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Abstract 

Since 2014 Russia has steadily built a formidable naval and combined 

arms capability in the Black Sea and Mediterranean to lend credence to tis 

efforts to be acknowledged as a great power in the Mediterranean, Levant, and 

Middle East as well as to dominate Ukraine and the Black Sea. Another 

purpose of this force-building program is to extrude NATO from the Eastern 

Mediterranean and Black Seas. As a result of its success in seizing the Black 

Sea coast from Ukraine and in intervening in Syria, Moscow has moved on to 

start building a network of naval (and potentially air) bases throughout the 

Eastern Mediterranean and into the Gulf. These operations will not stop 

anytime soon and threaten not just Middle Eastern states but also the Black 

Sea littoral states like Romania and Turkey who are NATO allies. Thus the 

threats to Western allies and interests in the Black Sea are every bit as 

menacing if not more so than the oft-invoked threats to the Baltic States and 

should be recognized as such.  
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There is a consensus that the Russian annexation of Crimea and 

clandestine intervention in eastern Ukraine in 2014 and overt Russian military 

intervention in Syria in 2015 have transformed the post-Cold War security 

settlement in Europe (Rasmussen et al. 2014; Allison, 2017; Gardner 2016; 

Ademmer, Delcour, & Wolczuk 2016). The Post-Cold War era ended with the 

Russian annexation of Crimea. The two military actions by Russia have often 

been discussed separately. Russian operations in Ukraine have been viewed as 

a response to a perceived threat from NATO expansion eastward and the 

erosion of Russian sphere of influence. Intervention in Syria was seen as a 

means of asserting great power influence in the Middle East, a region where 

the United States and the West is withdrawing influence. Russian activities in 

Crimea and Syria are unmistakably connected. Russian intervention is about 

far more than supporting Assad. Russia’s activities in Syria are less about 

saving Assad and more about restoring Moscow’s place in the key crossroads 

of the eastern Mediterranean. It is the latest expression of a geopolitical 

longing that is embedded deep in Russia’s strategic thinking: to establish a 

political and military foothold in the eastern Mediterranean (Johnson 2015). 

Historically Russia’s occupation of the Crimea and of Ukraine has permitted a 

vast enlargement of Russian capabilities and ambitions towards the entire 

Eastern Mediterranean basin comprising both the Balkans and the Middle 

East. The Mediterranean and Black Seas were historically regarded by many 

Russian elites as constituting a single body of water (Goldstein & Zhukov 

2004, 30). Russia’s only exit to the open ocean for its Black Sea Fleet is the 

Mediterranean. Current events beyond the ongoing buildup in the Black Sea 

and the Mediterranean show that Russia is re-enacting this history.  

The goal of this article is to examine how Russian and US/NATO navies 

are squaring off around the eastern Mediterranean. Despite Russia’s 

intervention in Syria and invasion of Crimea, its air force and navy capabilities 

fall short of the U.S. While US/NATO naval forces still enjoy general 

superiority, the Russian Navy is a lot more operational and a more capable 

adversary now than it has been in many years.  
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Russia as a Great Power and the Securitization of the Eastern 

Mediterranean 
 

One of the most salient features of the current international system is great 

power competition. There is a growing literature that posits that the post-Cold 

War US-led era of international relations began to fade in 2006-2008, and that 

by 2014, the international environment had shifted to a fundamentally 

different situation of renewed great power competition with China and Russia 

(Congressional Research Service 2020). The current confrontation between 

Russia, China and the US has often been termed a new Cold War, but many 

observers view the new international security environment not as a bipolar 

situation or a unipolar situation. A new cold war analogy may prove 

inaccurate as a description for the current competition between Russia, China, 

and the US (Kofman 2018).  

Discussions of the shift to renewed great power competition have led to a 

renewed emphasis on grand strategy and geopolitics in US defense 

considerations countering the resurgence of Russia and the continued rise of 

China. The Mediterranean has re-emerged as an operating area of importance 

for great power competition. There have been recent attempts to explain the 

“securitization” of the Eastern Mediterranean in terms of the spectacular 

energy finds there and that energy has been a leading factor in defining this 

regionalization of security there (Tziarras 2020; Goldthau, Richert, & Stetter 

2020). While the emergence of major energy finds there and the ensuing 

configurations of states cannot be disputed as a factor of regionalization and 

securitization there; our analysis shows that the Cold War (and even to some 

degree pre-1914) configuration of superpower naval rivalry has returned and 

that geostrategic, hard power considerations of projection of naval power have 

returned with a vengeance to the region. Thus, energy is by no means the sole 

or primary defining feature of the region. Indeed, Russia’s naval buildup is 

coterminous with recent energy finds and has been undertaken for long- 

standing geostrategic reasons, not energy considerations. Therefore, regional 

securitization patterns are more complex than those pertaining to energy alone 

and any analysis of this or any other region where energy plays a prominent 

role must take into account geostrategic factors as a major force for shaping 
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securitization and regionalization patterns of interstate rivalry and/or 

cooperation.  

Another important strand of literature addresses how Russia responds to 

great power competition. There is a debate as to whether Russia is merely a 

regional or a global power. Specifically, it revolves around the question of 

capabilities. President Obama memorably opined that Russia is merely a 

regional power presumably because he believed it could not project power 

beyond Russia’s borders. Many other analysts also focus on Russia’s 

limitations in this regard. However, the evidence presented in various studies 

decisively shows that despite real limitations upon its capabilities, Russia is 

intent on projecting power beyond its borders, not only in Syria and the former 

Soviet Union, but also across the Middle East and into Africa. In other words, 

we are dealing here with a “global Russia” (Carnegie Endowment for 

International Peace 2019).  

In pursuit of this global power standing Moscow has not only invested 

heavily in its navy but has also developed new political, and military 

capabilities for power projection into Africa and even Latin America as well 

as the Middle East (Blank 2020; Klein 2019). Russian naval activities in the 

Mediterranean go a long way to substantiating the argument that Russia is 

intent on achieving global influence and great power status globally whether it 

be in Europe, the Middle East, or Africa, if not beyond. So despite the limits 

on its capabilities, there is no sign of the minimization or shrinkage of 

Russia’s strategic intentions as a great power, quite the contrary. 

 

 

Russia’s Return to the Mediterranean  
 

The Mediterranean Basin is a geographic area that encompasses more 

than 22 maritime states. Defined as an intercontinental sea, the Mediterranean 

is located at the crossroads of Europe, Africa and Asia. Russia’s 

Mediterranean adventure began centuries ago. As a predominantly continental 

power, Russia has always had the challenge of not having great coastal access, 

particularly in the Mediterranean (Chuma 2016; Green 1993). Russia has 

sought to control the eastern Mediterranean for centuries and has had only 



 

| Younkyoo Kim·Stephen Blank |     Russia and the Mediterranean in the Era of Great… | 69 

fleeting success. Russia fought twelve wars between 1676 and 1878, primarily 

against Turkey, to establish unrestricted access to the Black Sea and attempt to 

establish direct access to the eastern Mediterranean (Chuma 2016). It has been 

stymied by the Ottoman Empire, later by Turkey, and by British and U.S. 

naval power. One of the main features of the Mediterranean as a theater for 

naval operations is that access to it from the outside is limited (Roberts 1982, 

1). The Mediterranean is not a convenient theater for naval operations. The 

Black Sea is a stoppered bottle unless it comes with control over the Turkish 

straits and the eastern Mediterranean. The U.S. Sixth Fleet and NATO had 

long enjoyed such strategic advantages over the Soviet Navy that the 

Mediterranean was described as a NATO “lake” during the Cold War. The 

principal constraints on Soviet Mediterranean operations, aside from the 

Montreux Treaty, included periodic restrictions on shore access, burdensome 

deployment distances, and air inferiority (Goldstein & Zhukov 2004). 

Throughout much of the Cold War, the Eastern Mediterranean remained a 

mare nostrum for the US beginning with the formation of the Sixth Task Fleet 

in 1948. According to Curt Gasteyger (1968), US one-power predominance in 

the Mediterranean set in during the 1950s-60s. The U.S. “replaced” the British 

in the Mediterranean. U.S. naval forces did not pull out of the region 

post-World War Two, and were instead converted into the 6th Fleet. Its task 

was to keep control of the oil-rich Middle East and prevent the Soviet Union 

from “breaking through” to the Black Sea.  

Since the mid-1960s, the Soviet Naval Forces were increasingly deployed 

abroad as a direct consequence of the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962. In 1964, 

the Sovmedron (Soviet Mediterranean Squadron) or the Fifth Eskadra became 

the first permanently forward-deployed Soviet naval force. The Soviet 

Mediterranean Eskadra was an arm of the Black Sea Fleet, and also drew 

ships from Northern and Baltic fleets. Since its inception, it usually had 

thirty-five to forty-five ships (Federation of American Scientists 2000). The 

Soviet Air Force supported the fleet, operating from airfields in Egypt and 

Syria. Gasteyger (1968, 676) quipped, 

 

the Arab-Israeli war in June 1967 the Soviet Union has established a 

political and military presence on a larger scale than before, and shows no 

intention of withdrawing. It has thus succeeded in escaping from the role of 
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a distant observer who could defend or promote its interests in the area by 

verbal declarations only. 

 

The idea of arming submarines with nuclear missiles came up in 1960 

with the launching of US nuclear submarine, the George Washington. The 

nuclear submarine armed with Polaris missiles, known as an SSBN or 

"boomer," was capable of delivering an explosive yield greater than the 

combined bomb tonnage dropped in World War II by Allied and Axis powers 

(including the bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki) (Goldstein & 

Zhukov 2004, 33). Submarine-launched missiles strike their targets with a 

nuclear payload in a mere 15 minutes while land-based missiles take 30 

minutes to reach their targets. What’s more, these subs could circumvent the 

oceans virtually unnoticed, hidden until the time came to launch hundreds of 

missiles and strike enemy territory. 

The U.S. alone maintained 41 ballistic-missile nuclear subs during the 

Cold War (Scheve 2000). A ballistic missile fired from the eastern 

Mediterranean could thus potentially hit Moscow or Leningrad. In light of its 

strategic weakness in the new area of U.S. ballistic missile deployment, the 

Kremlin prioritized the creation of a permanent counterforce in the 

Mediterranean (Goldstein & Zhukov 2004, 33). 

Into the 1960s, this situation gave the U.S. Navy a substantial advantage. 

By 1966, the Soviets had built up their Mediterranean force an average daily 

strength of fifteen ships. This initial Soviet deployment in the eastern 

Mediterranean was to hunt and destroy these US SSBNs (Federation of 

American Scientists 2000). The largest naval confrontation of the Cold War 

occurred when fierce land and air battles raged between Israel and its Arab 

neighbors in the Yom Kippur War of October 1973 as the US Sixth Fleet and 

the Soviet Mediterranean Squadron circled each other a few hundred miles out 

to sea in the Mediterranean. During that crisis the Soviet Mediterranean 

Squadron numbered up to some 70 units, some of which were in Port Said and 

Alexandria, to prevent Israeli attacks against those ports (Federation of 

American Scientists 2000). 

The Fifth Eskadra occasionally enjoyed superiority over its nemesis with 

its reinforcements from the Black Sea fleet. Soviet presence rapidly expanded, 

and by 1970, the Eskadra maintained nearly 70 vessels in the eastern 
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Mediterranean, with logistical support coming from the Black Sea. During the 

Yom Kippur War (October 1973) the force rose from 52 to 95 ships, including 

over a dozen destroyers and nearly two dozen submarines - outnumbering the 

American 6th Fleet. 

Perhaps the most basic problem that the Soviets had to resolve was some 

of the constraints of Mediterranean geography. The geography imposes long 

transit times on ships coming to the Mediterranean from the Northern or Baltic 

Fleets (the latter must also pass the choke point of the Danish Straits) (Roberts 

1984, 2). With the exception of the Soviet Black Sea Fleet, the major fleets 

that might want to operate there are separated from it by substantial distances. 

This is true to some extent for the Royal Navy, and is much more of a problem 

for the U.S. Navy coming from the US East Coast. 

The Turkish Straits and the Montreux Convention imposed significant 

limitations on the deployment of Black Sea Fleet ships out to the 

Mediterranean. The Montreux restrictions hindered Soviet ambitions to 

become a Mediterranean naval power. In peaceful times, the convention limits 

the passage of military ships belonging to non-Black Sea countries through the 

straits. When entering the waters ships are limited to a weight of 15,000 tons. 

All warship transits must be declared to Turkish authorities at least eight days 

before they occur. The clause making submarine transits contingent on repairs 

has effectively prohibited the use of the Straits by the Soviets to maintain their 

submarine force in the Mediterranean (Roberts 1984, 2). 

The Montreux restrictions on submarine transits meant that submarines 

could be deployed to the region almost exclusively from the Northern and 

Baltic Fleets, through the Strait of Gibraltar. To extend the ships’ stays in the 

region required foreign anchorages and naval bases. Two Black Sea Fleet 

submarines, having waited for two days to enter Annaba, Algeria, were 

finally, on 13 June 1973, forced to leave. After 1967, access to Egyptian ports 

extended the time diesel submarines could remain in the Mediterranean from 

two months to six (Goldstein & Zhukov 2004, 37). By 1973, however, 

Northern Fleet SSGNs (nuclear-powered cruise-missile submarines) were 

being deployed to the Mediterranean for up to thirteen months at a time 

(Goldstein & Zhukov 2004, 38). 

There was always one U.S. carrier battle group, sometimes two, operating 

in this enclosed area. The US Sixth Fleet benefited from an abundance of local 
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naval bases and facilities— among others Rota (Spain), La Maddalena (Italy), 

Naples (Italy), and Souda Bay, Crete (Greece). Furthermore, due to well- 

developed underway replenishment techniques, the Sixth Fleet had generally 

been capable of operating for prolonged periods without shore access 

(Goldstein & Zhukov 2004, 34).  

A submarine powered by onboard nuclear reactors has a nearly limitless 

range and superior maneuverability; what's more, it can be placed in far-flung 

waters across the globe with no need to surface except for crew provisions 

every three months or so. Diesel-electric subs also have good range and can 

stay submerged for days. They are much quieter underwater running on 

electric power than a nuclear submarine is. Compared to nuclear subs, 

diesel-electric submarines do have a few drawbacks. For one, they must 

surface periodically to refuel and recharge. Additionally, they must stay in 

range of a friendly port, so they are not as quick to respond to crises around 

the globe. By contrast, a nuclear submarine can lurk for months off the coasts 

of geopolitical hot spots, such as the Persian Gulf (Scheve 2000).  

In the late 1980s the political and socio-economic landscape surrounding 

the Mediterranean area changed. The Warsaw Pact ceased to exist on 31 

March 1991, and the Mediterranean Eskadra effectively withdrew from the 

Mediterranean. The potent Soviet Black Sea Fleet of the Cold War years was 

divided between Russia and Ukraine after protracted negotiations. In 

liquidating the Soviet naval assets, Russia rushed the newly commissioned 

aircraft carrier Admiral Kuznetsov out of the Black Sea to the Northern Fleet 

before the Russian-Ukrainian negotiations on the fate of the former Soviet 

fleet began (Güvenç & Egeli 2016, 96). 

At the time of the dissolution of the Soviet Union, there were 100,000 

Russian personnel, 60,000 service members, and 835 vessels, including 28 

submarines in the Black Sea Fleet (Toucas 2017). The Soviet 5th 

(Mediterranean) Eskhadra, sometimes as big as 30–50 ships and submarines. 

For much of the 1990s, Russian naval activity in and out of the Black Sea 

remained extremely modest compared to the Soviet era.  

On 23 November 1999, Prime Minister Vladimir Putin announced to the 

Russian Security Council that Russian Navy operations would soon extend 

beyond their previously limited boundaries. Areas mentioned in his speech as 

having strategic significance for Russia were the Baltic Sea and regions to the 
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south of Russia. Putin stated that additional funds would be provided for 

deployment by November 2000 in the Mediterranean of Russia’s sole aircraft 

carrier, the Admiral Kuznetsov, a destroyer, a frigate, one tanker, and 

nuclear-powered submarines carrying SLBMs. The Tartus base in Syria, first 

used for Russia's Mediterranean squadron in 1983, was also to be reactivated. 

Putin has made the eastern Mediterranean a focus for making Russia a 

normal great power again (Tsygankov 2005). Russia’s maritime strategy, 

Maritime Doctrine for the Russian Federation 2020, enshrines continued 

access to and a strong naval presence in the Mediterranean as a national 

priority (Chuma 2016).   

In a speech at the Russian Black Sea Fleet headquarters in Sevastopol, 

Ukraine, in 2007, then‐commander of the Russian Navy Admiral Vladimir 

Masorin said: “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 reestablish the permanent 

presence of the Russian Navy.” (Coalson 2016). This speech describes a long 

strategic goal of the Russian state to transform the Black Sea Fleet from 

“green water” to “blue water” force capable of operating in open waters and, 

therefore, challenging its own traditional maritime status. This strategic goal 

had been included in Russia’s new maritime doctrine that was announced by 

the Russian President Vladimir Putin himself during the Russian Navy Day 

festivities on July 26, 2015.  

Russia’s growing presence in the Mediterranean dates back to 2013 - i.e., 

well before the annexation of Crimea or Moscow’s intervention in Syria - with 

the decision to create a permanent Mediterranean Squadron out of the BSF 

(Black Sea Fleet) forces (Felgenhauer 2013). In May 2013, Russian President 

Vladimir Putin announced a 16-ship Mediterranean task force, although these 

mainly focused on the waters around Syria. Since then, Russia has steadily 

augmented both that squadron’s capability and that of its navy in general, 

including the BSF. This overall strengthening of the navy in critical areas like 

the Mediterranean is a general principle of Russian defense policy. For 

example, in the Pacific, one can observe not just the increase in conventional 

and nuclear naval capabilities, but also a level of activities that approaches that 

of the Cold War (Blank 2016). This steady expansion of capabilities pertains 

to both surface vessels and to submarines, the latter of which particularly raise 
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concerns in the United States. 

In February 2014, just prior to the invasion of Ukraine, Russia announced 

its intention to strengthen the Mediterranean Squadron by adding stealthy 

Varshavyanka-class submarines. The stated purpose of those deployments 

was to “thwart any threat to Russia’s borders or security” (Blank 2016). Given 

the mission and the situation in the theater at that time, this explanation could 

only mean thwarting “threats” from the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 

(NATO). Accordingly, since then, Moscow has built what Admiral Mark 

Ferguson, the commander-in-chief of NATO’s Allied Joint Force command, 

calls an “Arc of Steel,” which includes advanced air defenses, cruise missiles, 

new platforms, space, cyber and “hybrid warfare” systems, as well as 

submarines (Blank 2016).  

Russia’s Black Sea fleet is currently made up of about 45 warships and 7 

submarines stationed principally out of Sevastopol. The fleet’s warships 

constitute 21 percent of total Russian naval warships in service and 10 percent 

of the total submarine force. 80 more warships are expected to be added by 

2020 (Schneider 2017). There are around ten modern warships from various 

Russian fleets operating permanently in the Mediterranean armada. But, it 

includes nuclear submarines and the Soviet-era Admiral Kuznetsov, its only 

aircraft carrier.   

The permanent deployment of the Mediterranean Eskadra and its 

concomitant quest for bases throughout the Mediterranean and greater Middle 

East ensures that Moscow will try to extend the air and naval defense umbrella 

under which its forces can freely operate and deny those zones to NATO and 

other adversaries as far out as possible.  

Recently, Moscow took another significant step towards the consolidation 

and extension of its naval capabilities in the Mediterranean. Moscow 

announced that over the next 2-3 years it would be building a full naval base at 

Tartus in Syria, which it now has under lease (along with the air base at 

Khmeinim) for 49 years. That base, when completed, will be able to 

accommodate 11 ships at a time and host nuclear-powered ships as well. In 

this connection, Moscow also reiterated that its Mediterranean Squadron 

(Eskadra) would constitute a permanently deployed element of the Russian 

fleet.  
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Changing Balance of Power in the Black Sea and Beyond 
 

Without Crimea, there would be no Syria campaign and an increase in 

Russia’s presence in the Mediterranean: the Crimean peninsula is an important 

logistic point in terms of amassing forces and means. In addition to providing 

logistical support for Moscow’s military operations in Syria, the Russian 

military build-up is also designed to strengthen Moscow’s position in the 

northern Black Sea region (Gardner 2016, 499). Russia has sought southward 

expansion through the Balkans, the Caucasus, and the northern Middle East. 

With control over the Black Sea, Russia has the capacity to embark on a 

significant naval buildup. Access and control over the Black Sea also gives 

Russia a springboard from which to project power into the Middle East, the 

Balkans, and the greater-Mediterranean. In large part due to its access to the 

Turkish Straits, Russia can position itself as a big player in the Middle East.  

Control over the Black Sea is vital for Russia going forward in the face of 

the new NATO presence in the Balkans and terrorist threats from the Middle 

East (Treisman 2016). In May 2016, the United States activated a missile 

shield base short and medium range missiles in Deveselu in southern 

Romania. This is part of the broad European missile defense shield that 

comprises a command and control center at Ramstein Air Base in Germany, a 

radar installation in Turkey, four ships capable of identifying enemy missiles 

and firing their own SM‐3s based in Rota, Spain, and a land‐based missile 

system in Redzikowo, Poland (Litsas 2016, 67).  

Numerous Russian commentaries continually label the Middle East as a 

region close to Russia’s borders, signifying thereby Russia’s ongoing 

revisionism concerning its post-1991 borders and its regional military-strategic 

perspective (Blank 2017b). Given Russia’s lack of confidence in US policy in 

the Middle East, it fears the onset of another protracted war and a migration of 

terrorism from Syria into the North Caucasus. Moscow believes that the 

collapse of the Assad regime could permit Islamist movements to undermine 
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Russian controls in the Northern Caucasus
1
 (Gardner 2016, 499). Russia’s 

own Muslim population plays a larger role in its Middle Eastern policy, and 

Russia became a member of the Organization of Islamic Countries (OIC) in 

2005 (Blank 2017b).  

By invading Ukraine and annexing Crimea, Russian President Vladimir 

Putin has transformed the security situation in the Black Sea. Upon capturing 

those territories, Moscow lost no time in seizing Ukrainian energy facilities in 

the Black Sea and accelerating its ongoing military modernization there. 

NATO noted a significant increase in Russia’s military presence in the Black 

Sea, mainly due to the build-up of its forces in the occupied Crimea (Sanders 

2017). 

Moscow has moved to reinforce the Black Sea Fleet to use it as a platform 

for denying NATO access to it, Ukraine, Russia, and the Caucasus and to 

serve as a platform for power projection into the Mediterranean and Middle 

East (Treisman 2016; Blank 2015b; Sanders 2017). The Kremlin is now 

conducting another experiment in economic and military operations, but this 

one has profound implications beyond Ukraine. Russia’s ramming, firing 

upon, and seizing of Ukrainian ships in the Kerch Strait and imprisoning their 

sailors on November 25, 2018 was an act of premeditated aggression (Larter 

2018; Cruikshank 2018). Typically for Russia Moscow preceded the operation 

with an information warfare “fake news drive” (Boffey 2018). This incident 

highlights not only Moscow’s mission to undermine if not destroy the 

Ukrainian state but also its equal determination to convert the Black Sea and 

its maritime approaches like the Sea of Azov and Kerch Strait, into a closed 

Russian sea, a Mare Clausus.  

A major reason for this determination is bound up with defending those 

waters against a presumed NATO attack but also with claiming the imperial 

heritage of a great Mediterranean and Middle Eastern power as well as 

hegemony over the Black Sea (Treisman 2016). In turn, reclaiming that 

imperial and Soviet heritage means retaining a permanent capability in the 

 

1
 Russia’s Muslims live in Chechnya, Ingushetia, and Dagestan, and in regions such as Yakutia, 

Komi, Bashkortostan, Tatarstan, Tuve, and Tyumen. 95% Russia’s Muslims are Sunni and 5% 

Shi’ite (Gardner 2016, 499). 
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Mediterranean to deter NATO and other adversaries and project offensive 

power beyond Russia and the former Soviet Union’s boundaries.  

Before the seizure of Crimea, both Ukraine and Russia agreed to regard 

the Sea of Azov as the internal waters of each state. Thus, the states had shared 

sovereignty over that body of water; in the case of disputes, they would 

resolve them jointly. This result held until the invasion of Crimea. Now, 

Russian President Vladimir Putin claims—in utter defiance of both facts and 

international law—that Sevastopol has always been Russian, and Crimea is 

now Russian and will never be detached from Russia. Further, Moscow says 

that there is no need to renegotiate the original treaty with Ukraine governing 

the status of the Sea of Azov.  

But while making these statements, Moscow has been busy building a 

bridge over the Kerch Strait and a railway upon that bridge. This bridge was 

deliberately built at a height that all but precludes Ukrainian commercial 

traffic from operating in the Sea of Azov, thus placing the port of Mariupol in 

economic jeopardy. And in another contravention of international law, it has 

declared that it will block any NATO attempt to send ships into the Sea of 

Azov, even if they are invited by Ukraine.  

NATO has now strengthened its presence in the Baltics and Poland, but it 

was too slow to counter Russia in the Black Sea region. In February 2019, 

NATO’s Defense Ministers will convene a ministerial conference and in April 

they will do so for Foreign Ministers. These meetings should reassess the 

importance of the Black Sea and the Balkans’ strategic importance, especially 

in light of recent events (Blank 2019).  

These events comprise the recent Kerch Strait incident, the revelations of 

Russian-backed coups in Macedonia, Greece and Montenegro, to prevent the 

governments in Podgorica and Skopje from joining NATO and making peace 

with their neighbors. Simultaneously, Moscow regularly poses ongoing 

Russian threats to the littoral states of the Black Sea, all of whom are NATO 

members. These threats underscore the urgency of strengthening deterrence in 

the Balkans and Black Sea and of helping Ukraine to defend itself.  

Recent events show that Russia regards it as its Mare Nostrum (“our sea”) 

and will block any effort to provide for the legitimate defense of NATO 

members there, not to mention Georgia on the Eastern shore. But these threats 

to the Black Sea littoral states and the Balkans are not only real they are 
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perhaps more urgent because of the Russian buildup in the Black Sea and 

efforts to undermine Balkan governments.  

Russia is well on its way to converting the Black Sea into a Russian lake, 

an outcome that endangers the security of all the states along the sea’s edges. 

Centuries of historical experience suggests that these threats will continue, 

along with increased efforts to intimidate these littoral states. The Kremlin has 

a 1,000-man task force in a breakaway province of Moldova and roughly 

4,500 Russian officers and senior enlisted advising separatists in the Donbass 

region of Ukraine. Additionally, Russia has 3,500 Russian troops and roughly 

1,500 border guards in Georgia
2
 (Rempfer 2018).  

Romania is a NATO member that already spends 2 percent of its gross 

domestic product on defense, a priority of the Trump administration. From 

NATO’s perspective, Turkey is an important ally, but so focused to its south 

that they have not developed a large presence in the Black Sea. It ends up 

being Romania that is going to be the center of gravity for the West in 

countering Russian aggression (Rempfer 2018). The Mihail Kogalniceanu Air 

Base, known as MK, in southeastern Romania, operated as a hub for U.S. 

soldiers transiting to and from Afghanistan. Romania is particularly concerned 

about threats to its energy platforms in the Black Sea, as well as about 

freedom of navigation there and control of the mouth of the Danube. 

Ukraine’s remaining port, Odessa, is at constant risk. Turkey is now 

surrounded to the north, south and east by Russian troops in the Crimea, other 

areas in Ukraine, Syria and the Caucasus (Gardner 2016, 498).
3
 

Since Romania and Bulgaria import Russian energy, and Turkey imports 

at least 60 percent of its gas from Russia, their vulnerabilities—along with 

Ukraine’s susceptibility to new and old threats—are quite visible. 

Consequently, the governments of Romania, Ukraine and Turkey are all 

undertaking major reforms to enhance their defense capabilities and are 

 

2
 Russia still occupies 20 percent of Georgia. 
3
 To the east (with the Russian presence in the Caucasus and support for Armenia with its 

irredentist claims to Turkish territory) and to the west (due to tensions with Israel due to Turkish 

backing for Hamas and with Greece over Cyprus) and to the south (with Russian support for the 

Al-Assad regime in Syria) (Gardner 2016, 498). 
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endeavoring to formulate structures of regional cooperation beyond NATO. 

They may also be concerned, as were their governments in the 1930s, that the 

West might not be there to rescue them in times of crisis, and that they will 

have to foster regional cooperation themselves. 

Ukraine and Turkey have announced intentions to increase their capacity 

to provide for their own defense by building new warships and improving the 

effectiveness of their defense establishments. They have also embarked upon 

talks to engage in joint defense production, primarily in turbojet aircraft 

engines, radars, military communications technologies and navigation 

systems.  

Russia’s seizure of the Crimea and buildup in the Black Sea makes its 

maritime zone contiguous to that of Russia and that puts Romania at great risk 

from both maritime operations and land attacks to the Dniester or beyond 

(Campeanu 2014). Indeed, the treaty on Crimea’s annexation to the Russian 

Federation states that, “the demarcation of Black Sea territorial waters is 

established based on the international treaties made by the Russian 

federation.” According to the Munich-based expert, Vladimir Socor, “This 

vague wording appears to imply that Russia deems the agreements made with 

Ukraine on territorial demarcation with other countries are no longer valid, 

and suggest that Russia might try to negotiate and modify the current 

demarcation agreements” (Campeanu 2014). And that means Russia could 

easily incite pressure against Romania and its critical maritime energy 

facilities that it has already frequently menaced by overflights and the like.
4
 

Thus Romania now experiences what one writer calls “periodic threats of 

annihilation for hosting American ballistic missile defense, exercises 

simulating Romania’s invasion, and repeated violations of air (and naval) 

space.”  

But Russian pressure is not confined to military threats either by land 

through Transnistria and Moldova or by sea and air from the Black Sea. 

Russia’s maritime and other incursions or probes also seem to be directed 

against Romania’s efforts to secure its energy independence and integrate 

 

4
 Conversations with Romanian diplomats, Washington, D.C., 2018. 
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fully with Western energy institutions and companies. It is quite likely that 

Moscow, for example, wants to prevent Moldova from escaping its 

dependence on Russian gas transmissions from Ukraine or perhaps from 

Russian gas in general as President Igor Dodon has now expressed interest in 

alternative gas routes like the Iasi–Ungehni (Romania)-Chisinau gas pipeline. 

But it also clearly wants to retain a capacity to threaten Romania, the most 

pro-American state in the Balkans. 

Romania is raising its defense spending in line with newly established 

defense plans and is also promoting regional naval cooperation among these 

three states. A candid assessment however, would admit that these plans, 

though eminently sensible, face serious obstacles. Regional cooperation 

ventures in Eastern Europe have never succeeded in the past, largely because 

of differences among the local states and the opposition of great powers, and a 

number of stumbling blocks exist now. 

Poland’s and Turkey’s domestic politics are alienating many in Europe 

and the United States because of their visible turn toward authoritarianism. 

Hungary has already gone in that direction and Greece is a focus of Russian 

attention to prevent its further integration with the EU and NATO. 

Moscow has also successfully intimidated the Bulgarian government to 

the degree that it publicly refused to join any kind of regional cooperative 

security organization and naval agreement, a decision that severely 

undermines any realistic chance for effective regional naval coordination in 

the Black Sea. 

Finally, Turkey’s apology on July 27, 2016 to Russia for the downing of a 

jet over Syria in November 2015 also complicates efforts. On July 1, 2016, 

Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu took part in a ministerial meeting 

of a group of the Black Sea nations hosted by Russia in Sochi, a trip that 

offered a chance to negotiate a rapprochement. One condition of this 

rapprochement will likely be no regional security organization in the Black 

Sea and efforts to induce Turkey to preserve its policy of keeping NATO out 

of the Black Sea in peacetime. 

In addition, Putin has already stated that because Romania and Poland are 

hosting elements of U.S. ballistic missile defense, they will become Russian 

targets. While such statements are habitual tactics, they reflect Moscow’s 

determination to threaten its neighbors and are made with the belief that 
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Russia really does have the potential to intimidate these governments. 

Moscow is using every non-military instrument in its arsenal to incite 

tension among Serbs and Muslims in both Serbia and Bosnia. Its forces 

conduct overflights of Romania, and threaten Romanian energy platforms in 

the Black Sea while also trying to subvert political parties in Bulgaria and 

throughout the Balkans (Joja 2018). 

NATO and the US have declining naval presence in the Black Sea. The 

1936 Montreux Convention makes maintaining a robust NATO maritime 

presence difficult. Non–Black Sea state warships in the Straits must be less 

than 15,000 tons. No more than nine non–Black Sea state warships, with a 

total aggregate tonnage of no more than 30,000 tons, may pass at any one 

time, and they are permitted to stay in the Black Sea for no longer than 21 

days. Therefore, the United States, Britain, France, and other NATO countries 

must rotate their warship presence there.  

Moscow’s priority must be to ensure that Turkey at the very least remains 

neutral, allowing Russia to continue resupplying its forces in the 

Mediterranean. Should the passage be closed by an openly hostile Turkey, 

Russia would find its forces in the Mediterranean in great danger. 

 

 

Russia’s New Naval Challenges to the West 
 

The Wider “Mediterranean Bubble”: Submarines, Missiles and Air 

Defense  

 

The advantage of the West has always been superior air power. That is 

why Russia has focused so much on air defense. There has been a 

longstanding, serious disagreement between Russia and NATO regarding the 

new NATO-U.S. missile-defense system. The US and NATO argue that much 

part of the missile system located in Eastern Europe, including ground-based 

versions of the Navy’s Aegis defense technology in Poland and Romania is 

designed to defend Europe from Iranian ballistic missiles. But Russia insists 

that they are capable of countering Russian long-range ballistic missiles – thus 

upsetting mutual nuclear deterrence at the strategic level. Part of Putin’s 

strategy has been to increase the number of land-based cruise missiles in 
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Kaliningrad, Crimea, and Syria. The US no doubt is raising objections to new 

Russian missiles that violate the decades-old Intermediate-Range Nuclear 

Forces Treaty (Rempfer 2018).  

One facet of Russian military activity that has been well noted is the 

expansion of anti-access/area-denial, or A2/AD. Russia’s S-400 antiaircraft 

missile system is changing the calculus of the U.S. and its allies. In 2010, 

Russia announced a plan to modernize Russia’s military and to spend the 

equivalent of $ 650 billion over a decade with its focus on antiaircraft and 

antiship defenses (Youssef & Gauthier 2019, January 23). On paper, the S-400 

outperforms the US Patriot missile system. Its radar system can track as many 

as 300 potential targets missiles or aircraft as far as 250 miles and at speeds 

close to 3 miles a second. The Patriot can lock on to 100 potential targets and 

hit a target (Youssef & Gauthier 2019, January 23). The S-400 air-defense 

system is believed to be able to target aircraft from as far as 250 miles away, 

even the latest stealth aircraft. The system has been set up around Kaliningrad, 

further south on the Crimean Peninsula and around the Black Sea, and on the 

Syrian coast. According to Rod Thornton (2018, 35),  

 

The bubble established furthest from Russia itself is the one based in Syria. 

This includes the ground-to-air missile systems, the S-300 (150KM) and the 

S-400 (range 400KM). The former is based mostly at Tartus and the latter at 

the Hmeimim airbase. The chief anti-ship weapon is the Bastion-P coastal 

defense system based at Tartus. This uses Oniks (SS-N-26) anti-ship cruise 

missiles (range 350KM). Interestingly, it seems that these Oniks missiles 

have also been modified to be able to fire at land targets within Syria-and 

with a range increased to 450KM. 

 

In a speech before Russia’s Federal Assembly in March 2018, Vladimir 

Putin unveiled several new nuclear-weapons systems meant to counter U.S. 

missile defenses, which have steadily expanded since the George W. Bush 

administration withdrew the United States from the 1972 Anti-Ballistic 

Missile (ABM) Treaty in 2002. Many of Russia’s nuclear capabilities feature 

technical characteristics that help them penetrate or circumvent U.S. missile 

defense systems. The most eye-popping new capability is low-flying 

low-visibility cruise missiles armed with a nuclear warhead and possessing 
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practically unlimited range, unpredictable flight path (Gomez 2018).  

Russian naval modernization efforts are only just beginning. Russia has 

had to adopt an A2/AD approach in naval matters in the face of overwhelming 

NATO sea power. Like the Soviet fleet, the Russian Navy’s best ships are 

submarines. Many have labeled the Russian Navy as a ‘Submarine Navy.’ 

The Navy’s insistence on submarines and long-range missiles is the 

manifestation of this A2/AD approach (Micallef 2016). This force is perhaps 

one fifth the size of its Soviet predecessor. During 2012, there was the entire 

Russian fleet of nine ballistic missile submarines.
5
 Russia’s SSN roster 

includes ten Akulas, eight Oscars, three Victor IIIs, and perhaps three Sierras. 

The SSBN fleet has six Delta IVs and three Delta IIIs, along with three of the 

eight new Borei-class being built. The diesel-electric force consists of fourteen 

Project 877 kilos, six improved Project 636.3 kilos in the Black Sea Fleet, 

with another six being built for the Pacific Fleet (Kofman & Edmonds 2017). 

Since 2014 a sustained buildup of Russian forces in Crimea and the Black 

Sea have gone far towards creating a layered A2AD (anti-access and area 

denial) zone. That layered defense consists of a combined arms (air, land, and 

sea) integrated air defense system (IADS) and powerful anti-ship missiles 

deliverable from each of those forces. Moscow has also moved nuclear- 

capable forces to the Crimea and Black Sea. Subsequently in 2015 Vladimir 

Putin has approved basing two dual-capable systems in Crimea: the 

Iskander-M short-range ballistic missile and Backfire bomber (Pifer 2015). 

Since the intervention in Syria Moscow has reinforced the missile, air defense, 

and submarine component of its Mediterranean Eskadra to give it a capability 

for denying the area and access to it to NATO fleets in the Mediterranean. 

What is thus emerging is Moscow’s sea denial strategy against NATO and 

other fleets in the area just as in the Black Sea and other maritime theaters 

(Blank 2016). Russia in 2017 began work on the Syrian bases at Tartus and 

Khmeinim to make them ready for hosting nuclear-capable warships and 

planes as well. 

A recent article listed the capabilities of the Mediterranean Eskadra as 

 

5
 In 2002, the U.S. still had in service 71 nuclear submarines: 53 fast attacks and 18 ballistic 

missile subs. 
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comprising smaller vessels to support a Slava-class guided missile cruiser, the 

alternating Varyag and Moskva ships from the Pacific and Black Sea Fleet 

provide that cruiser capability. These ships offer potent radar cover and lethal 

anti-ship missiles and anti-submarine capabilities since these cruisers carry the 

S-300 air defense missile in its naval version (Thornton 2018, 35). And in 

November 2018 the Admiral Makarov cruiser left Sevastopol to join the 

Mediterranean Eskadra, carrying the lethal Kalibr’ cruise missile. Earlier 

deployed ships included the Admiral Grigorovich, Admiral Essen, and Pytlivy 

Frigates, the Nikolai Filchenkov landing ship and the Vishny Volochek 

missile corvette (Pinchuk 2018). While it is unclear if those latter ships are still 

there these deployment not only bespeak the development of a powerful 

distributed lethality capability as part of the A2AD “bubble” but also an 

interest in possible amphibious operations given the presence of a landing 

ship.  

Although some Russian critics denigrate these missile capabilities, 

Western analysts and NATO clearly respect them (Expert 2018). When these 

capabilities are added together they provide a formidable punch, not only in 

Syria but also potentially against Turkey, especially as Moscow has also 

apparently developed a highly effective logistics chain form Russia to Syria 

through both maritime and aerial “bridges” has surprised Western observers 

(Thornton 2018, 35-36). And we can also safely presume that the capabilities 

already in existence will be augmented during 2019 all things being equal and 

the infrastructure to support them, e.g. at Tartus, will also expand (Thornton 

2018, 36-37). Thus we have already seen in Syria that Russian sub-launched 

missiles from improved kilo-class submarines delivered strikes against alleged 

ISIS targets on shore (Nordenman 2018). As Magnus Nordenman reported 

Russia is ‘doubling down” on producing cruise missiles for both surface and 

submarine delivery. These sea-launched cruise missiles (SLCM) represent an 

order of magnitude jump for the Russian navy and they can and probably will 

be used not only in the Arctic, North Atlantic, and Baltic waters but also, if 

necessary in the Mediterranean and Black Sea (Nordenman 2018). 

Russian ships based in the Caspian Sea also have the range to hit targets in 

the Middle East with the Kalibr’ as they have done in October 2015 for 

Putin’s birthday. Moscow has learned how to deploy nuclear-capable sea 

launched cruise missiles (SLCMs) with great lethality on cheaper, smaller 
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ships like corvettes. As a recent study by two Russian experts points out, the 

navy’s movement to cruise missiles (Kalibrization of the navy from the name 

of the Kalibr’ cruise missile) is a deliberate long-term move. In July 2017, 

Putin signed out new guidance to the Russian military dictating that cruise 

missiles should become the main armament for the Russian navy in the 

coming years (Nordenman 2018). Indeed, had not the massive crises of the 

1990s intervened, the doctrinal basis for moving in this direction was already 

well thought out in the 1980s. And this trend also comports very well with the 

evolution towards thinking in terms of extended strategic defense of Russia’s 

peripheries, which is clearly inherent in Russia’s claims upon the entire former 

Soviet patrimony (Bogdanov & Kramnik 2018, 14). This trend also clearly is 

congruent with the distributed lethality of naval capability noted above 

(Bogdanov & Kramnik 2018, 14-15). Moreover, the reconstruction of the 

navy on this basis also provides it with the means, along with the army and air 

force that are now learning how to conduct joint operations among 

themselves, to carry out offensive operations throughout Eurasia and beyond. 

The Kalibr’ NK cruise missile has a range of up to 2600KM and can strike 

targets throughout the Middle East all the way to North Africa (Bogdanov & 

Kramnik 2018, 15). Consequently the Navy and presumably the military and 

government as a whole have gone beyond thinking about how to defend the 

“near-peripheral zone” to envisioning an offensive strategy of overseas 

operations and power projection. “Complex naval strategy, based on the 

concept of the “geographical security zone” in concert with universal 

expeditionary forces, was already being discussed at the turn of the 2000s” 

(Bogdanov & Kramnik 2018, 15).  

 

Building a Network of Bases and Ports 

 

Moscow is attempting to realize the request stated by Defense Minister 

Shoigu on February 26, 2014 (as the Ukraine invasion was beginning) for a 

global chain of air and naval bases. Shoigu stated then that, Russia had made 

progress in talks with eight governments to establish a global network of 

airbases to extend the reach of Russia’s long-range maritime and strategic 

aviation assets and thus increase Russia’s global military presence. Shoigu 

stated, “We are working actively with the Seychelles, Singapore, Algeria, 
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Cyprus, Nicaragua, Venezuela, and even in some other countries. We are in 

talks and close to a result.” Shoigu cited Russia’s need for refueling bases near 

the equator and that "It is imperative that our navy has the opportunities for 

replenishment" (Jones 2014). 

In August, 2014 responding to NATO’s heightened naval presence in the 

Black Sea due to Ukrainian crisis, Shoigu demanded a new naval 

modernization plan to “improve the operational readiness of Russian naval 

forces in locations providing the greatest strategic threat” (Defense 2014). In 

June 2014 Russian ships even deployed for the first time west of the Straits of 

Messina (Moscow, Interfax, in English 2014, June 20). These moves show 

why dominating the Black Sea is critical for Russia’s power projection into 

the Mediterranean and Middle East (Blank 2015a). Indeed, Moscow’s 

ambassador to NATO, Aleksandr’ Grushko told an interviewer in 2016, “I 

will add that our Black Sea Fleet used to be integrated into international efforts 

to stabilize the situation in the Mediterranean Sea and further South” (Zolotov 

2016). Presumably, he hopes that this can be done again as Russia’s gunboat 

diplomacy in the Mediterranean suggests. 

Ultimately Moscow aspires to possess the capability to integrate this 

network of air and naval bases throughout the Middle East and Eastern 

Mediterranean (and Tartus is by no means the only one located on that sea) to 

form a genuine reconnaissance-strike complex. “Former chief of staff of the 

Russian Navy, Admiral Viktor Kravchenko, told Interfax that the expanded 

base would contribute to the navy’s “operative capabilities” in the 

Mediterranean Sea and Middle East as a whole.” The base is part of an 

evolving capability not only be able to project power into the Middle East as a 

whole, including key strategic waterways or against our allies, Israel, Jordan, 

and Saudi Arabia, but also to Southern and Southeastern Europe, most of 

whose states are NATO allies.  

Moscow began construction of a new naval base at Kaspiisk in Dagestan 

to control the Caspian Sea. It will accommodate all of the Caspian Flotilla’s 

guided missile vessels and ensure rapid deployment for use of high-precision 

strike assets. This base is supposed to become the most advanced of all bases 

compared to those in the Arctic, Black, and Baltic Seas. Clearly, this is the 

latest example of Russia’s consistent strategy to dominate not only the former 

USSR but also to project long-range military power into the Middle East and 
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areas like the Caucasus and Central Asia as well. Indeed, we have seen the 

previous use of Caspian flotillas ships to launch the deadly Kalibr 

sea-launched cruise missile into Syria (Panahov 2015). Russian expert Sergei 

Mikheyev openly stated the reasons for this base. He observed that, “The 

region is of growing interest for third countries. It is rich in oil and gas. 

Besides, an alternative corridor from Central Asia to the West via post-Soviet 

Transcaucasia can go through it. The idea is promoted by the Americans and 

the Europeans but Russia and Iran are against it” (Blank 2017a). Clearly these 

deployments also raise serious questions concerning the durability of the 

recently signed Caspian convention regulating commercial and military use of 

that sea (Convention 2018). 

We can and probably should also expect that Moscow will soon announce 

an accompanying air defense network in and around the Caspian to add to this 

base and to the other air and ship defense “bubbles” that encase the so called 

southern tier of the Black Sea, Caucasus, and Central Asia. These bubbles 

comprise the land, air, and ship-based anti-air defenses at Gyumri in Armenia, 

the Black Sea and around Ukraine and in Syria. The new Caspian base will 

only increase that encirclement of Turkey and the Caucasus to which we have 

alluded above. 

Similarly this new base expresses Moscow’s ongoing determination to 

project long-term and long-range military power into the Middle East and 

even close to the Persian Gulf. The Russian Ministry of Defense has long 

since proclaimed its desire for this regional network of naval bases and experts 

are no less candid in explaining the strategic justification for this policy. Thus 

Mikheyev also said the Caspian Sea is a valuable asset for the Russian military 

as it is located close to the Middle East and directly borders on Central Asia. 

“The Syrian operation showed that the Caspian Sea is a safe launching pad for 

cruise missiles. It can accommodate our warships armed with high-precision 

weapons. The sea is out of reach for potential adversaries and third country 

navies,” he said (Blank 2017a). Also in this vein, the Russian newspaper 

Gazeta.Ru cited an anonymous high-ranking official in the Ministry of 

Defense on November 21, 2017 that, "The Russian military presence in the 

Eastern Mediterranean is necessary for keeping the balance of power and the 

interests that we lost after the USSR’s [Union of Soviet Socialist Republics] 

disintegration 25 years ago" (Media 2017). This remark suggests that 
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Catherine the Great’s celebrated observation that she had no way to defend her 

frontiers other than by expanding them is still considered to be strategic truth 

in Moscow. 

Beyond this development, Russia has for some time showed this intention 

with prior statements and actions to ensure a network of bases from Cyprus 

and Syria to Egypt where Moscow has expressed an interest in a base, Libya, 

where we can expect a request for a base once that country is stabilized, and in 

Yemen where Russia is aiding the Iranian-backed Houthis (Alghoul 2018; 

Humphries & Solovyov 2009; Masi 2015; Ramani 2016). Indeed, already in 

2008! Admiral Ivan Kapitanets (Ret) former First Deputy CINC of the Soviet 

and Russian Fleets stated that Russia need ports, anchorages, and access to 

bases in the Mediterranean and specifically in Libya (Interfax-AVN 2008). 

And there are many reports of Russia’s interest in acquiring just such a base in 

Libya. Mattia Toaldo, a Libya expert and Senior Fellow at the European 

Council on Foreign Relations in London, has commented that, "Russia could 

get a foothold in Libya that could be helpful in strengthening its overall 

position in the Mediterranean. There is increasing talk of a Russian base or 

even just docking rights in Benghazi. Coupled with Syria and in view of the 

rising ties with Egypt, this would allow Russia to have a much stronger 

position in this part of the world" (Libya 2017). 

Meanwhile in Yemen’s case, Moscow has dramatically upgraded its 

political profile in Yemen’s civil war.  

 

Russia’s deepened commitment to ensuring a cease-fire in Yemen can be 

explained by a mixture of strategic considerations and broader geopolitical 

aspirations. From a strategic standpoint, a cessation of hostilities could allow 

Russia to construct a naval base on Yemeni soil. Even though the Russian 

February statement on Yemen did not include a reference to the construction 

of a potential base, a Russian military official told ITAR-TASS in 2009 that 

establishing a naval base presence in Yemen was a medium-term strategic 

objective. A Yemeni base would have significant strategic value for Russia, 

as it would increase Moscow’s access to the Red Sea’s shipping lanes and 

the Bab el-Mandeb Strait, which links the Red Sea to the Gulf of Aden 

(Ramani 2017). 
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This base, presumably at or near Socotra where the Soviet Union had a 

base, would give Moscow significant monitoring and power projection 

capabilities over the Gulf of Suez, and the Canal, the Red Sea, the Arabian 

Sea, and the Western reaches of the Indian Ocean, possibly including the 

Persian Gulf. The implications for Middle Eastern and European energy 

transports are obvious. Another interesting fact about the apparent quest for 

bases in Yemen is that it is apparently tied to Moscow’s effort to position itself 

as a mediator in that country’s civil war. In that case we would see the 

confluence of its diplomatic tactic of inserting itself into a conflictual 

relationship and engaging both sides in return for a lasting strategic foothold in 

a key spot, in this case a naval base overlooking the Red Sea and Indian Ocean 

(Farrukh & Nocita 2017). 

Neither do reports of Russian interests in basses in the Middle East, 

Mediterranean, and the Red Sea stop here. In 2014 Foreign Minister Lavrov 

openly stated that Russia wanted a base in Alexandria, “The naval base is 

certain, and I say it loudly,” he replied. “We want to have a presence in the 

Mediterranean because it is important for Russia to understand what is 

happening there and to enhance our position.” He said that the Syrian port of 

Tartus will be the fuel base for Russia’s Mediterranean Fleet” (Egypt 2014). In 

April 2018 local media reports from Somaliland indicted that Russia had 

requested “A small naval and air facility, housing no more than 1,500 

personnel outside the city of Zeila.” The naval facility should serve two 

destroyer sized ships, four frigate class ships, and two large submarine pens. 

The air facility will include two airstrips and will be able to host up to “six 

heavy aircraft and fifteen fighter jets as well as space for fuel, ammunition, 

and base defenses.” In return, Moscow is allegedly promising to assist 

Somaliland in the international recognition and “is willing to send more 

military advisors, both tactical and strategic, to assist the emerging Somaliland 

military (Somaliland 2018). 

Finally towards the end of 2017 Moscow pulled off what might be its 

greatest coup. The Egyptian government agreed to host a Russian air base and 

allow Russia freedom to use its air space (undoubtedly to fight anti-Russian 

forces in Libya). And the President of Sudan Omar Al-Bashir announced he 

was seeking Russian protection and arms against the United States and 

discussed with President Putin the idea of a Russian naval base on the 
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Sudanese coast (Blank 2017c). And at the end of the year Russia announced 

that its Syrian naval base at Tartus will be upgraded to the full status of a naval 

base and will be under Russian control for 49 years along with the Khmeinim 

air base. The strategic implications of these Russian moves are enormous. 

Moscow will undoubtedly utilize its Egyptian air base to strike at anti-Russian 

and pro-Western factions in Libya. It also now has acquired for the first time 

direct reconnaissance over Israeli air space and increasing leverage through its 

Egyptian and Syrian air bases upon Israel, something Israel has sought to 

reject since its inception as a state. And in addition to the projected base in 

Sudan it now has the capability to strike at Saudi targets as well. 

 

 

Conclusions  
 

Many recent reports have highlighted the Russian threat to the Baltic 

States and Poland and the necessity for strengthening U.S. and NATO forces 

there. It is pointless to deny those threats. However, emphasizing threats in the 

Baltic without mentioning the Black Sea sends exactly the wrong impression, 

namely that the Balkans and Black Sea littoral are of lesser importance to 

NATO and thus their defense against Russian threats is less urgent.  

Should Moscow acquire those new bases it will then be able to deploy its 

long-range strike capabilities and integrated air defense network at all those 

sites and integrate them together into a single overarching network as it has 

done at its already existing bases. Then it will have coverage of the 

Mediterranean, Black Sea, Caucasus, and Central Asia, and the Gulf that 

would make any Western operation in any of those theaters extremely 

hazardous and costly. Given the existing bases in the Black Sea, Caucasus, 

and the Levant, Turkey is already almost totally surrounded and Balkan states 

and Italy could be vulnerable as well. Arguably Russia is attempting to create 

what Marshal Ogarkov once called a reconnaissance-strike complex across the 

Mediterranean, Red Sea, Suez Canal, Caucasus, Central Asia, and Persian 

Gulf by integrating its ISR and fire-strike capabilities from these naval and air 

bases. This is not only an issue of challenging the West’s reliance on an 

aerospace precision-fire strike in the first days of any war and thus Western 
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and American air superiority. These capabilities also threaten international 

energy supplies because Moscow can then use the threat of its naval and/or air 

power in the Persian Gulf, Red Sea, Suez Canal, and Mediterranean to 

interdict or curtail energy supplies that traverse these waterways.   

Thus completion of this network of naval and air bases not only challenge 

Western aerospace superiority, naval assets and lines of communications, and 

key NATO or Western allies, these bases also consolidate Russia as a key 

regional arbiter and also as an arbiter within each country’s politics where it 

has bases, e.g. Syria, Libya, Yemen, and Sudan. Moscow also stands to gain 

enormous leverage on Middle Eastern energy supplies to Europe because it 

will have gained coverage of both defense threats and international energy 

trade routes. Undoubtedly it will then take advantage of all these situations 

and assets to attempt to free itself from sanctions by pressuring Middle Eastern 

countries as it already is doing or by pressuring European states to repudiate 

the sanctions. 

While NATO has proclaimed its commitment to preventing the Black Sea 

from becoming a Russian lake, its efforts and deployments in this area have 

been too little too late. Russia’s unceasing probes and threats should mandate 

both NATO and the EU to join forces to strengthen the forces of democracy 

throughout the Balkans and Black Sea littoral. There is no doubt that both 

NATO and the EU have the residual economic and military capabilities to 

deploy robust forces and invest political resources as needed in these countries 

to uphold and invigorate their stability and security. What has been lacking to 

date is political will and the upcoming ministerials furnish an excellent venue 

for displaying a renewed political will to challenge Russia here and take its 

threats seriously.  

Both NATO and the EU must recognize that it is actually in these 

territories that we have seen the largest Russian military buildup, not the 

Baltic. While the threat there is real and has acquired an added dimension by 

the visible Russian threats to undermine Belarusian sovereignty and 

incorporate it into a Russian “union-state”; NATO and the EU are big enough 

and sufficiently resourced to support a more robust deterrence involving land, 

sea, and air forces throughout this area.  

Such deployments in both the political-economic and military spheres will 

add resilience to these societies and display the cohesion of NATO thereby 
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giving these governments added capability to fend off Russia’s 

multi-dimensional coercive policies.  

Building upon previous commitments NATO and the EU have the 

opportunity to demonstrate their cohesion, add vigor and resilience to local 

governments, and raise the costs to Moscow of its imperial quest in the Balkan 

and Black Sea areas. Conversely, failure to take the Russian threat seriously 

enough will send Moscow the message that it can redouble its efforts with 

impunity. For these reasons, this is an opportunity that neither NATO, nor the 

EU, nor the U.S. should squander. Investing in the security of Balkan and 

Black Sea governments not only is morally right, it also will pay strategic 

dividends long into the future. 
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