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Russian naval strategy in NATO’s southern flank

Pascal Ausseur and Pierre Razoux

When the COVID-19 crisis hit Russia in the spring of  2020, the Mediterranean 
coastal states, and NATO member states, Russia’s aeromaritime presence in the 

Mediterranean was still very active. In April 2020, several incidents between American 
P-8 maritime patrol aircraft and Russian Su-35 fighters occurred off  the coast of  Syria. 
Was such Russian activism a consequence of  the Arab Spring which had created disputed 
spaces off  Syria and Libya? Was this a response to the diminishing US Navy presence in the 
Mediterranean after the end of  Operation Unified Protector in Libya? Was it a consequence 
of  the annexation of  Crimea, or do the acts respond to the interests of  Russian energy 
groups? Do the incidents translate the Kremlin’s desire to defend its partners through a 
revisited form of  gunboat diplomacy?

To answer these questions, and prior to deciphering the objectives of  the Kremlin’s 
naval strategy, it is necessary firstly to ask what the southern flank and the Mediterranean 
represent in Russian strategic thinking, and secondly, to analyse the strengths and 
weaknesses of  the Black Sea Fleet, which constitutes the core of  Russia’s presence in this 
closed sea. These responses could reveal ways to potentially counter Russian activism in the 
Mediterranean more effectively, so as to protect, if  necessary, one of  the essential maritime 
communication axes for the Allies.

The Black Sea Fleet, a major tool of  the Kremlin’s international policy
The Russian Navy has been present in the Mediterranean since the 18th century, as is well-
known by both historians and sailors. Its absence during the quarter century after the 
collapse of  the USSR was an anomaly. For Russia, the Mediterranean is the cornerstone of  
its naval strategy. The region ensures access to the warm seas and their trade flows, while 
concurrently supporting its diplomatic and military actions towards the South.1 But Russia 

1  C. Marangé, “Russia Grand Strategy” in T. Balzac and S. Reich (eds.), Comparative Grand Strategy in the modern age, Oxford 
University Press, 2019; I. Delanoë, Russie: les enjeux du retour au Moyen-Orient, L’Inventaire, 2016.
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is not a Mediterranean coastal state. To gain access, it must control the Black Sea and 
cross the Turkish Straits.2 To overcome these obstacles, the Kremlin relies on its Black Sea 
Fleet; relatively good relations with Turkey; and a network of  bases and support points. In 
2013, the Russian Admiralty even resurrected the famous Eskadra (Russian Mediterranean 
Squadron) from the relics of  the Cold War, allowing it to symbolically assert its presence 
in the Mediterranean.3 Since then, while the Black Sea Fleet has served as a showcase for 
the rise in power of  the Russian Navy, it supports Russia’s diplomatic and military actions, 
including: Crimea and Ukraine in 2014, Syria since 2015 (with a brief  appearance of  the 
cruiser Moskva, followed by the aircraft carrier Kuznetsov in 2016); the Sea of  Azov in 2018; 
and Libya since 2019.4 As the Russian Defense Ministry Spokesman Igor Konashenkov 
stated, “Russia has come in the Mediterranean for a long time”.5

The Black Sea Fleet, commanded by Vice-Admiral Igor Vladimirovich Osipov from his 
HQ in Sebastopol (in Crimea), is a reassurance to Russia’s economic partners, especially 
Egypt, Libya and Algeria, through either arms deliveries or energy contracts (see Chapter 1 
in this Volume). Its deterrent presence is intended to keep the neighbouring navies at bay, 
although it is cautious to be perceived as overly threatening in order to preclude a strong 
comeback of  the US Navy in the Mediterranean. It would be easy to detect the Russian 
Admiralty’s nervousness as soon as a US destroyer armed with cruise missiles approaches 
the Black Sea or a US naval air group enters the Mediterranean. The Russian ships then 
opt to follow them, even if  it means reducing surveillance of  other major NATO vessels 
located near the Syrian Canal.6

2  According to the 1936 Montreux Convention’s regulations.
3  M. Peck, “The Mediterranean: the Russian navy’s new playground? (NATO worried?)”, The National Interest, 2 October 
2019.
4  On 25 November 2018, the Black Sea Fleet boarded 3 Ukrainian warships attempting to cross the Strait of  Kerch sepa-
rating the Black Sea from the Sea of  Azov.
5  Citation by Y. Karmanan, “Naval base in Syria anchors Russia to Mediterranean”, Navy Times-Associated Press, 26 
September 2019.
6  Noticed by one of  the authors during operational navigations in the Eastern Mediterranean in March 2019 and February 
2020. The Syrian Canal runs from Cyprus to the Syrian shore.
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Figure 2. The Russian Black Sea Fleet’s Permanent Mediterranean Task Force

Source: Institute for the Study of  War (ISW)

Under its naval rearmament plans for 2011-2020, and especially the 2018-2027 plans, 
Russia uses the Black Sea Fleet as a test bed for the transformation of  its navy, thereby 
favouring quality over quantity. At the beginning of  the 2010s, the situation was clear: 
the naval forces were ageing and suffering from acute problems of  human resources and 
maintenance in operational condition. From then on, the Admiralty abandoned the idea of  
modernising its oldest ships, even the most prestigious ones such as the Kuznetsov, in order 
to focus on two components: submarines and small surface units (frigates and corvettes) 
that were fast, stealthy, relatively inexpensive and armed with Kalibr cruise missiles.7 These 

7  According to the World Naval Review (Seaforth Publishing), out of  the 82 main combatant ships in the Russian Navy in 
2019, 48 were submarines (58 percent of  the Fleet) and 15 were modern light frigates (18 percent); half  of  the remaining 19 
major ships (including the aircraft carrier and two out of  three cruisers) are permanently out of  service. 
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anti-ship missiles are hypersonic and highly manoeuvrable in the terminal phase of  flight, 
with a range of  300 to 2,500 kilometres depending on the version (and therefore capable 
of  reaching the central Mediterranean from the Syrian coast). They pose a serious threat 
to NATO fleets. But their number is limited. In the Mediterranean, the Black Sea Fleet 
permanently lines up only seven ships (see Table 1) of  which only three are armed: two 
Improved Kilo class attack submarines and a Grigorovich class frigate carrying at most 20 
Kalibr missiles between them. Three other ships (a stealthy Bykov class corvette and two 
venerable amphibious Alligator and Ropucha class vessels) provide the noria of  the “Syria 
Express” between the Black Sea ports and the ports of  Tartus, Banyas and Latakia, to 
supply the Syrian regime with arms and ammunition.8 For its part, an ELINT vessel scouts 
the eastern Mediterranean to monitor the opening of  the Suez Canal and approaches to the 
Syrian Canal. Based in Tartus in Syria, these seven ships are occasionally reinforced by a few 
submarines and surface vessels sent out from the Arctic and Pacific fleets.

8  Russia delivers 2,000 tons of  military equipment to Syria every day. See A. Pouvreau, “La stratégie de la Russie en Médi-
terranée”, Revue Défense Nationale No.822, Summer 2019.
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Table 1. Composition of  the Russian Black Sea Fleet in 2020

Type of  units Name(s) Kalibr-Number per ship Comments

10 main surface vessels (6 of  new generation)

1 Cruiser (Slava Class) Moskva None In dockyard until 2022

1 Destroyer (Kashin Class) Smetlivyy None In reserve

2 Frigates equipped with Guided 
Missiles (FFG) (Krivak Class)

Ladnyy, Pytlivyy None Ladnyy in reserve; doubtful 
operational capability for 
Pytlivyy

3 Frigates equipped with Guided 
Missiles and Helicopter (FFGH) 
(Grigorovich Class)

Grigorovich, Essen, Makarov 8 1 in the Mediterranean Sea

3 Light FFGH (Bykov Class) Bykov, Rogachev, Derzhavin From mid-2020 1 in the Mediterranean Sea. 
Capacity to carry 6-8 Kalibr

7 conventional attack submarines (no SSN)

1 Submarine “Kilo” class (SSK) 
(Kilo Class)

Alrosa None Deployed in the Black Sea

6 SSK (Improved Kilo) Novorossiysk, Rostov, Oskol, 
Krasnodar, Novgorod, Kolpino

6 2 in the Mediterranean Sea

30 main support ships

1 electronic intelligence (ELINT) 
(Ivanov Class)

Ivan Khurs In the Mediterranean Sea

1 modern mine hunter Antonov + 6 old minesweepers

7 amphibious ships (3Alligator 
Class, 4Ropucha Class)

Filchenkov, Orsk, Saratov, Azov, Novocherkassk, Kunikov, 
Yamal

2-3 in permanent rotation 
in the Mediterranean Sea 
(Syria Express)

3 old light Antisubmarine Warfare

(ASW) FF (GrishaClass)

Alexandrovets, Suzdalets, Muromets Deployed in the Black 
Sea; doubtful operational 
capability 

12 Missile Patrol Boats 3 Buyan, 2 Dergach, 2 Nanuchka-III, 5 Tarantul-III Deployed in the Black Sea

Naval Aviation (attached to the Black Sea Fleet)

Type of  units Composition Location

43rdAssault Regiment 18 Su-24M, 4 Su-24R, 18 Su-30SM Gvardeyskoye (Crimea)

25th ASW Helicopter Regiment 20 Ka-27, Ka-52 & Mi-14 Kacha (Crimea)

917th Composite Regiment 10 An-12 & An-26, 4 Be-12, 10 Mi-8 Kacha (Crimea)

Joint Composite Regiment 20 Su-24 & Su-34, 10 Su-35, 1-2 Il-20M, 10Mi-8 & 
Mi-35

Hmeimim (Syria)

Sources: Flottes de combat 2019 (Alexandre Sheldon-Duplaix), IISS Military Balance 2020; Russia’s 
Black Sea Fleet: Towards a Multiregional Force (Igor Delanoë, CNA Analyses & Solutions, 2019)
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The collapse of  oil prices since the 2020 OPEC crisis will probably reduce the budget 
of  the Black Sea Fleet for several years, which would delay its modernisation. Russia will 
have to optimise its limited means to achieve its objectives in the Mediterranean.

The basics of  Russian naval strategy in the Mediterranean
The basics of  Russian naval strategy in the Mediterranean can be summed up in three 
objectives. The first aims at isolating Turkey from NATO, by offering Russian military 
equipment (S-400 ground-to-air missiles most recently, fighter bombers in the near future) 
without calling into question either the Montreux Convention or the liberal interpretation 
of  its Article 12, which allows Russia to deploy its submarines in the Mediterranean from 
the Black Sea.9 This clause also compels Russia to seek logistical partnerships with certain 
riparian states to justify the on-site maintenance of  its submarines, and thereby increase the 
frequency of  their rotations. In order to achieve this first objective, the Kremlin alternates 
between veiled threats and promises of  economic, energy and military partnerships. At 
the same time, it is showing Turkey that it is tightening its land, naval and air stranglehold, 
in particular by maintaining a strong military presence in Armenia and Syria. In 2020, this 
delicate balance arose against the rivalries between Russia and Turkey in their military support 
for opposing camps in Syria (Idlib pocket), Libya (Tripoli pocket) and less so in Nagorno-
Karabakh. This resurgence of  tensions is also apparent in the eastern Mediterranean since 
the Russian “Syria Express” that used to transit through northern Cyprus, now transits 
through southern Cyprus to avoid the Turkish navy and air force. The Russian convoys are 
systematically escorted against untimely action from Turkey.10 But both the Russian and 
Turkish authorities know that they share too many interests, and cannot afford not to come 
to an agreement. It is therefore likely that the Syrian and Libyan dossiers will be the subject 
of  comprehensive negotiations between Moscow and Ankara, which incidentally should 
ease tensions in the Eastern Mediterranean.

The second objective is to establish air and sea bastions in the vicinity of  Russian 
territory in order to deter attacks on its interests. Russia still considers itself  a continental 
power and seeks to protect itself  from hostile actions from the sea. This objective is clearly 
stated in official Russian documents.11 The goal manifests through the construction of  
anti-access/area denial (A2/AD) bubbles forged in the Black Sea and the Syrian Canal, 

9  Article 12 of  this convention stipulates that only coastal navies may deploy submarines in the Black Sea, and that sub-
marines are only allowed to go to the Mediterranean (or beyond) to carry out maintenance tasks. This is why Black Sea Fleet 
SSKs deployed in the Mediterranean systematically call at a Russian or Russian-allied shipyard before reaching the Black Sea.
10  As one of  the two authors found out during an operational deployment in the area in February 2020.
11  I. Delanoë, “Russia’s Black Sea fleet: towards a multiregional force”, CNA Analyses & Solutions, June 2019.
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the latter being reinforced by approximately 30 Su-24/Su-34 fighter-bombers and Su-35 
interceptors deployed at the Hmeimim air base in Syria. In the near future, new A2/AD 
bubbles could appear near the Strait of  Sicily, the Suez Canal, the Red Sea, the Strait of  
Bab el-Mandeb or the Gulf  of  Aden if  the Kremlin manages to gain a lasting foothold in 
Algeria, Libya, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Yemen or the island of  Socotra: all of  which 
seems a tall order.

The third objective of  Russia’s naval strategy in the South is to disturb in peacetime 
– and cut off  in wartime – the logistical flows of  Russia’s adversaries. Here again, Russia 
behaves like a continental power, seeking to harass its rivals from land or from an island, 
much more significantly than it does from the sea. It is therefore important for Russia to 
secure footholds around the Mediterranean to base reconnaissance aircraft and bombers 
(in particular the ll-38N, MiG-31, Su-30, Su-34, Tu-22M and Tu-142M); electronic warfare 
assets (in particular GPS jamming); batteries of  anti-ship missiles (Bastion-P, Zircon & 
Bal); and long-range ground-to-air missiles (S-300 & S-400). In the spring of  2020, in 
addition to its bases in Syria, Russia had naval facilities on layover in Limassol (Cyprus), 
Alexandria (Egypt), Tobruk (Libya), Valletta (Malta) and Adana (Algeria), from where the 
country has yet to deploy visible military assets.

How to counter the Russian naval threat in the Mediterranean?
The Mediterranean has once again become a playground for Russia, where it deploys its 
Black Sea Fleet in support of  its security policy and military operations, all the while flexing 
its military muscle and capacities to its strategic competitors. This manifests through 
deployments though various means (ships, submarines, bombers, maritime patrol aircraft) 
to protect the essential bastions for the deployment of  its forces far from the Black Sea, 
and to stand as a threat vis-à-vis NATO through its A2/AD bubbles.

However, the Russian fleet is not scaled to withstand a high-intensity conflict at sea, 
particularly in the Mediterranean, an area which has shrunk considerably with the elongation 
of  sensors and weapons. In the event of  a confrontation, all sea and air mobiles would be 
destroyed in a matter of  days, and submarines in a matter of  weeks. The Russian Admiralty 
is well aware of  this and knows that it would have to abandon its isolated strongholds, 
whose sole mission would then be to inflict maximum damage on its opponents.

The question of  how to manage the Russian naval threat thus remains a question of  
crisis management. Even as such, Russia is aware that it does not have a sufficient number 
of  naval units to act decisively in two theatres of  operation. It cannot be present off  the 
shores of  Libya and in the Syrian Canal at the same time. It therefore must choose between 
which of  these two fronts is afforded priority, allowing NATO forces to regain lost ground 
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on the air and sea front, provided it is willing to do so and will assume the risks.
In this context, three priorities should guide NATO’s actions. First, it is essential to 

preserve freedom of  navigation. Like other continental powers such as China, Turkey and 
Iran, Russia tends to territorialise the sea by trying to prevent access from other actors. This 
posture, which is contrary to international law, is unacceptable for maritime powers that 
rely on the free use of  communication channels. It is essential to preserve and to defend the 
law of  the sea through Freedom of  Navigation Operations (FONOPS) so that violations 
do not become the norm, as is now the case in the South China Sea and the Sea of  Azov.

The next step is to reverse the denial-of-access pressure.12 Russia’s capabilities in this 
area, reinforced by the possibility of  laying intelligent mines, pose a real threat to the 
maritime assets deployed in the eastern and central Mediterranean. But who can NATO 
Allies rely on to counter this threat? Given its geographical position, Cyprus would be an 
ideal fulcrum, yet difficult to envisage since it is not a member of  NATO. Moreover, its 
government has tense relations with Turkey. However, the United Kingdom, the United 
States and France are well placed to undertake bilateral negotiations on the presence or 
provision of  military assets to discourage Russian forces based on the Syrian coast.

Two NATO Allies have operating bases ideally located in the central and eastern 
Mediterranean, enabling them to firmly defend the maritime routes along NATO’s southern 
flank: Greece, with Crete, Karpathos and Rhodes; and Italy, with Sicily, Lampedusa 
and Pantelleria. These islands are unsinkable supports that could accommodate more 
sensors, maritime patrol aircraft, anti-ship and anti-aircraft missile batteries and electronic 
countermeasures. Russian units would feel vulnerable in this region, and would realise that 
a rise in tension would leave them at a disadvantage.

Thirdly, diplomatic initiatives are needed to bring difficult partners on board. The most 
glaring example is Turkey, which is now lured into three-way powerplay with NATO and 
Russia. Given the evolution of  Turkish discourse and posture in recent years, the situation 
is becoming increasingly challenging. It is therefore crucial that the United States maintain 
a constructive but firm dialogue with Ankara to convince Turkish leaders that turning their 
backs on the Atlantic Alliance is not in their best interest.

Egypt, Israel and Algeria must also understand that the stability provided by NATO 
and Europe is much more favourable to them than the power game in which Russia and 
China are engaged. Algeria would risk sacrificing part of  its precious independence by 
trying too hard to get closer to Moscow and Beijing – by giving them bases on its territory 
for example – which would only elevate tensions with NATO and neighbouring countries. 
In the eastern Mediterranean, Israel and Egypt have a major interest in contributing to free 

12  A. Peyronnet, “Les stratégies de déni d’accès en Méditerranée, problème ou solution?”, FMES, 28 April 2020.
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maritime traffic both in the area and through the Suez Canal. Both countries have offshore 
platforms that could be armed with vectors capable of  keeping all hostile aero maritime 
forces away.

The Russian navy, a tool for gesticulation
Russia’s assertive naval strategy in the Mediterranean since 2014 is neither the consequence 
of  the Arab Spring, nor an opportunistic response to reduced American presence. It is 
essentially an instrument being manipulated by Vladimir Putin for crisis management. 
Russia does not have a long-term maritime vision, other than to become a key player in 
the global energy game. Fundamentally, Russia remains a continental power that defends 
itself  from the land and perceives maritime spaces exclusively through the prism of  threats, 
rather than opportunities. In the event of  a confrontation, the Black Sea Fleet’s air and 
surface assets would not withstand a determined military campaign for long. Only its 
submarines would pose a more lasting threat to NATO’s logistics lines. This is why it is 
crucial to strengthen the Alliance’s capabilities to detect, isolate and neutralise Russian 
assets. It is also necessary to enhance cooperation with NATO partners and to provide 
the Mediterranean basin with more support points for anti-submarine, anti-surface and 
anti-air operations in order to reverse Russia’s A2/AD bubble strategy. At the same time, 
it is important to maintain an open and constructive dialogue with Russia. Optimising 
coordination between the maritime air forces of  Turkey, Greece, Italy and France, all at 
the forefront of  the security challenges in the central and eastern Mediterranean, remains 
essential. To do so, the new US Administration must send clear and positive signals to its 
Allies to ease tensions amongst themselves, especially between Paris and Ankara. China 
and its cohorts may ultimately seek to establish themselves as a major naval player on the 
Red Sea-Mediterranean continuum. If  and when that day arrives, NATO Allies will need to 
show unity and determination to counter a challenge far greater than that of  Russia today.
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