectives 

concerning the war in Syria: the survival of Assad’s government (Kofman and Rojansky 2018; 

see also subchapter 4.2). 

Russia’s naval presence in the Mediterranean had proved to be a strong diplomatic instrument 

during the first half of the decade and was about to apply significant military force during its 

final half. As navies are very flexible political instruments, the way they are employed and the 

level of violence they can potentially inflict can be easily adapted – a capability Russia would 

soon utilise (Speller 2019, 79). 

 

 

6.5 Naval Exercises at the Turn of the Decade  

In addition to participating in naval operations, such as BlackSeaFor, the anti-piracy mission at 

the Horn of Africa and the Standing Operational Formation in the Mediterranean Sea, during 

the time period under examination Russian warships, marines, aircraft and support units carried 

out countless major and minor exercises, thus training and improving the vast spectrum of naval 

capabilities available to the 21st century Russian Navy. Trying to cover even a fraction of these 

exercises would go far beyond the scope of this thesis. It would also not be particularly useful 
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as most exercises aimed at maintaining or improving combat readiness and warfighting skills - 

a standard practice in every military. Therefore, when interpreting military exercises, this thesis 

limits itself to a few major exercises, especially the operational-strategic joint exercises and 

major naval exercises in this thesis’ geographic area of interest, seeking to draw general 

conclusions where applicable.139    

Following the already-mentioned operational-strategic exercise Kavkaz – 2008 that had been 

particularly noteworthy because of its landing exercises close to the Georgian border before the 

outbreak of the Russo-Georgia War, the next exercise of this type, Zapad-2009, was carried out 

in September 2009 in Russia’s western strategic direction. This joint Belarusian-Russian large- 

scale exercise was reported to involve a combined force of around 13,000 Russian and 

Belarussian soldiers and aimed, among others, at exercising the Belarussian-Russian Union 

State’s combined air defence system and practising command and control and combined-arms 

operations on a bilateral level. While the main action took place at the Obuz-Lesnovskii military 

training area close to Baranovichi, Zapad-2009 also involved exercises at Khmelevka and 

Dobrovolsk training ranges in Kaliningrad Oblast at the Baltic Sea (Mikhailov 2009; Sulimov 

2009; Ria Novosti 2009b; Riabushev 2009). For this purpose, already in early August 2009 

BSF warships, the LSTs Azov, Novocherkassk and Yamal and the frigate Ladny were reported 

to have set course for the Baltic Sea (Renmin Ribao 2009; Taranov 2009).140 The three tank 

landing ships arrived in the Baltic Sea and joined an inter-fleet task force made up of more than 

30 BF, NF and BSF warships, including tank landing ships and Zubr-class air-cushioned 

landing craft and about 20 auxiliary vessels. This impressive force in joint action with almost 

2,000 soldiers, about 30 tanks and up to 30 aircraft and helicopters exercised amphibious 

assaults at Khmelevka. (Mikhailov 2009; Sulimov 2009; Ria Novosti 2009b; Riabushev 2009). 

In September 2011, another strategic exercise, Tsentr-2011, was carried out on Russian, 

Kazakh, Kirgiz and Tajik territory within the CSTO framework. The exercise involved about 

12.000 soldiers, 100 tanks and 50 aircraft from CSTO member states. Given its focus on the 

Central-Asian strategic direction, primary naval action involved 10 combatants and supply 

vessels that were dispatched by the CF (MoD Russia 2011a). These vessels deployed to the 

northern and central part of the Caspian Sea and exercised various warfare areas, including anti-

air warfare and countering asymmetric threats, 141  and conducted replenishment exercises. 

 
139 These exercises were ‘strategic’ in the sense that they were carried out in one of Russia’s strategic directions 

[Strategicheskoe napravlenie (MoD Russia n. d. p)] and carried out under the leadership of the GS and the 

respective OSK (for further details, see for example Norberg and Simpson 2021, 10-12).  
140 As Aleksandr Riabushev points out, the Ladny had to be redirected to West Africa to liberate the freighter 

Arctic Sea that had been pirated off the coast of Algeria (Riabushev 2009; Spiegel 2009).   
141 “Anti-sabotage defence” [protivodiversionnaia oborona] is the Russian terminology. 
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Moreover, the naval formation consisted of several amphibious units embarked with a battalion 

of naval infantry that sailed to waters off the Kazakh port of Aktau where these forces undertook 

landing practises (MoD Russia 2011b; Ria Novosti 2011b).      

The following year, once again the CF and the BSF provided the naval assets for another 

strategic exercise when Kavkaz-2012 was carried out. Kavkaz-2012 took place in September 

2012 in the Southern Military District and involved up to 8,000 soldiers and almost 100 pieces 

of artillery. In the Black Sea, Kavkaz-2012 involved missile strike and air defence exercises 

involving coastal defence forces, combatants and a group of tank landing ships consisting of 

Novocherkassk, Nikolay Filchenkov and Saratov. Furthermore, a classical, complex amphibious 

assault at the Raevskii training range, close to Novorossiysk/Krasnodar, was part of the exercise 

(MoD Russia n. d. n; MoD Russia 2012c; Interfaks 2012b).  

According to the Russian MoD, a surface fire support group consisting of the cruiser Moskva 

and the frigate Pytlivy, in addition to air assault groups made up of Mi-24 attack helicopters, 

targeted hostile defensive positions at the coastline and provided fire support. Additionally, a 

screening group consisting of the corvettes Muromets, Kasimov, Mirazh, Shtil’ and Ivanovets 

practised shielding the amphibious task force from air, sea and underwater threats. Following 

mine clearing runs by a MCM group, the landing group approached the coast and marine air 

assault and amphibious landing forces landed at the coastline from the air and the sea (MoD 

Russia 2012d). 

According to Soviet-Russian naval doctrine, the division of naval forces into several support 

groups is standard practise in operations that the Russian Navy terms ‘combat actions of fleet 

forces in the operation of ground forces in the coastal direction.’ Naval groups as these 

mentioned above and/or additional groups, for example search and rescue groups, may be 

assembled to support offensive land operations by conducting amphibious assaults, support the 

army in crossing maritime obstacles such as large rivers or bays and secure logistics and disrupt 

the opposing forces’ logistics (Regner 1981b: 88-90).  

Certainly, the Russian Navy, which continued most of the Soviet Navy’s naval doctrine and 

operating procedures,142 was also equipped and trained to support land campaigns in defensive 

operations. A former textbook of the German Democratic Republic’s People’s Navy written 

under heavy influence by the Soviet Navy elaborated  

 
142 The term ‘doctrine‘ is here applied using a western interpretation of the term. 
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Combat operations by fleet forces in support of forces of the ground forces in offensive 

and defensive operations in coastal directions belong to the principal tasks of socialist 

naval forces (Nordin 1977, 17).   

In this light, scenarios that were reported to have been trained in Kavkaz-2012’s Caspian region 

were enlightening. In the Caspian Sea, a strike group consisting of frigates Tatarstan and 

Dagestan and missile boats Borovsk and Budyonnovsk launched missile strikes, naval units 

carried out countermine operations, frogmen operated out of Astrakhan naval base and Russian 

forces, among them Bal coastal defence missile systems, practised defence against an 

approaching hostile amphibious force (Interfaks 2012b; German 2014, 42-43).  For the purposes 

of this thesis, the last-mentioned exercise scenario was of particular interest. Defence against 

amphibious threats in joint operations with ground (and air) forces or as it was termed in official 

terminology ‘combat operations to prevent a sea landing’ was not something commonly 

exercised in NATO countries, a circumstance not too surprising given that there were not many 

plausible scenarios in which a potential superior naval force could hope to achieve sea control 

against NATO navies and subsequently launch a large-scale amphibious invasion of a NATO 

member state.  

In Soviet-Russian naval doctrine, however, support of ground forces in defending against 

hostile was a standard practise as part of joint operations in which ‘naval forces conduct combat 

in the interest of ground forces operating in coastal directions’ (Berger 1977, 3). With regard to 

Kavkaz-2012, publicly accessible sources did not reveal the exact tactical details of this exercise. 

Nevertheless, the units that were mentioned to have participated, especially the missile boats, 

were very useful assets to deploy in such an operation as quick anti-surface strike capability 

was needed to intercept and destroy the enemy forces in one of the four phases of the landing 

operation: during embarkation/assembly, during movement, during the amphibious action, after 

the assault at the landing zone (Siegmar 1977, 109).  

In September 2013, it was again the turn to arrange a strategic exercise in the western strategic 

direction. In comparison with its predecessor, it was even larger. Zapad-2013 was reported to 

involve about 12,000 Russian and 10,000 Belarussian soldiers and was one of first practical 

tests of Russia’s new OSK-based command and control structure ability to quickly achieve 

operational readiness of combat forces, (re-)deploy forces over strategic distances, carry out 

inter-service action and utilise modern C2 systems (Klein and Pester 2013, 3; Whisler 2020b, 

249-250, see subchapter 4.4). The exercise took place on the military training ranges of 

Khmelevka and Pravdinsk in Russia’s Oblast Kaliningrad and the Belarussian training ranges 

near Brest, Gozha and Baranovichi (Klein and Pester 2013, 3; MoD Russia 2013c). 



250 
 

In contrast to the previous Zapad-exercise, in 2013, the BSF was only represented by one tank 

landing ship. In late summer 2013, the LST Azov was withdrawn from the Mediterranean to 

Sevastopol to undergo a quick refit in of Zapad-2013 (MoD Russia 2013b).  Subsequently, Azov 

left Sevastopol in mid-August and sailed towards Baltiysk where it arrived on 10 September 

2013 (MoD Russia 2013b; Flot.com 2013). During the exercise Azov took part in a landing 

exercise that involved transporting 200 Belarussian soldiers to the landing ground at the 

Khmelevka training range (Tass 2013). At Khmelevka, Russian and Belorussian forces carried 

out an amphibious assault under air and naval gunfire support (MoD Russia 2013c). Following 

the end of Zapad-2013, Azov left Baltiysk on 8 October 2013 and, having called at the Spanish 

port of Ceuta from 18 October to 23 October, returned to Sevastopol on 8 November 2013 (Tass 

2013; Flot.com 2013). 

 

Figure 46: Significant locations concerning BSF and CF involvement in strategic exercises 2009 – 2013 

(Flot.com 2013) (Based on: Alexrk2 2010 CC BY-SA 3.0). 
 

To sum up, the Russian Navy at the late 2000s and the early 2010s was strongly committed to 

carrying out exercises both on a service branch and on a joint level. While training covered the 

wide spectrum of capabilities available to this navy, the constant practise of scenarios in which 

naval action supported ground forces operations, especially tactical-level amphibious landings, 

was particularly noteworthy. In fact, during the second decade of the 21st century, in principle, 

every large-scale Russian military exercise involving naval forces, including a large amount of 
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non-strategic ones, encompassed amphibious components.143 Consequently, the Russian Navy 

was relocating its tank landing ships, the primary instruments designed to carry out such kind 

of warfare operations, throughout European waters. Against this background Soviet-Russian 

naval doctrine144 defined  

support of the ground forces in coastal directions through sea landings, participation in 

anti-landing defence and actions to implement all types of defence and protection of 

forces and objects from enemy strikes (Regner 1981a, 102) 

as the second principal objective of a naval formation in an enclosed theatre145 following the 

destruction of the opposing fleet’s strike forces and achieving command of the sea (Regner 

1981b, 4; Regner 1981a, 102).   

Having examined Kavkaz-2012 and other military exercises, Aleksandr Khramchikhin and 

Tracey German and have rightfully brought up questions concerning the perceived adversary 

in these exercises, as there were no foreign navies with access to the Caspian Sea capable of 

conducting the kind of offensive operations that the Russian Navy was training to defend 

against (Khramchikhin 2011 cited in German 2014, 44; German 2014, 44).     

To explain why these kinds of exercises nevertheless assumed such a prominent role as they 

did, it may help not to try to link them with a realpolitikal threat assessment but interpret them 

as part of the strategic culture of the Russian Navy. Support of army operations, particularly the 

capability to carry out landing and counter-landing operations, was considered a core capability 

of the Russian Navy and stood at the heart of a particular way of thinking about naval affairs 

that was predominantly shaped by considerations of continental power. 

 

 

6.6 Coastal Defence, Anti-Access and Area-Denial 

Soon after the annexation of the Crimea - another military operation that had been conducted 

to capture a terrestrial objective and in which the navy had provided significant 

tactical/operational sealift and logistical support capability and thus decisively contributed to 

quickly attain Russian superiority in combat-ready ground forces on Ukraine’s own territory - 

the Russian military started reinforcing its defence posture on the peninsula. The transformation 

of the Russian force disposition involved, on the one hand, the integration of former Ukrainian 

formations, such as a mechanised coastal-defence brigade and a coastal-artillery regiment, and, 

 
143 Anonymous specialist, interview with the author on 17 September 2020.   
144 The term ‘doctrine‘ is here applied using a western interpretation of the term. 
145 For example, the BSF in the Black Sea or the CF in the Caspian Sea. 
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on the other hand, the deployment of new weapon systems to Crimea including armoured 

vehicles, fighter aircraft and missile systems (IISS 2016, 166, 175). In order to strengthen the 

peninsula’s air defence, highly-capable missile systems, such as S-300 (SA-20 GARGOYLE) 

short-medium range surface to air missile (SAM) and S-400 (SA-21 GROWLER) medium-to-

long-range SAM systems were deployed to Crimea in the period after March 2014 (IISS 2016, 

166, 175; IISS 2017, 189). In 2018, the Russian armed forces further reinforced their air defence 

forces on Crimea under the command of the Southern Military District’s 4th Air and Air 

Defence Forces Army by deploying additional SA-21 GROWLER batteries on the peninsula 

(Romashenko 2018; Krymova 2018; Novichkov 2018). 

Similarly, newly deployed Bastion (SSC-5 Stooge with missile SS-N-26 Strobile) and Bal  

(SSC-6 Sennight with missile SS-N-25 Switchblade) anti-ship missile systems (AShMs), which, 

according to their respective manufacturers JSC Tactical Missiles Corporation and NPO 

Mashinostroyeniya, feature ranges of up to 260 km (SS-N-25) and 300km (SS-N-26) 

respectively (JSC 2018; NPO n. d.). In combination with locally stationed electronic warfare 

units providing necessary combat support and signal intelligence, these AShMs and air defence 

systems with their capable missiles and long-range target acquisition and precision tracking 

radars significantly enhanced Russia’s regional area denial capabilities (see figure 47) (IISS 

2016, 166, 175; IISS 2017, 185; Kabanenko 2019, 53-58; Sheldon 2019; Kasapoğlu and Ülgen 

2021). To guarantee streamlined command and control and ensure that potential seaward threats 

could be met by all available forces, operational control of these coastal missile units in addition 

to naval infantry and other ground forces has been unified under BSF command (IISS 2016, 

166, 175).  

The deployment of highly-capable Russian missile systems up to the mid-2010s in Crimea and 

in the Oblast Kaliningrad has subsequently been identified as a pattern designed to establish 

powerful, regional A2/AD capabilities (Smura 2016). These sea- and land-based A2/AD 

capabilities combined provide a formidable defence system as they preclude ‘easy access into  

the theatre of operations […] by making it risky for ships to operate close to shore, limiting 

their ability to launch air strikes, seize beachheads or offload equipment’ (Lanoszka and 

Hunzeker 2016, 14). As a consequence, the second half of the 2010s witnessed a fierce 

academic debate about the threats posed by these ‘A2/AD bubbles’ and the troubles they could  
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Figure 47: Heavily fortified Russian positions in Crimea and Syria (IISS2016, 175; IISS 2017, 205) (Based on: 

Alexrk2 2010 CC BY-SA 3.0).     

 

 

potentially cause to opposing forces trying to penetrate them (Barrie 2019; Smura 2016). Just 

like the fleet design examined in chapter three, the high priority given to the creation of these 

A2/AD zones in the Black and Baltic Sea underlines the Russian emphasis placed on the 

European marginal seas and the protection of the littoral zone. Soon the above-described missile 

systems were deployed to fortify strategically valuable locations beyond Crimea and 

Kaliningrad. Following the Putin administration’s September 2015 military intervention in the 

Syrian Civil War, Russia began deploying A2/AD systems to Syria (Carl 2019, 1). Having 

gained access to the Khmeimim Air Base and airfield facilities in Latakia in addition to Russia’s 

long-established presence in the port of Tartus, SA-20 and SA-21 missile systems were 

stationed to shield the Russian military infrastructure from air and missile attacks by 

establishing a layered air defence zone (Litsas 2016, 61; Rezchikov, Golobokov and Moshkin 
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2016; Balmforth 2017). In 2016, the presence of Russian AShMs was publicly revealed when 

Shoygu announced in a briefing with Putin that SSC-5 coastal defence batteries, that were 

located in the Syrian coastal province of Latakia, had engaged targets far inland (Ria Novosti 

2016b; Borisov 2016).  

The installation of high-value weapon systems was further complemented by the positioning of 

combat support units including electronic warfare and intelligence, surveillance and 

reconnaissance assets (Ramm, Stepovoi and Kozachenko 2018; IISS 2018, 170-171).  

Additionally, Russian naval infantry, was deployed to the area of operation to provide force 

protection for the contingent of Russian armed forces stationed in Syria (MoD Russia 2015). 

By combining the various capabilities and creating a highly-proficient intricate network of 

reconnaissance, strike, force protection and command and control assets, the Russian military 

established an A2/AD bubble in Syria whose surveillance range and kill zone extended far into 

the Eastern Mediterranean (Carl 2019, 10).   

Ultimately, by the end of the second decade of the 21st century, A2/AD defences had been 

expanded to cover Russia’s entire vulnerable maritime flanks (Williams 2017; IISS 2017, 185). 

The network of overlapping defence systems forcing any potential challenger to operate in a 

contested environment spanned from Syria in the south along the Russian coastline all the way 

to the polar circle in the north. Subsequently, during the late 2010s a fierce debate ignited about 

the difficulties associated with any military operation that might involve dealing with Russia’s 

fortifications at the European continent’s eastern littoral. Voices from Russia underpinned the 

immense firepower of the Russian expeditionary force in Syria. Lt. General Aitech Bizhev, 

commander of the Russian air defence forces, for example, claimed that Russia’s air defence 

systems in Syria were ‘capable of destroying any air target moving at any speed, despite any 

opposition and interference. The kill zone of our air defence is about 400 km’, while Shoygu 

pointed out that Russian bastion missile systems were effectively covering the entire Syrian 

coastal region (Rezchikov, Golobokov and Moshkin 2016; Borisov 2016). Proponents of Allied 

naval and air power, on the other hand, highlighted the ability of a force in possession of 

superior firepower to overcome the A2/AD bubble’s layered defence, thus dismissing any 

claims for impregnability (Barrie 2019). This discussion was anything but new. 

As outlined in chapter two, Russia has traditionally relied on strong fortresses for defence when 

being confronted by superior naval fleets. The fully integrated defensive networks of anti-ship 

missiles, air defence and supporting ground forces thus can be interpreted as 21st century 

equivalents of Russia’s once feared fortresses in Kronstadt and Sevastopol. In this way the 

nature of the discussion about strengths and vulnerabilities of Russia’s A2/AD zones and the 
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question how to tackle these zones most effectively resembled earlier debates among Russia’s 

historical opponents who arrived by sea and were confronted with Russian defence systems. A 

striking example was the discussion among the British admiralty during the Crimean War about 

the feasibility of an attack on Russian fortresses from the sea without the risk of losing the 

British fleet (Lambert 2011, 99, 190). 

Ultimately, exaggerated claims of impregnability or futility of Russian fortifications were as 

flawed in the 21st century as they were in the 19th. Just like the Russian fortresses of the past, 

that could be destroyed by a versatile combination of small and fast gun boats, floating batteries, 

mortar boats and battleships, as demonstrated in the case of the fortress of Sveaborg (Lambert 

2011), 21st century Russian multi-dimensional fortifications could be challenged by engaging 

them with a potent, highly-capable and multi-dimensional force. Still, they prove daring and 

costly obstacles to potential opponents.  

The more lasting academic insight - and the more relevant one as far as this thesis is concerned 

- can be gained by interpreting the A2/AD debate from the perspective of Russia’s strategic 

culture. By establishing A2/AD zones, the Russian military leadership opted for the creation of 

modern fortresses as means to defend adjacent marginal seas and protect the coastal regions 

and terrestrial objectives, such as Russia’s high-value military installations in Latakia and 

Tartus. These fortifications met the need of a stakeholder that aimed to prevent an adversary 

that would potentially arrive by sea from gaining access to a littoral zone rather than achieving 

blue water sea control. Thus, on a tactical and operational level, the installation of land-based 

surveillance and strike assets in addition to the deployment of heavily-armed mobile assets that 

were designed for regional anti-access mirrored the development of the Russian fleet. A force 

whose primary concern was not oceanic sea control but defence against a superior seaborne 

adversary in adjacent sea zones. From this perspective, A2/AD was a pure manifestation of a 

continental approach to warfare in a maritime theatre. 
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Conclusion 

Entering a New Phase in the Continental Cycle 

At the beginning of the period under examination in this thesis, in his already-mentioned article 

‘We are an oceanic power’, Kuroyedov was pleased with recent doctrinal writings and 

government measures taken to coordinate the actions of the merchant, fishing and naval fleets 

and summed up that even during financial austerity Russian government measures were 

effective instruments in establishing a  

Nationwide system for coordinating maritime activities, will greatly contribute to 

achieving a system-wide economic effect, as well as reliable protection of Russia's 

national interests as a whole, and help strengthen its international authority as a leading 

maritime power (Kuroedov 2002).  

Applying concepts from continental and seapower theory, this thesis has come to a different 

conclusion. Throughout the 21st century’s first two decades, the continental nature of the 

Russian state and consequently also of Russia’s navy decisively shaped Russian naval strategy. 

Key questions concerning the Russian Navy that have been driving this thesis, such as the type 

of vessels acquired by the Russian Navy and the prioritisation of certain operational capabilities, 

can be explained by interpreting Russian naval(-related) policies, fleet design and naval 

operations through the lens of continental power. By examining the nature of the Russian state 

and its navy, the objectives for which Russian naval force was applied, the ways in which the 

navy operated and the means it acquired, this thesis has explained why and how continental 

power was central to the early 21st century Russian Navy.   

 

Early 21st Century Russia: A Continental power and its Navy 

Firstly, even after the break-up of the USSR, the country still consisted of an enormous 

landmass that was blessed with natural resources. As an upstream producer, Russia’s economic 

well-being rested on the exploitation of resources from the territory under Moscow’s control. 

The Russian economy’s principal wealth-generating mechanism consequently matched well 

with the continental power model’s emphasis on extraction of surplus product by territorial 

control of land. Furthermore, Russia’s economic and population geography were also deeply 

continental. Adding the foreign policy situation to geography, Russia was nowhere close to 

geopolitical insularity – one of the principal conditions that allows a country to commit to the 

maritime domain - but, on the contrary, faced a profoundly continental geopolitical situation 

with conflicts to the west, the south and within the federation.    
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Secondly, apart from sea-based export of resources, the maritime sector was only peripheral to 

Russia’s economy. Russian ports played a neglectable role in global maritime logistics and were 

dominated by export of commodities. Russia did possess a sizeable civilian/merchant fleet but 

its particular characteristics underpinned its difference with the principal seafaring stakeholders. 

Large numbers of Russian merchantmen were conducting coastal navigation, navigation along 

the Arctic seas and other marginal seas adjacent to Russia but their focus was not oceanic 

commerce along the world’s principal SLOCs as conducted by the world’s leading shipping 

companies. Moreover, Russia’s port sector in particular suffered from extreme bureaucracy, 

inefficient processing and insufficient infrastructure. The county featured a mediocre 

shipbuilding industry and Russian stakeholders played no role with regard to global maritime 

services: there were no port operators of global scale, no stakeholders of importance involved 

in the maritime financial sector and not a single top marine insurance company or broker was 

located in the Russian Federation. 

Thirdly, with regard to socio-political aspects, the Russian Federation became increasingly 

authoritarian as the 21st century progressed. While this had drastic consequences for countless 

people inside and outside the Russian Federation at the time, what matters for the purposes of 

this thesis were the problems this development posed to private businesses and small and 

medium-sized enterprises, to functioning institutions, to property rights and rule of law – in 

short – to the institutional foundation of every seapower economy.  

Closely linked with the increasingly authoritarian nature of the Russian government was the 

impact of President Putin and his inner circle. Under the leadership of Putin, the Russian 

Federation aimed at maintaining and significantly expanding Russian sea power. As elaborated 

throughout the thesis, this also included far-reaching blue-water ambitions. These objectives, 

however, could only partially be fulfilled not least because the Russian Navy’s resurgence from 

2008 onwards could not draw from a seapower system and suffered from various conditions 

that were closely associated with Russia being a continental power.    

At the very basis, Russia’s continental geopolitical situation, including its long land borders 

with non-allied countries, an insecure periphery and domestic conflict regions, and a maritime 

geography that was very unfavourable to Russia – factors that had become much worse since 

the fall of the USSR and the end of the Warsaw Pact – were natural obstacles to the development 

of sea power much less to embracing seapower features oneself. Nevertheless, just as history 

had shown, Russia could overcome these challenges and develop significant temporary naval 

strength 146  and partake in naval deployments that were maintaining and exploiting sea 

 
146 For example, British and Dutch aid in creating the Petrinian fleet. 
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control147 when acting in concordance with other seapowers. This form of ‘seapower by other 

means/seapower by coalition operations’ (Till 2013a, 113), however, was impossible to realise 

in the 21st century despite some promising initiatives at the very beginning of the new 

millennium. As the century progressed, the (political) norms and value system embraced by 

Russia moved ever closer towards continental authoritarianism and the policies became ever 

more aggressive. Simultaneously, relations with NATO, an alliance whose institutional 

character was predominantly liberal-maritime, became ever more strained. 

Internally and in accordance with the nature of the Russian state, the command system Moscow 

had implemented was predominantly land-oriented with regard to structures and people. This 

further reduced the space for independent maritime thinking in the Russian Armed Forces. But 

in the end, this was not vital. In contrast to anti-piracy operations aimed at maintaining good 

order at sea, which were significantly scaled down as soon as more tangible interests had to be 

served, the (general-purpose) navy’s role in the grand plans that were developed in Moscow 

and St. Petersburg was much more land-oriented and to the eyes of a continentally-cultivated 

leadership class more easily recognisable with power: it involved the navy’s contribution to 

deterrence by threatening NATO and particularly Europe with devastating strikes, including on 

a sub-strategic level, and the prospects of a mutually-destructive continental war and ensuring 

the Kremlin’s territorial control and thus dominance over energy flows – a millennia-old form 

of extraction of surplus value not associated with commercial seafaring stakeholders but 

continental steppe empires.  

Early 21st century Russia’s identity as a continental power also strongly shaped fleet 

development and naval arms procurement. During the two decades under consideration, the 

Russian Navy first experienced the final years of the deconstruction phase of a continental 

power’s vicious naval circle and then, approximately beginning during the late 2000s, entered 

the recreation phase. Recreation of the navy, however, suffered, among others, from industrial 

and shipbuilding restraints that were closely related with the limitations of Russia’s maritime 

sector. Following the collapse of the USSR, state-ordered shipbuilding in Russia had collapsed 

and as there were was no strong commercial shipbuilding sector to sustain crucial expertise and 

industrial capabilities and capacities, it proved difficult for Russia to re-initiate shipbuilding on 

a large scale, particularly in the field of construction of capital surface ships. The way in which 

the Russian Federation dealt with this problem was how the country had always dealt with the 

consequences of the destructive phases of the navy’s continental circular pattern: by inviting, 

 
147 For example, Admiral Ushakov’s Mediterranean squadron in coalition with the British Royal Navy at the 

beginning of the War of the Second Coalition.  
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purchasing or exchanging foreign expertise. The Kremlin’s policy choices from 2014 onwards, 

and the resulting disruption of Russia’s relationship with the western world which went hand-

in-hand with Russia losing access to many significant technologies meant that realising the 

country’s grand naval ambitions proved to be even more difficult than had been the case under 

Peter the Great or Catherine II.     

The fleet that Russia did (re-)create was smaller but capable and heavily-armed and primarily 

optimised for green-water operations, a circumstance shaped by Russia’s continental geography 

and geopolitical situation. In fact, instead of wasting unpredictable resources in an attempt to 

build an unattainable blue-water navy, creating a potent green-water force that was capable of 

operating both offensively and defensively in the marginal seas adjacent to the Eurasian 

continent, defending Moscow’s vulnerable continental flanks at the littoral periphery and 

posing significant challenges in and from local and regional waters even against an adversary 

that enjoyed naval superiority was a wise choice.   

Furthermore, the nature of the Russian state and its navy was also reflected in several 

characteristics of the fleet. The country’s sea-based logistics – crucial capabilities for any 

seapower (and sea power) with a vested interest in exercising oceanic sea control – were limited. 

In contrast, among others, the Russian Navy of the early 21st century was particularly respected 

for its subsurface capabilities and highly-potent missiles – indicators that the Russian Navy was 

rather designed ‘to destroy seapower, not acquire it’ (Lambert 2018, 14). Just like many of its 

continental predecessors the early 21st century Russian Navy lacked seriality and was made up 

of various vessels belonging to very different classes some of which had been in service over 

very long periods of time and had been built to accommodate different strategies. This was, as 

elaborated in chapter 2, a clear sign of a navy that was constantly undergoing change – enforced 

both by external circumstance and deliberate choice – and constantly adapting its fleet design. 

This was destined to continue as there was no long-term seapower system sustaining it. Purpose 

and focus of the Russian Navy were subject to whatever changing winds came from the 

political-strategic leadership.  

 

 

Missing Pieces in the Puzzle: Scope for Further Research 

With regard to the composition of the Russian fleet and the allocation of resources necessary to 

finance acquisition plans, this thesis, among other subtopics, has elaborated on the continuous 

struggle between Russia’s land-centric considerations and priorities, on the one hand, and the 

country’s naval ambitions, on the other hand. 
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A dimension that has, for the most part, been absent from the discussion has been the ‘air.’  

Apart from the scope of this thesis, this has much to do with limited source material available: 

creating open-source based maritime surface pictures is possible, if certain limitations 

concerning the accuracy of the information are accepted. Creating air pictures is far more 

difficult and would involve archival access to either Russian operational data or electronic 

surveillance data and intelligence from NATO states. In both cases, nearly all relevant 

information would be classified. 

Secondly, in comparison with this thesis’ heated discussions between Russian protagonists 

wearing army and navy uniform, there was less information available on the role of the Russian 

Aerospace Forces in these debates and trying to fill this gap would require additional 

specifically dedicated research. Nevertheless, the air dimension was equally important.  

In this thesis, the debate during the early days of the military reform about Russian power 

projection capabilities based on aircraft carriers, which had been fostered by the naval 

leadership, has featured prominently. Which role did long-range aviation [Dal’niaia aviatsiia 

VKS Rossii] play in these discussions? As pointed out in chapter five, the MSIAS profited early 

and decisively from the high priority awarded by the Kremlin to nuclear deterrence. Were 

connected decisions in concordance with or to the detriment of the development of Russia’s 

strategic air assets as part of the nuclear triad?  

A facet of the discussion about the Russian Navy’s needs to operate along the far approaches 

(see subchapter 4.2.3) was the need to bring to bear air defence and air-based ISR and strike 

capabilities in areas of operation far at sea. How were missions, authorities, affiliation of assets 

and funding negotiated between the service branches, particularly naval aviation and the 

Aerospace Forces during these twenty years? As evident from these considerations that are only 

scratching the surface of the matter, there is a lot of space for potential future research.  

 

 

Naval Operations and Outlook on the Future 

Contrasting this fluctuation in strategy and fleet design was the continuity and the clear purpose 

of the Russian Navy as a force in support of Russia’s land power. As chapters six on naval 

operations has shown, using naval assets in support of land-centred operations continued to be 

one of the principal missions of the Russian Navy. The most striking example were Russian 

naval operations executed during the 2008 Russo-Georgian War. In the western theatre of the 

war, the principal action of the Russian Navy involved an amphibious landing in Abkhazia, 

thereby supporting the advance of Russia’s ground forces towards the border of the separatist 
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republic and further beyond into Georgia proper. Amphibious landings, however, were not 

limited to Kavkaz-2008 and the war in Georgia. Most major exercises during the time period 

under consideration, which involved the Russian Navy, featured an amphibious element or 

included the defence against hostile landing operations. As outlined in subchapter 6.5, training 

such capabilities did not necessarily need to conform with capabilities of potential adversaries 

at the exercise location. As a core capability, support of army operations, particularly the 

capability to carry out landing and counter-landing operations, was a sine qua non that the 

Russian Navy had to be proficient in. 

In February and March 2014, the Russian Navy’s tactical sealift capability was brought into 

action beyond exercise scenarios when naval vessels operating in the Black Sea rapidly 

transported substantial amounts of personnel and materiel from the Russian mainland onto 

Crimea, consequently boosting the number of ground forces there and allowing the Kremlin to 

exercise control over the peninsula. Having re-established the standing naval formation in the 

Mediterranean Sea, Russian warships first ensured logistical support for al-Assad’s Syrian army 

and, since late 2015, for the Russian military contingent deployed to Syria as part of Russia’s 

military intervention in the Syrian Civil War as well. For NATO, however, the most worrisome 

military activities had nothing to do with Russia’s limited sea-based sealift and amphibious 

capability but with the continually increasing anti-access/area denial capability that was, among 

others, built on extensive land-based sensors and missile-launchers and allowed Russia in 

combination with its smaller but heavily-armed sea-based assets to challenge adversaries’ 

access to adjacent sea zones. As its ‘predecessors in spirit’, the mighty fortresses of the imperial 

era, they were the manifestations of a continental approach to naval warfare.  

As far as naval activities at the southern tier were concerned, Moscow continued this approach 

as the 21st century’s third decade began. Examples included the first Russo-Egyptian naval 

exercise in the Black Sea in November 2020, among others, in its bid to cultivate strategic 

partnerships with non-Western countries (Urcosta 2021), sweeping exercises in the 

Mediterranean, among others, involving aircraft carrying hypersonic missiles (Memo 2020; Al 

Jazeera 2021) and its and the continuation of Russia’s land-centred engagement policy in the 

Red Sea – Horn of Africa region and the signing of an agreement with Sudan on the 

establishment of logistical support point in Port Sudan (Rodkiewicz, Wilk and Żochowski 2020; 

Kollakowski 2022b). There was consistency in these measures because neither Russian policy 

towards these regions had changed nor the nature of Russia as a continental power.  

In addition, this thesis has underpinned the centrality of Putin and his leadership circle in 

promoting a naval build up and maintaining great naval aspirations. As the 2010s drew to a 
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close, Putin was about to complete the seventh decade of his life. As chapter 2 has elaborated, 

throughout history many continental power navies, especially in Russia, had benefited from 

powerful individuals who had espoused navalism. Too often, the naval accomplishments of 

these particular time periods began to fade away when new political leaders had entered the 

stage. In the early 21st century, there was no system in place preventing a new Khrushchevian 

political figure – possibly one politically raised in Siberia and not in St. Petersburg – taking 

control who could have questioned why Russia was spending so many resources on a navy 

whose ability, from the Kremlin’s perspective, to achieve decisive effects was limited.  

 

 

Priorities of a Continental Power 

Before the nature of human biology could (re-)open major debates and related shifts in budget 

allocations, the continental realities of Russia’s geopolitical situation and traditional emphasis 

on land warfare did: by the late 2010s, Russia’s financial situation got worse, available funding 

more scarce and various experts at the time assessed that the ground and airborne forces, which 

had received comparatively little funding during the GPV 2011-2020, were to receive a much 

larger share of the available funds whereas the navy would lose out on its previously large share 

(Felstead 2016, 20; Gorenburg 2017a; Nikolsky 2018, 14; Gorenburg 2019). In contrast to the 

4.4 to 5 trillion rubles, depending on the source (Rossiyskaya Gazeta 2011; IISS 2013, 202; 

IISS 2016, 171; Gorenburg 2017a), which had been allocated to the Russian Navy under the 

GPV 2011-2020, scholars estimated the funding available for the Russian Navy under the GPV-

2027 would be reduced significantly with some estimations as little as approximately 2 and a 

half trillion rubles (Gorenburg 2017a; Bogdanov and Kramnik 2018: 23; Connolly and 

Boulègue 2018, 20; Jesse 2020, 87).148 As under its predecessor and in line with the Russian 

Navy’s area denial approach, the GPV also put a particular emphasis on the upgrade of the 

navy’s subsurface fleet (Jesse 2020, 88; Connolly and Boulègue 2018, 22).  

Russian military operations in Syria and the War in Donbas had laid bare deficiencies in the 

ground forces and need for further upgrades and investment and consequently more than 

justified higher allocation of resources to the Russian ground forces (Connolly and Boulègue 

2018, 23). In fact, Russia’s need to attend to matters of land warfare, and consequently prioritise 

spending on this domain, had become much more urgent by the late 2010s, despite the fact that 

 
148 Whereas many experts estimated the funding available to the navy under GPV-2027 to be significantly lower, 

what can be said with certainty is that high inflation rates throughout the 2010s also severely impacted Russian 

arms procurement. According to sources examined by Alexei Nikolsky, the cost of a Steregushchiy-class corvette 

rose from 11 billion to 17 billion rubles from 2011 to 2016 (Nikolsky 2018, 15). 
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some measures had already been implemented such as the re-establishment of the 1st Guards 

Tank Army (see subchapter 3.1). In light of an openly hostile relationship with Ukraine since 

2014, Russia faced an extensive land border and a stand-off between Ukraine’s armed forces 

and Russian-backed separatists in the Donbas in what was predominantly a continental theatre 

in the Eastern European plain. By the beginning of the 21st century’s third decade relations grew 

ever more tense between Kyiv and Moscow and the conflict concerning the future of Ukraine 

ultimately spoiled many assessments of the late 2010s concerning Russia’s long-term military 

build-up and resource allocation.    

On 24 February 2022 Russia launched a full-scale invasion of Ukraine. This was primarily a 

large land operation and involved, among others, large parts of Russia’s ground and airborne 

forces and the air force. Critically, from the perspective of the Kremlin, casualties among 

Russian forces on the ground and in the air were substantial. At the point of this writing, it is 

not yet possible to provide precise assessments on the impact the destruction of the war and the 

economic damage caused by sanctions and rupture of economic relations will have on the future 

resources available to the Russian Navy but not least the partial mobilisation of Russia’s 

population in September-October 2022 underpinned the vast amounts of resources the Kremlin 

needed to sustain its ‘special military operation’ in Ukraine, first on the offensive than on the 

defensive. Consequently, the shifts in resource allocation needed to rebuild the battered Russian 

army following a future cessation of hostilities will highly likely prove much more fatal for the 

Russian Navy on the long term than the spectacular war-time loss of some of its surface vessels, 

such as the tank landing ship Saratov and the cruiser Moskva. Despite the fact that the Russian 

Navy had suffered casualties but was far from being incapacitated during the first year of the 

2022 Russo-Ukrainian War, looking at the bigger picture, it appeared that by the early 2020s 

the Russian Navy had passed this circle’s high-water mark of naval power and was entering 

once again into the deconstruction phase of continental power navies.     
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Annex 

Annex I   BSF Ship Assignment by Port 

Type Class (Ship Name) 2000 2014 2019 

Cruiser Slava (Moskva) Sevastopol Sevastopol Sevastopol 

 Kara (Kerch) Sevastopol unserviceable unserviceable 

 Kynda (Admiral Golovko) Sevastopol - - 

     

Destroyer Kashin (Smetlivy) Sevastopol Sevastopol Sevastopol 

 Kashin-Mod (Sderzhanny) Sevastopol - - 

     

Frigates Krivak I (Ladny)  Sevastopol Sevastopol Sevastopol 

 Krivak II (Pitlivy) Sevastopol Sevastopol Sevastopol 

 Admiral Grigorovich (Admiral Grigorovich) - - Sevastopol 

 Admiral Grigorovich (Admiral Essen) - - Sevastopol 

 Admiral Grigorovich (Admiral Makarov) - - Sevastopol 

     

SSKs Kilo (B-871 Alrosa) Sevastopol Sevastopol Novorossiysk 

 Kilo II – Mod Novorossiysk - Novorossiysk Novorossiysk 

 Kilo II – Mod Rostov-on-Don - Novorossiysk Novorossiysk 

 Kilo II – Mod Stary Oskol - - Novorossiysk 

 Kilo II – Mod Krasnodar - - Novorossiysk 

 Kilo II – Mod Velikiy Novgorod - - Novorossiysk 

 Kilo II – Mod Kolpino - - Novorossiysk 

     

Corvettes Grisha I (Aleksandrovets) Sevastopol Sevastopol Sevastopol 

 Grisha III (Suzdalets) Sevastopol Sevastopol Sevastopol 

 Grisha I (MPK-127) Sevastopol - - 

 Grisha III (Muromets) Sevastopol Sevastopol Sevastopol 

 Grisha III (MPK-199 Kasimov) Novorossiysk Novorossiysk Novorossiysk 

 Grisha III (MPK-207 Povorino) Novorossiysk Novorossiysk Novorossiysk 

 Grisha III (MPK-217 Eysk) Novorossiysk Novorossiysk Novorossiysk 

     

 Dergach (Bora) Sevastopol Sevastopol Sevastopol 

 Dergach (Samum) - Sevastopol Sevastopol 

     

 Tarantul III Mod (R-32) Sevastopol Sevastopol - 

 Tarantul II (R-60/Burya) Sevastopol Sevastopol Sevastopol 

 Tarantul I (Shuya) Sevastopol Sevastopol Sevastopol 

 Tarantul I (R-109) Sevastopol Sevastopol Sevastopol 

 Tarantul I (Naberezhnye Chelny) Sevastopol Sevastopol Sevastopol 

 Tarantul I (Ivanovets) Sevastopol Sevastopol Sevastopol 

     

 Nanuchka I (Zarnitsa) Sevastopol - - 

 Nanuchka III (Shtil) Sevastopol Sevastopol Sevastopol 

 Nanuchka III (Mirazh) Sevastopol Sevastopol Sevastopol 

     

 Buyan – M Vyshny Volochyok - - Sevastopol 

 Buyan – M Orekhovo-Zuyevo - - Sevastopol 

 Buyan – M Ingushetiya - - Sevastopol 

     

 Vasily Bykov (Vasily Bykov) - - Novorossiysk 

 Vasily Bykov (Dmitriy Rogachev) - - Novorossiysk 

     

MCM 

Vessels 

Natya (Vice-admiral Zhukov) Sevastopol Sevastopol - 

 Natya (Kovrovets) Sevastopol Sevastopol Sevastopol 

 Natya (Turbinist) Sevastopol Sevastopol Sevastopol 
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 Natya (Ivan Golubets) Sevastopol Sevastopol Sevastopol 

 Natya (Snayper) Sevastopol - - 

 Natya (Strelok) Novorossiysk - - 

 Natya (Valentin Pikul) - Novorossiysk Novorossiysk 

 Natya (Vice-admiral Zakharin) - Novorossiysk Novorossiysk 

     

 Gorya (Zheleznyakov) likely 

Novorossiysk 

likely 

Novorossiysk 

Novorossiysk 

     

 Sonya (Leytenant Ilyin) unclear149 Reserve - 

 Sonya (BT-241/ Mineralnie Vody) Novorossiysk Novorossiysk - 

     

 Alexandrit (Ivan Antonov) - - Sevastopol 

 Alexandrit (Vladimir Emelyanov) - - Sevastopol 

     

LSTs Ropucha (Azov) Sevastopol Sevastopol Sevastopol 

 Ropucha (Novocherkassk) Reserve Sevastopol Sevastopol 

 Ropucha (Yamal) Sevastopol Sevastopol Sevastopol 

 Ropucha (Tsezar Kunikov) Sevastopol Sevastopol Sevastopol 

 Alligator (Saratov) Sevastopol Sevastopol Sevastopol 

 Alligator (Orsk) Sevastopol Sevastopol Sevastopol 

 Alligator (Nikolay Filchenkov) Sevastopol Sevastopol Sevastopol 

BSF warship allocation excluding small minelayers [reidovye tral’shchiki], small landing and patrol craft and 

intelligence and auxiliary vessels (Based on: Boltenkov 2010, 85-86; Volkov and Brichevsky (n. d.); Sharpe 

2000, 552-607; KCHF.ru (n. d.)).  

For the time period under consideration the Kara-class cruiser Ochakov is not considered serviceable and not 

included. 

 

 

Annex II    

Abon-News.ru 2017; Il’inov 2014; Konstantinov 2019; MoD Russia (n. d. f); MoD Russia (n. d. g); MoD Russia 

(n d. h); MoD Russia (n. d. i); MoD Russia (n. d. j); MoD Russia (n. d. r); Ramm and Andreev 2017. 

 

 

 

Annex III 

E1.ru 2010; Interfaks 2010; Kommersant” 2018; Kremlin 2012; Lenta 2015b; MoD Russia 2011a; MoD Russia 

2017b; MoD Russia n. d. s; MoD Russia n. d. t; MoD Russia n. d. u; MoD Russia n. d. v; MoD Russia n. d. w; Ria 

Novosti 2015b; Ozertsova 2015; Tass 2017c; Tass n. d. a; Tass n. d. b.  

MoD Russia: ‘http://special.mil.ru/spec/heads/persona.htm?id=10333706@SD_Employee’ -> URL - Link can no 

longer be accessed.  

 

 

 

 
149 Due to the former Soviet Order of Ushakov 92nd MCM brigade - the Leytenant Ilyin’s superior formation - 

being based in Sevastopol, the unit was more likely based at Sevastopol. 

http://special.mil.ru/spec/heads/persona.htm?id=10333706@SD_Employee
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Annex IV  List of naval vessels commissioned between 2000 and 2019 
 

Year/Month Type Ship’s Name   Class (Project No.)  Naval Formation 

2000  MCM150 Vladimir Gumanenko  Gorya (12660)   NF 

2000/02  Corvette Samum    Bora (1239)   BSF since 2002/07 

2000/02  Corvette R-2/Chuvashiya   Tarantul (12411)   BF 

2001/01  MCM Valentin Pikul   Natya (266M)   BSF 

2001/12  SSN151 Gepard    Akula (971U)   NF 

 

2003/08  Frigate  Tatarstan    Gepard (11661)   CF 

2003/08  Corvette R-29    Tarantul (12411)   PF 

2007/11  Corvette Steregushchiy   Steregushchiy (20380)  BF 

2008/11  MCM Vice-admiral Zakharin   Natya (02668)   BSF 

2009/07  Frigate Yaroslav Mudryy   Neustrashimy (1154)  BF 

 

2010   LCU152 Ataman Platov   Dyugon (21820)   CF 

2010/04  SSK153 Sankt Peterburg   Sankt Peterburg (677)  NF since 2012/10 

2011/10  Corvette Soobrazitelny   Steregushchiy (20380)  BF 

2012/11  Frigate Dagestan    Gepard (11661K)   CF 

2012/12   SSBN154  Yuri Dolgorukiy   Dolgorukiy (955)    NF 

 

2013/05  Corvette Boikiy    Steregushchiy (20380)  BF 

2013/12  SSBN Alexander Nevskiy   Dolgorukiy (955)   PF 

2014/06  SSGN155 Severodvinsk   Severodvinsk (885)  NF 

2014/07  Corvette Stoikiy    Steregushchiy (20380)  BF 

2014/07  Corvette Grad Sviyazhsk   Buyan-M (21631)   CF 

 

2014/07  Corvette Uglich    Buyan-M (21631)   CF 

2014/10  LCU Ivan Kartsov    Dyugon (21820)   PF 

2014/11  LCU Denis Davydov    Dyugon (21820)   BF 

2014/08  SSK Novorossiysk   Kilo II mod (636.3)  BSF 

2014/12  SSK Rostov Na Donu   Kilo II mod (636.3)  BSF 

 

2014/12  Corvette Velikiy Ustyug   Buyan-M (21631)   CF 

2014/12  SSBN Vladimir Monomakh  Dolgorukiy (955)   PF 

2014/12  LCU Leytenant Rimskiy-Korsakov Dyugon (21820)   BF 

2014/12  LCU Michman Lermontov   Dyugon (21820)   BF 

2015/07  SSK Stary Oskol   Kilo II mod (636.3)  BSF 

 

2015/11  SSK Krasnodar   Kilo II mod (636.3)  BSF 

2015/11  Corvette Zeleny Dol   Buyan-M (21631)   BF since 2016/11 

2015/11  Corvette Serpukhov   Buyan-M (21631)   BF since 2016/11 

2016/03  Frigate Admiral Grigorovich  Admiral Grigorovich (11356) BSF 

2016/05  Frigate Admiral Essen   Admiral Grigorovich (11356) BSF 

 

2016/10  MCM Aleksandr Obukhov  Alexandrit (12700)   BF 

2016/10  SSK Velikiy Novgorod   Kilo II mod (636.3)  BSF 

2016/11  SSK Kolpino    Kilo II mod (636.3)  BSF 

2017/07  Corvette Sovershenny    Steregushchiy (20380)  PF 

2017/12  Frigate Admiral Makarov   Admiral Grigorovich (11356) BSF 

 

2018/05  Corvette Vyshny Volochyok   Buyan-M (21631)   BSF 

2018/06  LST156 Ivan Gren   Ivan Gren (11711)   NF 

2018/07  Frigate Admiral Gorshkov   Admiral Gorshkov (22350)  NF 

 
150 Mine Counter-Measure Vessels. 
151 Nuclear-powered Attack Submarine. 
152 Landing Craft Utility 
153 Conventional Submarine 
154 Nuclear-powered Ballistic-missile Submarine 
155 Nuclear-powered Guided-missile Submarine 
156 Tank Landing Ship 
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2018/11  Corvette Orekhovo-Zuyevo   Buyan-M (21631)   BSF 

2018/12  Corvette Gromkiy    Steregushchiy (20380)   PF 

 

2018/12  Corvette Mytishchi   Karakurt (22800)   BF 

2018/12  Corvette Vasily Bykov   Bykov (22160)   BSF  

2018/12  MCM Ivan Antonov   Alexandrit (12700)   BSF 

2019/06  Corvette Dmitriy Rogachev   Bykov (22160)   BSF 

2019/10  Corvette Sovetsk    Karakurt (22800)   BF 

 

2019/11  SSK Petropavlovsk-Kamchatskiy  Kilo II mod (636.3)  PF 

2019/12  Corvette Ingushetiya   Buyan-M (21631)   BSF 

2019/12  MCM Vladimir Emelyanov  Alexandrit (12700)   BSF 

 

 

 

This list excludes small boats and craft, such patrol boats of the Shmel-, Mangust-, Buyan-, Raptor- or Grachonok-

class. Small landing craft below 200t displacement, such as the Ondatra-, Serna- and BK-16/BK-18-class, and 

auxiliary units, including auxiliary submarines, are not considered. Furthermore, the Akula-class nuclear-powered 

submarine Nerpa that was leased to India until 2021 is not included.  (Sources: Volkov and Brichevsky (n. d.); 

Pape 2020: 630-668). 
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Annex V   
Distribution of Naval Vessels 2000 
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Olya-class, Tanya-class, Tolya-class – all below 100t displacement – are not considered in this list. The list also 

excludes patrol craft such as Pauk-class, Mukha-class, Svetlyak-class, Matka-class, Shmel- or Grachonok-, 

Raptor-class or Piyavka-class and small minesweepers such as the Yevgenya class. 

The Delta I class K-500 (PF) may have been decommissioned before the year 2000. Delta III-class K-455 (PF) 

was reported to have been decommissioned in April 2000 and was thus not included in this list. While scheduled 

for overhaul and modernisation, Kirov-class cruiser Admiral Nakhimov did not re-join the fleet until 2020 and is 

thus not considered serviceable for the time period under consideration. Information on conventional submarines 

in the Baltic Fleet is conflicting but most sources estimate 2-3 units. Akula: K-480 Ak Bars was scrapped in 2002 

and some of its components were used in Dolgorukiy-class Vladimir Monomakh. It is not considered serviceable 

for the purposes of this list.  

The status of the last Cold War-era Yankee-class nuclear-powered submarines is unclear. As these units were 

scrapped during the early 21st century, they are assessed as not serviceable. The status of Victor III-class K-255 

(NF) is unclear. Jane’s Fighting Ships 2000-2001 (Sharpe 2000, 565) and IISS’ The Military Balance 2000 (IISS 

2000c, 121) refer to one or two Foxtrot-class submarines possibly in service with the BF. However, it is uncertain 

whether these units were still in a serviceable condition by 2000.   

Jane’s Fighting Ships 2000-2001 (Sharpe 2000: 578) lists six additional Krivak III-class units (PF). As these 

vessels have served with the Coast Guard of the Border Service of the FSB, they are not included in this list. Jane’s 

Fighting Ships 2000-2001 (Sharpe 2000: 592) also lists one remaining Polnochny-class medium landing ship. Its 

status is unclear. There are conflicting information concerning the number of Lida-class minesweepers in service 

in 2000. Jane’s Fighting Ships 2000-2001 (Sharpe 2000, 589) lists five additional Lida-class units most of which 

were allegedly based in the BF. Other sources do not support this assessment. The status of Tarantul-class R-543; 

R-541 and R-464 remains unclear. Although only scrapped during the latter 2000s/2010s, the Oscar-II-class 

nuclear-powered guided-missile submarine K-148 Krasnodar is no longer assessed as serviceable by the year 2000. 

 

Sources: Volkov and Brichevsky (n. d.); Nikolaev (n. d. f); KCHF.ru (n. d. b); KCHF.ru (n. d. c); Gennad’evich 

(n. d.); IISS 2000c: 123; Sharpe 2000: 552-606. 
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Annex VI 

Bosphorus Naval News 2012; Flot.com n. d. e; Gorenburg 2009, 3; Karpenko 2020b; Kilner 2009; Korabel 2010a; 

Korabel 2010b; Korabel 2010c; Lobkov 2011; MoD Russia 2011c; MoD Russia 2012e; Muraviev 2011, 200; 

Novik 2013; Pasiakin 2011; PortNews 2009; Reuters 2008; Ria Novosti 2010; Ria Novosti 2011c; Safety4Sea 

2011. 

Neptune P2P Group: https://neptunep2pgroup.com/russian-patrol-ship-returns-to-gulf-of-aden-on-its-third-anti-

piracy-mission/; http://navoine.info/rus-fleet-18-2013.html 

-> URL - Links can no longer be accessed. 

 

 

Annex VII 

EMSA 2009; Flot.com n. d. f; ForPost 2009; Gorenburg 2009; Korabel 2007; Korabel 2008; Kramnik n. d., 

Lenta 2008c; Pravda 2009 

Renmin Ribao: http://russian.people.com.cn/31519/6510617.html -> URL - Link can no longer be accessed. 

 

 

Annex VIII 

BBC 2013a; Donavi49 2013; LaGrone 2013; Karpenko 2020b; Korabel 2012; Korabel 2013b; MoD UK 2013; 

Navy Recognition 2013; Radio Svoboda 2013; Royal Navy 2013; Shalal-Esa 2013. 

 

 

https://neptunep2pgroup.com/russian-patrol-ship-returns-to-gulf-of-aden-on-its-third-anti-piracy-mission/
https://neptunep2pgroup.com/russian-patrol-ship-returns-to-gulf-of-aden-on-its-third-anti-piracy-mission/

