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The Russian Northern Fleet
Bastion Revisited

Jonas Kjellén

Abstract: The Soviet bastion defense concept was likely among the most in-
fluential approximations of Soviet wartime strategy during the Cold War, and
it has continued to shape Western perceptions of Russian naval strategy in the
post—Cold War era. However, recent shifts in Russian military geography and
technological advancements challenge the rationale for Moscow to pursue a
bastion defense strategy during wartime. Climate change is altering the condi-
tions for Russian military posturing in the Arctic, while new technologies are
reshaping the Russian Navy’s role in nuclear deterrence and the function of its
naval general-purpose forces. This article contends that Western military plan-
ners must adapt their assessments of Russia’s wartime strategies to reflect these
evolving dynamics, ensuring sound and strategic responses in the high north.
Keywords: naval bastion, strategic ballistic missile submarines, SSBN, nuclear
deterrence, Sergey G. Gorshkov, Arctic, Northern Fleet, Kola Peninsula, high
north

uring the Soviet era, Western thinking on Soviet naval strategy was
dominated by the notion that the Soviet Union would prioritize pro-
tecting its strategic ballistic missile submarines (SSBN) in so-called
“bastions.” This meant that if war broke out, a considerable share of the Soviet
Navy would have remained in proximity to home waters to safeguard the sur-
vival of the SSBNs, and thereby the capability of nuclear retaliation.
This bastion defense concept has remained central to the Western under-
standing of Russian naval strategy even after the dissolution of the Soviet Union.
It persisted throughout the years of economic hardship during the 1990s and
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continues to be the prevailing explanation for Russian naval and nuclear pos-
turing in the European high north.

The bastion dominance in Western threat perceptions today—>50 years af-
ter its conception—necessitates a review of its continued viability. This article
examines whether it is feasible to assume that SSBN bastions may indeed persist
in contemporary Russian naval wartime planning, particularly in the context of
a Russian naval bastion in northern Europe. To that end, the factors that were
foundational to initial hypotheses inferring a Soviet bastion concept in the early
1970s are employed.

The analysis shows that while Russia’s military posture on the Kola Peninsu-
la is still strong and holds a majority of Russia’s SSBNs, compelling reasons exist
to question whether the bastion defense concept remains a valid approximation
of Russia’s wartime strategy in the high north. Altered military-geographical
conditions in combination with military-technological development have less-
ened the rationale for Russia to pursue such a strategy in northern Europe.

The article’s structure has five sections. Following this introduction, the
second section discusses methodological challenges. The third section outlines
the bastion defense concept and its origins, with the purpose of producing an
analytical framework to structure the analysis. Based on the resulting analytical
framework, the fourth section discusses three aspects of Russia’s current naval
posture and force design where shifts or continuities either support or weak-
en an assumption of a contemporary Russian bastion defense strategy in the
European high north. The fifth and final section presents the study’s overall

conclusions.

Methodology

Studying wartime naval strategies based solely on open sources creates several
challenges. In the study of the bastion defense concept, two challenges are par-
ticularly salient.

First, the bastion defense concept is a Western construct, merely inferred
through the reading of a specific set of articles authored by the Soviet Navy
commander in chief (CINC), Admiral Sergey G. Gorshkov, published during
the first half of the 1970s. The concept’s claim to reveal central tenets of Soviet
wartime strategies merely from open-source material is part of its appeal but
also a point of criticism, as its existence has not been confirmed in Soviet or
Russian sources.' In addition, any attempt to replicate the analytical work done
in the 1970s is likely an impractical undertaking, as no contemporary Russian
naval leader can measure up to the prolific writings of Admiral Gorshkov.

Second, the bastion defense concept is an assumption of the Soviet Union’s
preferred operational approach to maintain a nuclear strategic reserve during

war. While exercises generally aim at emulating wartime conditions, it is not
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certain that the Russian Navy’s peacetime naval posturing and activity in the
high north reflect its wartime role. Further, obtaining current and reliable data
on naval activity and operations is usually difficult to access outside intelligence
services.

Considering the lack of certainty that the bastion defense concept has ever
corresponded with actual Soviet strategy and the difficulty of obtaining evi-
dence, it is remarkable how the bastion defense concept has influenced, and
likely continues to influence, Western military planning. Therefore, examining
whether it is a feasible approximation of Russia’s wartime naval strategy in the
high north is urgent and important.

For the purpose of this article, the author proposes a methodological ap-
proach based on the reasoning and justifications provided by Western, predom-
inantly American, researchers that underpinned the assumption of a Soviet
bastion defense concept in the 1970s. This article argues that the bastion de-
fense concept rests on the following three assumptions:

* Russias disadvantaged military geography makes SSBN operations

close to home waters favorable.

* The role of the Russian SSBNs is to ensure the second or third

nuclear-strike capability.”

e The main mission of the naval general-purpose forces is to ensure the

survival of the SSBNss.

It is possible to examine these three assumptions due to their military-
geographical and military-technological nature. For example, continuity or
shifts in geography, as well as ship and submarine design, either weaken or
strengthen the notion that the bastion defense concept is a valid estimate of
Russia’s current wartime strategy. The fourth section of this article discusses
these three assumptions sequentially.

The literature on Soviet bastions sometimes uses different terminology. For
example, while some writers use the term SSBN bastions, others use SSBN sanc-
tuaries, but for the purposes of this discussion, they are essentially regarded as
the same. Characterizing the Soviet bastion as a “strategy” is valid, but to under-
score that it is a presumed strategy, bastion defense concept is the preferred term
here. When contextually feasible, the terms defense and concept are omitted.

Regarding sources, it should be noted that ever since the Western, primarily
U.S., debate on Soviet naval strategy intensified during the 1960s, the body of
literature on the subject has grown correspondingly. Consequently, works that
provide an overview of this long and eventful period, such as Jessica Huckabey’s
master’s thesis “Sea Power Rivalry: The Influence of Admiral Gorshkov on
American naval thought, 1963-1985,” have been highly valuable. Nonetheless,
original texts by participants in the early analyses of the Soviet Admiral Sergey

Kjellen 9
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Gorshkov’s articles (the Gorshkov series), such as Robert W. Herrick, Robert
G. Weinland, and Bradford Dismukes, as well as the perhaps most vocal critic
of a Soviet bastion defense concept, Jan S. Breemer, have been crucial for this

analysis. Particularly foundational to this study is the 45-page analysis on this
theme by James M. McConnell from September 1974.

The Soviet Bastion Defense Concept

During the course of the 1960s, the Soviet fleet was strengthened both in num-
bers and quality, soon becoming a major concern for Western navies.” Lessons
learned from World War II dominated the thinking of Western military plan-
ners, and the Soviet naval buildup was assumed to be geared toward offensive
operations in the event of war.” Sharing similar military-geographical restraints
on its naval operations as Nazi Germany, the Soviet shipbuilding programs sim-
ilarly prioritized building submarines, producing them in numbers far surpass-
ing American shipyards.” Moreover, early Cold War Soviet submarines were
directly derived from late-war German submarine designs.® By extension, it was
not a far-fetched assumption that the Soviet High Command had adopted an
offensive strategy similar to that of the Wehrmacht; namely, denying the U.S.
Navy access to sea lines of communication (SLOC) between North America
and Europe in preparation for another battle of the Atlantic.”

The view that the Soviet naval buildup was intended to challenge U.S.
seapower aligned well with the dawn of the nuclear age, which introduced both
nuclear weapons and propulsion to the maritime domain. During the 1960s,
deploying submarines armed with nuclear-tipped submarine-launched ballis-
tic missiles (SLBM) to linger along the American Eastern and Western sea-
boards was one of three methods to deliver nuclear warheads to targets on the
North American continent.® Thus, the nuclear age reinforced the rationale for
forward-deploying submarines into the Atlantic Ocean, initially to interdict

adversary SLOC:s but later extending to ensure nuclear deterrence.

The Gorshkov Series

The expansion of the Soviet fleet during the 1960s, nonetheless, sparked a de-
bate on whether the increasingly powerful Soviet Navy had either offensive or
defensive purposes.” By the early 1970s, the debate was nurtured by an unex-
pected influx of primary source data, including 11 articles authored by then
Navy CINC, Admiral Gorshkov. Published in 197273 under the headline
“Navies in War and Peace” in the Soviet Navy’s main journal for naval doctrinal
debate, the Morskoi Sbornik, this massive body of text contained the CINC’s
thoughts by drawing historical parallels on why the Union of Soviet Socialist
Republics (USSR) needed a strong navy.'® Thanks to the article’s swift transla-
tion and publication by the U.S. Naval Institute’s monthly magazine Proceed-

The Russian Northern Fleet Bastion Revisited
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ings, the Gorshkov series became readily available for the participants in the
Western debate on Soviet naval strategy.

Most initial efforts to interpret Gorshkov’s texts focused on structure and
the most obvious key concepts presented. One discussion centered on whether
Gorshkov was speaking authoritatively when declaring new policy or merely
airing his personal views in an attempt to gain popular support.'" Other anal-
yses stressed that Gorshkov’s articles should be seen in the context of détente
and the ongoing Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT) negotiations, as lim-
itations would likely hamper the development and employment of the Soviet
Navy."”? A topic that generated much interest was how Gorshkov advocated a
strong navy to pursue peacetime Soviet state interests on a global level. This
corresponded well with the expansion of the Soviet peacetime naval presence
around the world from the mid-1960s and a simultaneous reduction of West-
ern naval presence.' This in turn prompted a discussion about the evolution of
Soviet naval diplomacy.'

While the translation of the Gorshkov series made the articles available to a
large Western expert community, the greatest impact resulted from interpreta-
tions by specialists in Slavic studies and Soviet military affairs at the Center for
Naval Analyses (CNA). Most notably, CNA researcher James M. McConnell
paved the way for an alternative view on Soviet wartime naval strategy. By con-
sidering nuances in the Russian language and particular terminology used in
Soviet doctrinal texts, he suggested that the Soviet Navy would pursue a defen-
sive approach based on near-shore deployment. This view contrasted sharply to
the prevailing image of an offensive Soviet naval disposition and was therefore

met with skepticism and resistance.”

The Assumptions Underpinning
the Bastion Defense Concept
In an article from 1974, McConnell thoroughly explains his supposition that
the Soviet Navy’s wartime strategy rests on what has become known as a bastion
defense concept.'® While McConnell does not use the term bastion, three points
emerge that this article argues constitute the essence of the bastion defense
concept. The first concerns Gorshkov’s notion of how the Soviet Union’s disad-
vantaged military geography restricts wartime employment of its naval forces.
The other two points pertain to the role and mission of the Soviet fleet in terms
of deterrence and warfighting, based on how Gorshkov valued the utility of
certain naval platforms and technological achievements.

According to McConnell, Gorshkov saw the geography of the Soviet Union
as one of the primary dimensioning influences of its naval force structure and
operations."” It shaped the Soviet naval force composition in such a way that its

primary strike force relied on submarines and naval aviation instead of surface
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combatants.'® However, Gorshkov did not dismiss the utility of a surface fleet
and acknowledged its role in peacetime diplomatic missions. He believed that
it was necessary that surface ships continue to be the fleet’s most numerous
forces but advocated specialized warships over multirole vessels.”” McConnell
nevertheless believed that Gorshkov suggested a defensive wartime role for the
Soviet Navy because, disadvantaged by its geography, its forces had to “run the
gauntlet of forward-based Western [antisubmarine warfare] ASW forces” before
reaching the open sea.”

During the early 1960s, the short range of ballistic missiles was an obstacle
to carrying out a nuclear exchange between the two superpowers. One way for
Moscow to sustain deterrence was to forward deploy its ballistic-missile sub-
marines close to the North American continent. Despite the risks involved,
these submarines were the most suitable platform for such missions, offering a
reasonable chance of staying hidden and surviving until a nuclear exchange be-
came inevitable.?! In addition, Gorshkov did not consider that deploying ASW
against them was cost-effective, as their ability to remain submerged for long
periods provided them with significant survivability.”” According to McCon-
nell, this role changed with the introduction of SLBMs with intercontinental
range.

When the Delta-class SSBNs equipped with SS-N-8 Sawfly SLBMs en-
tered service in 1972, virtually coinciding with the publication of the Gorshkov
series, Soviet strategic submarines no longer had to venture far from base to
reach patrol areas and launch zones. This practically nullified the Soviet Union’s
military-geographical disadvantage for the naval branch of nuclear deterrence.”
However, the increase in missile range not only affected the SLBMs of the navy.
It also allowed silo-based intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) to reach
their targets from Soviet territory, and with onshore ICBMs cheaper to pro-
duce, they soon made up for missile quantity.?* At the same time, Gorshkov
maintained the view that SLBMs were superior to ICBMs as “a more effective
means of deterrence.”” Given the exceptional survivability of SSBNs, the more
costly and exclusive SLBMs were withheld for later use, unlike ICBMs. Thus,
according to McConnell, the role of Soviet SSBNs was no longer to partici-
pate in an initial nuclear exchange but to conserve their SLBMs for second- or
third-strike tasks. Because of this specific role, McConnell argued that Gorsh-
kov drew a stark distinction between naval capabilities intended for deterrence
and those intended for warfighting.*

With the shift in mission for the Soviet SSBNs toward maintaining in-
trawar deterrence, ensuring their survival during war became more import-
ant. By patrolling in waters adjoining their naval bases where the Soviet Navy

enjoyed a higher degree of sea control, the Soviet SSBNs were less exposed
to North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) ASW capabilities, and it was
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easier to dispatch general-purpose forces to safeguard SSBNs out on patrol.”
From Gorshkov’s perspective, this was important, as he believed that subma-
rines could only first reach their full potential when supported by surface ships
and aircraft.”® As noted earlier, Gorshkov did not believe that ASW operations
against enemy SSBNss were effective.”” However, scattering the ASW capabili-
ties did not appeal to Gorshkov either, so he recommended that the total ASW
capability of the general-purpose fleet be allocated for a pro-SSBN mission.*

While McConnell pioneered the interpretation of Admiral Gorshkov’s
work on Soviet wartime naval strategy, others followed who also made valu-
able contributions to the same line of thought. Although divergent views
over the interpretation of the Gorshkov series continued to circulate, the
overall tendency was nonetheless toward a convergence of opinion.*' For
example, Robert W. Herrick’s warnings since the 1960s against oversell-
ing the threat of the Soviet Navy fit well with McConnell’s analysis. He
pointed at how the Soviet force structure, with its emphasis on submarines
but lacking in aircraft carriers, indicated a defensive emphasis on sea de-
nial rather than a sea-control strategy.”> Another analyst who took part in
the interpretation of the Gorshkov series was Michael MccGwire, a Brit-
ish professor and former Royal Navy officer. Although his conclusions
on the Gorshkov series differed substantially from those of McConnell’s,
he also warned against inflating the Soviet threat and, according to Jessi-
ca Huckabey, saw the Soviet naval expansion as “a move forward in stra-
tegic defence.”® Lastly, Bradford Dismukes, a colleague of McConnell’s at
CNA, explored the question of a pro-SSBN mission for the Soviet general-
purpose forces and concluded that a pro-SSBN was likely more achievable
for the Soviet ASW forces than pursuing enemy SSBNs in an anti-SSBN

role.

Soviet Naval Bastions
While McConnell’s view quickly gained traction among other researchers, its
progress in the wider ranks of the U.S. naval and intelligence communities
was slower. Perhaps the most important step in its path toward general accep-
tance was an alleged intelligence breakthrough in 1980, but both U.S. and
NATO military planners had likely considered Soviet bastion scenarios long
before this.?> It is probable, for example, that naval planners had been consid-
ering why the U.S. Navy had not observed any passes south of the Greenland-
Iceland-United Kingdom (GIUK) gap by the new Soviet Delza-class SSBN after
1975.%

There were still a few critics, however; during the 1980s, the most vocal
among them was Jan S. Breemer.”” His main objection was the uncritical gen-

eral acceptance of the notion, despite the fact that it “depends heavily on logic,
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inference, and circumstantial evidence.”®® Other critics, such as James J. Tritten,
accepted the assumption of Soviet SSBN bastions, but were skeptical of Mos-
cow relying solely on the navy for its strategic nuclear-weapons reserve.*
Rather than debating their existence, discussions on Soviet bastions shift-
ed toward detailing their implementation, geographical extent, and tactics in
practice. The assumption that Moscow maintained two naval bastions, with
the Kola and Kamchatka Peninsulas as bases, became consensus.*’ Initially, the
bastions envisioned were rather extensive, with the western bastion encompass-
ing the Greenland and Barents Seas and the eastern in the Sea of Okhotsk
with occasional deployment to the Bering Strait.” From the mid-1980s and
the introduction of Delta IV- and Typhoon-class SSBNs into the Northern Fleet
inventory, the area of operations contracted to encompass merely the Barents
Sea.” Toward the end of the Cold War, the notion of geographically concen-
trated and smaller bastions grew stronger. In his thesis from 1988, Walter M.
Kreitler argues that the Soviet Union would gain from operating in even more
confined areas; such “close aboard bastions” would merely encompass Soviet

territorial water.?

Tracking a Contemporary

Northern Fleet Naval Bastion

With the end of the Cold War, the threat of a nuclear war between the super-
powers receded. Rather than rendering the concept of naval bastions obsolete,
the opposite happened. In fact, the term bastion emerged in Russian military
discussions in the late 1990s with the proposal to establish a northern strategic
bastion (NSB) based on the Northern Fleet.* Ironically, while it is almost cer-
tain that this was inspired by Western discourse on the bastion defense concept,
the underlying motive was somewhat different. The idea of an NSB was instead
likely prompted by Russia’s economic hardships, which severely limited defense
spending, leading to a concentration of resources in one location, specifically
the Kola Peninsula.”® This in turn lowered the priority of the SSBN naval base
on Kamchatka. However, these ideas never fully materialized, and the SSBN
base on Kamchatka remained.

Because of the Russian NSB project in the 1990s, the notion of the bas-
tion defense concept has remained strong in Nordic security considerations,
and practically no text concerning, or even briefly touching on, geopolitics in
the Western Arctic can avoid referencing the concept. In 2024, the Norwe-
gian Intelligence Service’s annual open threat and risk assessment highlighted
the centrality of the bastion strategy in Russian security perceptions, a view
later reaffirmed in the publication of the Norwegian Defence Pledge later that
same year.” Similar wording appears in the Swedish Defence Commission’s

2023 report on security policy, which refers to the significance of a Russian
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bastion threat for Norway’s military planning.”” The report also independent-
ly states that naval bastions are crucial for Russia’s preservation of its nuclear
second-strike regime.*

This section examines whether it is feasible to assume that contemporary
Russia is pursuing a bastion defense concept in the European high north. The
analysis is structured around the three assumptions that form the essence of
McConnell’s interpretation of Admiral Gorskhov and thereby the basis of the
bastion defense concept. The first of the three assumptions is that Russia’s dis-
advantaged military geography makes SSBN operations close to home waters
favorable. The second is the role of the Russian SSBNs in ensuring the second
or third nuclear-strike capability. The third is that the main mission of the naval
general-purpose forces is to ensure the survival of the SSBNs. Any evidence that
either supports or contradicts these claims is the focus, as it either reinforces or
refutes the hypothesis that contemporary Russia is pursuing a bastion defense

strategy in northern Europe.

A Disadvantaged Russian Military Geography

The dissolution of the Soviet Union changed Moscow’s geography. From a naval
perspective, significant geostrategic changes occurred exclusively in the Baltic
and Black Seas. Similarly, recent Russian territorial expansion has primarily af-
fected the Black Sea region, including control over Abkhazia since 2008, the
annexation of Crimea in 2014, and, since 2022, control over the Azov Sea.
Hence, with practically no geographical changes in either northwest Russia or
the Russian Far East, it is reasonable to assume the continuity of a Russian bas-
tion strategy in the European high north and Russia’s Far East.

However, beyond the redrawing of borders, this author argues that there
are other military-geographical shifts of wider significance that require a reas-
sessment of what a disadvantaged Russian military geography in the European
high north really means. Most importantly, a more navigable Arctic Ocean will
have an enormous geopolitical significance for Russia, but there are also other
changes to consider, including Finland and Sweden’s accession to NATO and
the bleaker outlook of repeating the West’s successful Cold War barrier strategy
against Soviet submarines in the GIUK gap.

The effects of global warming on the circumpolar regions are proceeding
faster than in any other region of the world.”” A growing body of literature
suggests that a warmer climate could soon radically alter the conditions for
Arctic navigation at a pace much faster than suggested by earlier projections.”
From a naval security perspective, an Arctic with ice-free summers would dras-
tically change the geopolitical significance of the Arctic region. On the one
hand, stretching more than one-half of the total Arctic Ocean’s coastline and

controlling several geopolitically important archipelagos, Russia has a unique
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opportunity to shape future geopolitics in the Arctic, particularly along the
Northern Sea Route (NSR). On the other, with a warmer climate, the natural
shielding “barrier” of ice will offer less protection as the sea ice coverage re-
cedes.”’ Thus, to Russia, a more navigable Arctic Ocean and its marginal seas
will present opportunities and liabilities and consequently will affect its naval
second-strike capabilities and its general-purpose naval forces.

If it is not in control of the NSR, Russia fears that adversaries could use the
Arctic marginal seas to conduct a massive and unanticipated precision-strike
campaign, as NATO’s superior capabilities could potentially cripple Russia, po-
litically and militarily, without having to resort to nuclear weapons. The former
Russian Navy CINC accentuated this concern during an interview in 2024.%*
This is also habitually touched on in Russian doctrinal and strategic planning
documents.” In an article from May 2023, the former Russian Navy CINC
described how Western naval forces operating in waters close to Russia can
quadruple at short notice. According to his assessment, NATO can amass more
than 130 surface combatants and submarines, collectively carrying nearly 3,000
high-precision missiles in sea regions close to Russia, of which approximately
50 naval vessels, carrying 1,000—1,100 missiles, would appear in the Norwegian
and Barents Seas.*

Another military-geographical change that certainly affects Russian con-
siderations of its wartime strategies in the high north is Finland and Swe-
den’s accession to NATO in 2023 and 2024, respectively. Russia reacted to
Sweden joining NATO in 2024 by threatening that Moscow would adopt
“military-technical” measures in response.” Besides being a threat, it was also
a way of showing disapproval, as it increased the exposure of Russia’s military
assets on the Kola Peninsula. While it surely complicates the protection and
support that Russian SSBNs can get from assets ashore on the Kola Peninsu-
la, it does not necessarily mean that it renders a bastion strategy impossible.
Throughout the Cold War, Moscow had to deal with the Norwegian border,
which was less than 60 kilometers away from the closest Soviet nuclear subma-
rine base. However, the common Cold War scenario of early Soviet offensive
actions against Norway seems more unlikely. Moscow now has to consider the
permanent forces of not one but three NATO states and occupy a much larger
portion of northern Scandinavia to create a buffer zone between the Kola Pen-
insula and NATO territory.

A third theme, which relates not only to military-technological develop-
ment but also has clear military-geographical implications, is the bleaker out-
look of repeating the West’s successful Cold War barrier strategy against Soviet
submarines in the GIUK gap. From the 1960s until the end of the Cold War,
the submarines of the U.S. Navy enjoyed a continuous advantage over Soviet

submarines in the North Atlantic due to generally louder Soviet submarines
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and the establishment of a sound surveillance system (SOSUS) for detecting
submarines in choke points.”® Indeed, this successful Western barrier strate-
gy against Soviet forces might even have contributed to compelling the Soviet
Navy to pursue a bastion defense strategy. However, toward the end of the Cold
War, the Soviet Union had largely managed to achieve “acoustic parity” with
the introduction of truly silent nuclear submarines. Thus, the NATO effort to
maintain an ASW barrier was saved at the last moment when the Soviet Union
collapsed.”” Hence, modern Russian submarines might have a considerably bet-
ter chance at evading detection in the GIUK than their Soviet predecessors.

In summary, considering the changing geopolitical situation for Russia in
the high north, it is no longer obvious that operating close to home port offers
the greatest chance of survival for Russian SSBNs. With two additional NATO
allies on the Scandinavian Peninsula, it may not be possible to support wartime
SSBN operations in the Barents Sea from ashore in the same way as before. In
comparison to the Cold War, the military-geographical conditions for Russian
circumpolar naval operations now seem more beneficial, while the Kola Pen-
insula is likely more vulnerable. Hence, given Russia’s current situation in the
high north, ensuring the survival of Russian SSBNs seems to be better served
by dispersing into the world’s oceans, particularly the marginal seas of the Arctic

Ocean, than lingering in the waters close to the Kola Peninsula.

Role of the Russian SSBN

A central assumption of the bastion defense concept is that during an initial
nuclear exchange, the SLBMs of the SSBNs are withheld. This section examines
the current standing of the SSBN's in Russian nuclear deterrence, with a partic-
ular emphasis on their role as a strategic nuclear reserve.

The number of SSBNs in Moscow’s inventory has declined considerably
since the Cold War. While the total has dropped from 48 in 1990 to 12 in
2024, SLBMs continue to constitute one-third of the strategic nuclear deliv-
ery vehicles in Russia’s nuclear arsenal.”® A smaller number of SSBNs could,
indeed, influence tactical considerations, as it increases both the difficulty and
the payoft of detection.”” But the decline in the number of Russian SSBNs has
stopped, and the rationale for pursuing the bastion defense concept likely does
not ultimately depend on inventory size.

Russia began to modernize its inventory of SSBNs in the mid-1990s, but
because of a lack of finances and problems with the development of the new
RSM-56 Bulava SLBM, Russia finally commissioned the first hull of the Borei-
class SSBNs in 2012—after 16 years of construction. Since then, the Sevmash
shipyard has completed six more hulls, with another three in various stages of
construction.”” In November 2023, then-Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu pre-

sented a naval plan for the years 2019-25 in which he declared the moderniza-
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tion of the SSBN inventory a priority.®' Discussions about the fifth generation
of Russian SSBN's have already begun. A concept called Arktur, presented at the
Russian arms expo Armiia-2023, showcased a smaller platform with fewer bal-
listic missiles, instead allocating space for autonomous underwater vehicles.®
Thus, SSBNs will most certainly continue to play a role in Russian nuclear
deterrence into the 2040 and 2050s.

It should be noted, however, that it is the modernization of the Pacific
Fleet SSBN inventory that has gone furthest, with five Borei-class SSBNs com-
missioned against the two that have so far been handed over to the Northern
Fleet. It is nevertheless likely that the Northern Fleet SSBN inventory will reach
parity in the coming five years, as the next three Borei-class hulls are destined to
replace some of the older Northern Fleet Delra IV-class hulls.®® This is unusual,
as the Northern Fleet was habitually given priority during the Cold War and
shows that the primacy of the Northern Fleet SSBNs should not be taken for
granted.*

While Moscow’s SSBN inventory has transformed substantially since the
Cold War, technological advances have had the greatest impact on its role. The
introduction of intercontinental delivery systems in the mid-1970s was a key
technological enabler for the Soviet bastion, and since then there have been
additional technological advances with the potential to reinforce, challenge, or
modify the rationale for a strategy to withhold SSBNs. In their 1992 report,
Tonne Huitfeldt, Tomas Ries, and Gunvald @yna list 11 significant techno-
logical advancements affecting strategic nuclear-delivery vehicles, 2 of which
directly concern SSBNs. These are the development of under-ice capabilities for
submarines and the introduction in the late 1980s of mobile ICBMs.*

The commissioning of first the 7jphoon- and then the Delta IV-class
SSBNs, with substantial under-ice capabilities in the early 1980s, provided new
opportunities for covert SSBN deployments in the Arctic. Consequently, So-
viet SSBN operations shifted eastward, leaving the Greenland Sea where U.S.
SOSUS arrays could easily detect and track them, and instead focused on Bar-
ents Sea deployments.®® This shift both improved and reduced how general-
purpose forces could support SSBN operations. While general-purpose forces
could assist SSBNs in disappearing into the Barents Sea, SSBNs became unsup-
ported during under-ice operations.

A technical innovation with the potential to challenge the bastion strategy
was the introduction of mobile ICBMs—rail-based or wheeled—in the late
1980s.” This posed a challenge to the SSBN’s withholding role. Even though
their mobility does not provide the same level of survivability as SSBNs, mobile
ICBMs are cheaper to build and operate while offering greater opportunity
for dispersal over vast areas. By 2024, more than one-half of Russias ICBMs

were road-mobile systems.®® As noted earlier, in terms of the number of stra-
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tegic nuclear-delivery vehicles, the navy’s SLBMs accounted for approximately
one-third during the latter part of the Cold War (1975-90), which is roughly
the same as in 2024.% Thus, the road-mobile ICBM systems have clearly not
replaced SSBNs to this day, but rather serve as a complement. However, to
mitigate risk, it is likely that a portion of Russia’s road-mobile ICBMs are also
considered part of the strategic reserve and withheld in an initial nuclear ex-
change.”

The rationality of Russia’s adherence to the bastion defense concept does
not solely rest on their technological developments but also on reactions to
other events. Since the U.S. withdrawal from the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM)
Treaty in 2002, Russia has loudly criticized the United States for potentially
undermining the nuclear strategic balance.”" The general view in the Kremlin
seems to be that while Russia and the United States are currently on par in
terms of nuclear arsenals, even the slightest doubt about Russia’s capability to
inflict unacceptable damage during a retaliatory strike could alter the balance.
To counter this, Russia has striven to “increase its strike potential” by develop-
ing new strategic nuclear-capable weapons intended to overcome ABM defens-
es.”” Hence, Russias response to the U.S. missile-defense program has mainly
been to develop new, asymmetrical capabilities for maintaining a credible de-
terrence regime, rather than pursuing a comprehensive ABM defense program
of its own.

At the annual presidential address to the Federal Assembly in 2018, Pres-
ident Vladimir Putin displayed a range of new strategic weaponry developed
for the sole purpose of countering American ABM capabilities.”? The weapon
systems included modern iterations of existing capabilities, such as the RS-28
Sarmat ICBM, and entirely new capabilities. Among them is the Poseidon,
an intercontinental, nuclear-powered, nuclear-armed autonomous torpedo,
launched from special-purpose nuclear submarines similar in size to SSBNG,
one of which has been commissioned while another is in its final stage of con-
struction.”* This development of a new, strategic naval nuclear deterrent capa-
bility calls into question the feasibility of a contemporary bastion strategy. In
comparison to SLBMs, which can be launched from practically any location,
these torpedoes, despite their long range, are likely less versatile and require
their carriers to reach launch areas situated closer to the target. With high-
value naval groups or coastal infrastructure as their main targets, it is also likely
that these nuclear-tipped torpedoes are intended for usage in the earlier stages
of a nuclear conflict rather than being held in reserve. It should also be noted
that the two submarines carrying the Poseidon torpedo are likely to be based
in Kamchatka, which somewhat increases the peninsula’s strategic importance
relative to Kola in terms of nuclear deterrence.”

To sum up, while the SSBN remains an indispensable part of Russia’s
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nuclear deterrent, new military technology has been and continues to be re-
shaping the SLBM’s standing among other nuclear weapons delivery systems.
Under-ice capabilities had already expanded the patrol areas of SSBNs during
the 1980s, but in a way that aligned reasonably well with the bastion con-
cept. The shift in the Strategic Rocket Forces’ inventory from predominantly
silo-based to road-mobile ICBMs has also presented Russia with an alterna-
tive to SSBNs in its strategic nuclear reserve. Although road-mobile ICBMs
lack the submarine’s unique ability for covert deployment, they are at the
same time cheaper to produce and operate and are more easily dispersed.”®
Particularly challenging to a bastion-centric role for Russian SSBNs is the
introduction of strategic nuclear submarines with alternative means of de-
livering nuclear warheads for two reasons. First, positioning is likely more
critical when firing a nuclear-tipped torpedo than when launching an SLBM.
Thus, its tactics likely differ substantially from those of SSBNs and do not
naturally align with the bastion defense concept. Second, and relatedly, more
forward-leaning posturing and tactics likely makes these submarines more
suitable for early participation during a nuclear exchange or for second-strike

missions rather than for a third-strike role.

The Role of the General-Purpose Forces

Two recurring themes in the portrayal of Russia’s ongoing naval moderniza-
tion are, first, Russia’s emphasis on building predominantly small warships and,
second, equipping them with long-range missile systems. Liv Karin Parnemo
concludes that Russia is essentially building a coastal defense navy—primari-
ly submarines and small ships with standoff capabilities.”” Ina Holst-Pederson
Kvam makes a similar argument when she contends that what characterizes
Russian naval development is the emergence of a “mosquito-fleet” with long-
range precision-strike missiles for coastal-defense purposes.”® Michael Kofman
agrees with this image and describes it as the emergence of a Russian “green-
water” navy and, similar to the reasoning of Holst-Pedersen Kvam, emphasizes
that standoff capabilities provide the general-purpose forces a new role in non-
nuclear deterrence.”

How this novel fleet composition fits with the bastion defense concept
presents a mixed picture.*” On the one hand, with a naval force limited in
number and ship size, concentrating forces to achieve sea control in the littoral
region around the Kola Peninsula is in line with the bastion tradition, as it
offers a relatively safe area of operations for its SSBNs. In addition, from there,
the Northern Fleet could employ its sea denial capabilities, using long-range
missiles to deter approaches by NATO warships.®’ On the other hand, there
are indications that the operations of the general-purpose forces have become

increasingly disconnected from SSBN operations. Two examples illustrate this:
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first, the introduction of non-nuclear deterrence in Russian operational think-
ing, and second, the Northern Fleet’s increasing Arctic orientation.

Western development and dominance in conventional precision-strike
capabilities have long been a recurring theme in the Russian military debate.
However, in contrast to Russia’s asymmetrical response to U.S. ambitions in
missile defense, Russia has sought to develop a non-nuclear deterrence capa-
bility based on long-range precision-guided missiles of its own.**> With the re-
cent commissioning of predominantly small platforms equipped with Kalibr
land-attack systems, the navy now holds a substantial share of Russia’s overall
precision-strike capability. During his opening speech at the Moscow Confer-
ence on International Security in 2021, the Russian chief of the General Staff
underscored the significance of non-nuclear deterrence in Russian strategy and
stressed that the rapid development of precision weapons is blurring the lines
between nuclear and non-nuclear weapons.® Also notable is that the 2010 and
2014 iterations of Russian military doctrine equate non-nuclear deterrence with
nuclear deterrence.®* Hence, the sharp distinction that, according to McCon-
nell, Admiral Gorshkov made between naval forces for deterrence and warfight-
ing is less relevant today, as general-purpose forces now also carry a substantial
deterrence mission. The increased emphasis on long-range precision missile
strikes has come at the expense of capabilities relevant to a pro-SSBN mission.®

Since 2012, Russia began to increase its permanent military presence in
the Arctic region, primarily through the construction of permanent Arctic mil-
itary bases and modernization of military airfields. At approximately the same
time, the Russian Ministry of Defence also ordered a relatively large number
of ships adapted for Arctic conditions. This included icebreakers, Arctic patrol
ships, and logistics-support ships with ice-strengthened hulls.*® During 2021-
25, four new Severodvinsk-class nuclear-powered guided-missile submarines
(SSGN) were commissioned. As the first Russian non-SSBN class of nuclear-
powered submarines with under-ice capabilities, this opens up new possibilities
for Russian under-ice operations.”” In a September 2024 article, the Russian
Navy CINC established that the navy needed to construct basing facilities for
its ships in the central parts of the Arctic, along the NSR.* Thus, although the
Soviet Union occasionally also had a military presence in the Arctic, a major
shift is that its purpose is unprecedented in its ambition to not only project mil-
itary power from but also in the Arctic.® This development is slowly shifting the
center of gravity of the Northern Fleet eastward by dispersing its infrastructure
across Russia’s Arctic territories and designing capabilities for Arctic operations.

In sum, although recent trends in the composition of the Russian naval
general-purpose forces are seemingly in line with the tradition of the bastion
defense concept, there are also tendencies pointing in other directions. Consid-

ering the current emphasis in the Russian Navy on the non-nuclear deterrence

Kjellen 27



Journal of Advanced Military Studies

22

mission and the fleet’s overall smaller size, Russia’s naval general-purpose forces
are likely less capable of pursuing a pro-SSBN mission. While the eastward
dispersion of Northern Fleet capabilities supposedly does improve the condi-
tions for supporting SSBN operations in the Arctic marginal seas, the process
may dilute the concentration of capabilities on the Kola Peninsula to safeguard

SSBN operations, as prescribed by Admiral Gorshkov.

Conclusions

During the 1980s, there was near consensus that the bastion defense concept
was an accurate approximation of the Soviet Union’s wartime naval strategy.
Although the Cold War ended in 1991, the need for military planners to an-
ticipate adversaries’ strategies has not diminished; rather, it has intensified.
Given current geopolitical tensions, marked by nuclear sabre-rattling and
Western-Russian relations at a historic low, the parallels to the Cold War are
notable. Consequently, the bastion defense concept is once again being used
to describe Russian naval strategy in the high north, but there is a risk that its
continued reliance is driven more by analytical convenience than by analytical
accuracy.

This article argues that it is becoming increasingly problematic to assume
that the bastion defense concept remains a valid approximation of Moscow’s
wartime naval strategy in the high north. While the notion of a Russian bas-
tion defense concept remains prominent in Western debates, Moscow is
gradually adjusting its wartime naval strategies in response to evolving military-
geographical and military-technological conditions. The gradual yet consistent
nature of this shift becomes evident when examining how these changes contra-
dict central assumptions underpinning the bastion defense concept.

A vital tenet of the bastion defense concept is that it represents a deliberate
naval adaptation to Moscow’s disadvantaged military-geographical situation. By
concentrating forces in the proximity of the Kola Peninsula, Moscow’s strate-
gic nuclear reserve, in the form of Northern Fleet SSBNs, would benefit from
dual protection from both land- and sea-based forces. While the outlook for
safeguarding SSBN operations from the Kola Peninsula has worsened due to
Finland and Sweden’s accession to NATO, climate change is making Arctic
waters increasingly accessible for navigation.

Indeed, a reasonable conclusion would be that a more accessible Arctic
would merely shift the center of gravity of the bastion defense eastward. How-
ever, this overlooks the fact that the roles of the Russian Navy in strategic de-
terrence and warfighting are also evolving. While SSBNis still play a crucial role
in Russia’s nuclear deterrence, the naval leg of Russia’s nuclear triad no longer
constitutes the country’s sole strategic nuclear reserve, and some new naval nu-

clear capabilities are likely designed for early participation in a nuclear conflict.
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Similarly, emerging roles in non-nuclear deterrence are further disconnecting
the wartime function of general-purpose forces from SSBN operations. Instead
of concentrating forces to safeguard SSBN operations within a confined ocean
region, the Russian Navy’s increasing Arctic orientation is leading to a disper-
sion of forces across the Arctic marginal seas.

While naval bases on the northern side of the Kola Peninsula will remain
the primary locations from which Russia projects peacetime naval power on a
global scale, it is increasingly unlikely that the Kola Peninsula would serve as the
hub of a wartime Russian bastion defense strategy. Military planners in Nordic
countries should take this factor into account. Similarly, military planners in
leading Western naval powers must increasingly consider wartime scenarios in
which the Russia Navy enjoys wartime sea control across a substantial part of

the Arctic Ocean.
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