
 
WARNING! 

The views expressed in FMSO publications and reports are those of the authors and do not 
necessarily represent the official policy or position of the Department of the Army, 

Department of Defense, or the U.S. Government.  
 

Russia's Northwest Strategic Direction 
by Dr. Jacob W. Kipp 

Foreign Military Studies Office, Fort Leavenworth, KS.  

 

This article appeared in  
 

Military Review 
 

July-August 1999  

; 

A unique set of security issues has emerged from Russia's northwest strategic direction in the 
post-Cold War era.1 The conjunction of Russian transformation and crisis has recast security 
issues in the Baltic and Nordic regions, reducing the risk of military conflict but raising a host of 
issues associated with Russia's Baltic relations, especially the status of the Russian minorities in 
Estonia and Latvia and the dangerous legacy of a nuclearized Kola peninsula. The Western 
response to these issues, particularly in the Nordic countries and international institutions, has 
introduced a new subregional security system in Europe.  

Given other European crises in Bosnia, Kosovo and Macedonia, one could ask whether the issues 
associated with the northwest constitute a hot spot in the absence of open hostilities and military 
confrontation. The sensitive Baltic issues make the case. There is potential for linkage to other 
concerns, notably the proposed union of Russia, Belarus and Yugoslavia, which sophisticated 
Russian commentators have labeled a "hysterical" response that does not reflect Russian long-
range interests in the region or in Europe.2 In a recent essay the eminent historian of the Cold 
War, John Lewis Gaddis, asserts that the post-Cold War world is noteworthy for the shifting 
tectonic plates of international security. Gaddis suggests that a "geological" approach, reading 
the past history of seismic events, could help us to foresee where likely "earthquakes" would 
shape 21st-century geopolitics. He suggests that we are all now "living in Candlestick Park," 
alluding to the 1989 San Francisco earthquake.3  

While Gaddis focuses on the macro aspects of geopolitics and past patterns, his point also applies 
to regional security problems, especially those affecting Russia and the successor states. These 
new shifts are best examined in their regional context and not from a global or ideological 
context. In the new geopolitical context, hot spots may include overt tensions and also ecological 
challenges that threaten peace and stability. With NATO involved in its first large-scale combat 
operations in Yugoslavia and the ensuing chill in relations between Russia and the West, the 
northwest may not seem a serious issue on a global or even European scale. Closer examination 
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shows that such subregional security issues will have their own profound impact on European 
security and global stability. Indeed, the much-touted military exercise, ZAPAD 99, which the 
Russian Ministry of Defense and General Staff initiated on 22 June 1999, explicitly linked the 
threat of regional conflict in this region with nuclear escalation in response to the threat of mass, 
precision strikes against military targets in the theater.  

For the first time in a decade, Russian super-sonic, cruise-missile-armed Tu-160 "Blackjack" 
bombers streaked down the coast of Norway while Tu-95 "Bears" probed Iceland's airspace. As 
Minister of Defense Igor Sergeyev noted, "The exercise tested one of the provisions of Russia's 
military doctrine concerning a possible use of nuclear weapons when all other measures are 
exhausted." Russia's military crisis has raised security challenges in the northwest direction, 
causing a different subregional dynamic in Europe. Here the ethno-national tensions and 
ecological dangers challenge neighboring states as much as conventional military threats.  

With the end of the Cold War and the disintegration of the Soviet Union, Russia finds itself in a 
complex and protracted process of internal reform and international adjustment. The threats that 
gave structure to the Cold War military confrontation across Europe have disappeared, but new 
challenges have emerged. Ethno-national conflicts, economic dislocations, political instability 
and massive demographic changes have become pressing concerns for the international 
community. In the absence of ideologically driven competition, geopolitics and broader 
definition of issues involved in national security have brought about a new conceptualization of 
international security. As Jakub M. Godzimirski argues, geostrategic space, historical 
experience, national identity and economic framework shape and delimit Russian foreign and 
security policy in general and its regional dimensions in particular.4 Godzimirski suggests that 
five core issues have shaped the debate on Russian foreign and security policies:  

• Protection of Russia's territorial integrity.  
• Protection of Russian minorities in the near abroad.  
• Participation in international organizations.  
• Safeguarding support from the west for economic reforms.  
• Maintaining a strategic balance with other great powers, especially the United States.5  

In the current context of Russia's domestic situation and international environment, some 
commentators have argued that the relative importance of military versus Russian national 
security has declined. As K.S. Gadzhiev observed:  

"The concept of security includes identifying, systematizing, and evaluating all possible sources 
and parameters of threats. Today, national security does not depend on the armed forces alone, 
but on a number of other factors as well: economic might; the ability of industry to compete; the 
quality of the education system; the well-being of the citizenry, their mind-set, etc. Sources of 
real-world threats to the security of most, if not all, states include: terrorism; proliferation of 
weapons of mass destruction; ethno-national conflicts and inter-religious conflicts; 
environmental degradation; the slowing or halting of economic growth. Four decades ago, 
despite the harm they brought, narcotics smuggling and various epidemics could be considered 
non-political. As such, the use of force was inappropriate for their resolution. Today, such factors 
as narcotics trafficking and AIDS have taken on a political and foreign-policy dimension.  



Currently, in 
addition to 
providing for a 
country's 
physical 
security and 
territorial 
integrity, 
national power 
must be 
realized in all 
of its aspects, 
and the 
following 
factors must be 
taken into 
consideration 
in the process: the problems of the World Ocean; environmental pollution; energy resources; 
economic productivity; discount rates; population numbers; and many other factors that are made 
stronger by the growing interdependence. It is therefore obvious that the resources a country may 
have at its disposal represent only one aspect of power. The actions and reactions by which the 
actors relate to one another comprise another aspect. To put it differently, the national power of 
an individual state can only be defined within the context of its relations with other states and 
their perceptions of one another."6  

In this context the present crisis of the Russian military should be analyzed not from the 
perspective of a "zero-sum" game that translates declining Russian military power as an inherent 
benefit to its neighbors, but as a problem affecting national, regional and global stability and 
security. The collapse of the Russian military and the unresolved legacy of Soviet militarization 
pose a very different set of dangers and risks.  

The Crisis of Russian Military Reform  

For almost a dozen years civilian and military leaders in Moscow have spoken of military reform 
as a process under way. In that same period the Soviet Union and its armed forces have 
collapsed.7 Russia emerged as its chief successor state and nationalized those armed forces that 
remained under its sovereignty.8 Subsequently, those armed forces were defeated in the course of 
a civil war with the breakaway Chechen Republic. Since then, the Russian military has made 
sporadic attempts to reform and reduce forces. The armed forces became victims of what one 
author called "a time of troubles."9 Reduced in numbers and underfunded, the Russian armed 
forces are a hollow shell of the Soviet armed forces. With an official strength of 1.2 million men, 
this current force goes unpaid and has become the step-child of a government in crisis.  

Military reform under current Minister of Defense Marshal Sergeyev has involved bureaucratic 
consolidation and rationalization, primarily emphasizing sustained strategic nuclear forces as the 
ultimate military guarantee of great power status. These measures included consolidating all 



strategic forces under one command, unifying the air forces and air defense forces, abolishing the 
command of the ground forces, reducing the number of military districts from eight to six and 
reorganizing the ground forces into 10 active divisions.10 Budgetary constraints and a declining 
GDP suggest further manpower reductions to a force of 600,000. The Ministry of Defense 
budget over the last several years has not even been sufficient to pay the salaries and allowances 
of its officers and men. Reform has amounted to nothing more than restructuring and force cuts 
to save money. In short, planning for reform has continued, but funding has delayed actual 
execution.  

Diagnosing the Patient  

The Russian military's problems are chronic, numerous and deep. Low morale reflects the 
military's diminished status in society. The top-heavy officer corps has a shortage of junior 
officers and leads a conscript pool based on a small portion of eligible age cohort drawn from 
Russian youth with health and social problems. Brutal hazing in the barracks causes suicides 
among recruits, and criminalization and corruption permeate the force. Grossly inadequate 
training, minuscule procurement of new weapons and looming block obsolescence in the first 
years of the next century, and the officer corps' disdain for and distrust of the current government 
complete the picture of a dying military. As an acute observer noted, the military's inability to 
deal with its own decline into chaos and disorder has gone hand-in-hand with remarkable 
marginalization in Russian national politics. Disgruntled officers perceive their caste as sheep 
going to the slaughter.11 Each time the sheep complain of starvation, the political shepherds 
respond with another round of cuts in manpower. One of the Yeltsin government's most vocal 
critics, Colonel Viktor Baranets, used precisely that language to describe Russia's "lost Army."12 

The much-publicized film Chistilishche [Purgatory], written and directed by nationalist journalist 
Aleksandr Nevzorov and produced by the oligarch Boris Berezovsky, carries the metaphor even 
further, depicting the Russian army in Chechnya as a crucified Christ.13  

Indeed, the Russian National Security Concept, published in December 1997, plays down 
military threats to Russian security and emphasizes internal (economic) threats as the 
predominant national security concern.14 Under these circumstances the Ministry of Defense has 
sought to maintain about one-third of Russia's conventional military equipment operationally 
ready for the Ground Forces, Air Forces and Navy. In the Ground Forces only three divisions 
and four brigades stationed in the Moscow, Leningrad, North Caucasian and Siberian military 
districts are maintained in permanent combat readiness — fully equipped but manned at 80 
percent.15 By assuming low risk of a general war, these forces prepare to deal with widely 
dispersed regional contingencies.  

 



The financial meltdown of August 1998, coupled with a deepening crisis of state finances and a 
political leadership's vacuum sustain the vector, and momentum of military reform, nailed shut 
the coffin on Yeltsin's Russian Armed Forces. They now occupy a limbo between the militarized 
edifice of the Soviet armed forces and the transformed armed forces needed for Russia and its 
society today.16 Failing to overcome the legacy of the former and achieve the latter has created 
significant problems for Russia and dangers to international security and stability.  

Now, according to Prime Minister Yegeniy Primakov, Russia is engaged in a process of 
stabilization and reform. Internationally, it is "gathering strength" to reassume the role of a great 
power in Eurasia.17 Military reform has not emerged as a priority for the prime minister, and 
President Yeltsin, for all his statements and promises over the last six years, has proved more 
adept at restructuring the national security apparatus and playing "musical chairs" with his 
national security leadership than at genuine improvements. Unless Russia collapses, which 
informed observers still see as unlikely, one can anticipate the rebirth of its military power in the 
first decades of the 21st-century.18 But the armed forces and the institutions that will support 
them will be different—a far cry from the mass industrial army and militarized industrial order 
of the Soviet past. Whether the military is an instrument of a democratic Russia, a benign 
presence in the international security environment or an instrument for undermining the current 
international order in a particular region will depend to a significant measure on the way the 
armed forces emerge from their current limbo. Further cuts without a rational reform program 
carry grave risks for Russia and its neighbors. As Hans-Hermann Hoehmann and Christian Meier 
have pointed out, the Soviet Union was "a security risk by strength," and Russia has become "a 
security risk by weakness."19  

The militarization of the Soviet state and society make it impossible to overcome the serious 
problems confronting the Russian military without addressing the profound political, economic, 
social and spiritual problems facing Russia during this transition. While noting significant 
positive changes in Russia, Ambassador Rene Nyberg recently outlined problems that 
contributed to the risks associated with Russia's current weakness.20 Many of these problems 
have deep roots in the Soviet period but have become much worse in the last decade.  

• First, there is the unresolved legacy of collectivization: land reform is not progressing to 
revive agricultural productivity.21  

• Second, the public health crisis unheard of in a peacetime industrial nation, has led to an 
absolute decline in population by two million since 1991, declining male life expectancy 
and an epidemic rise in certain communicable diseases. However, some key health 
problems, such as alcoholism, are not amenable to easy solution short of profound 
changes in the national life style. Insufficient investment in public health only makes this 
crisis and its consequences worse.22  

• Third, there is a demographic crisis associated with the migrations of dislocated 
populations within Russia and the other Commonwealth of Independent States. 
Significant population flight from the Russian north and far east are direct consequences 
of the disappearance of state subsidies to sustain these regions and their substantial 
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defense-industrial complexes. Nyberg estimates the population exodus from Murmansk 
in the last decade at nearly 20 percent.23  

• Fourth, Russia has witnessed a dramatic process of de-industrialization during the same 
period. The gigantic Soviet industrial complex with its emphasis upon military 
effectiveness collapsed with Gosplan and Gossnab. Privatization brought profits to the 
new owners as they disposed of their enterprises' resources but did not introduce 
production based on market criteria. Indeed, Nyberg asserts that privatization has gone 
hand-in-hand with "primitivization"— collapsing infrastructure that supports the national 
economy.24 This claim is raised by concerned officials from the Russian north. In 
October 1995 Igor Shkiper, president of the Union of the Far North and Polar Cities, 
warned the union's congress that the region was dying as a result of insufficient funding. 
On 10 October, the Federation Council announced that the government had provided the 
northern territories with only 77 percent of the oil, 63 percent of the coal and 64 percent 
of the food allotted to them in the 1995 budget.25  

• Fifth, the central state's authority has collapsed and devolved many aspects of state power 
to the oblasts and republics by default rather than design. Only in Chechnya, however, 
have local authorities taken up arms against the center in a drive to leave the Russian 
Federation.  

• Finally, men — not laws — rule Russia. Without the rule of law there is no foundation 
for structuring the complex competitive relationship among the federal authorities, the 
oblast/republic governments and local authorities. Without a binding contractual-
constitutional relationship cementing these relationships, Russia cannot effectively 
govern itself toward democratization or rejuvenate the national economy on a market 
basis.26  

While these weaknesses affect all of Russia, there are compelling reasons to address the problem 
regionally. Russia remains a vast country, but in this "time of troubles" it also must face 
problems with a weakened central government. Regional dynamics affect both the internal 
reform prospects and Russia's immediate neighbors' security prospects. Indeed, Alexandr Nemets 
argues that this weak central government has abandoned its responsibilities to peripheral regions 
in what he calls "a horizontal crisis shifting." The center's policies of neglect have devastated and 
robbed peripheral regions, "especially the Russian Far East, Eastern Siberia, the regions of the 
Russian North, and the North Caucasus zone."27  

The Northwest — Baltic/Barents Region  

The rationale for a subregional approach to the problems associated with Russia's weakness thus 
has several foundations. The subregional approach reflects the primary focus of Russian national 
security policy, in which subregional and regional interests and threats have gained importance 
over global concerns.28 Moreover, military literature has focused on threats of local conflicts that 
could escalate into regional wars and general conflicts.29 Russian and Western military system 
analysts also stress the importance of regional threats in determining levels of defense 
sufficiency.30 Other policy areas reinforce this military component of sub-regional security. 
Tensions between the regions and the center threaten to disintegrate the state itself. Godzimirski 
examines Russian security policy in the Baltic Sea and Barents area, noting:  



"The situation may deteriorate further if central authorities are unable to fulfill their economic 
obligations to the regions. If so, the regions may be forced to end their cooperation with the 
centre, and may further decide that they are better served by horizontal cooperation with other 
federal subjects or even with other states."31  

Godzimirski also points out that there are few ethnic threats to Russian integrity in the 
Baltic/Barents region and that the federal subjects in the region are relatively dependent on the 
central authorities for their economic survival. He concludes that "the most substantial danger for 
witnessing a sovereignty parade in these areas is thus a lack of transfers from the central 
authorities."32 He identifies two federal subjects in the Baltic/Barents region that might join such 
a parade—Karelian Republic, some of which had been part of interwar Finland, and Kaliningrad, 
an exclave (geographically separated from Russia proper). Both might find cooperation with 
neighboring states an appealing solution to local problems as support from the center evaporates. 
The problems of the Russian Arctic are particularly stark because the Soviet regime fostered 
intensive settlement. The dense population in the Arctic depends on defense industries and 
cannot be sustained without cash transfers from the center so depopulation is a likely 
consequence. A Finnish assessment foresees returning to an agriculture economy and an intense 
crisis in the nickel-producing city of Noril'sk, which had to be partially evacuated during the 
winter of 1995. Noril'sk is also one of the most ecologically threatened cities in Russia. The hope 
for the region is Western and Russian private investment in the vast mineral, timber and energy 
resources.33  

Thus, while central support and foreign investment loom large as factors in sustaining Russia's 
territorial integrity, the current financial crisis makes such support and investment seem more 
and more remote. In the Baltic/Barents region maritime issues assume capital importance. Thus, 
the Federal-Target Program "World Ocean," announced in January 1997, has a significant 
regional component and focus. The program places special emphasis upon key littorals, 
including the Baltic and Barents, as foundations of Russian maritime power and the base from 
which to exploit oceanic resources.34 It addresses mobilizing national resources to support 
Russian naval/maritime protection of national and geopolitical interests. The program also seeks 
socio-economic development of coastal regions and a stabilization of its maritime commercial 
complex, including merchant marine and fishing industries, oceanic mineral resources and 
Russia's oceanographic research. Indeed, the program notes that more than 80 percent of Russia's 
oil and gas reserves are located in the shelf of its northern seas. The program focuses on 
cooperation among the various agencies and institutes of the Russian state to sustain the study 
and exploit maritime resources and potential. At least one program supporter considered the 
establishment/re-establishment of a Naval Ministry as vital to the success of the World Ocean 
Program.35 The program was announced at a time of significant problems precisely in the Baltic-
Barents littoral.  

Baltic Security Issues  

The perception of security issues in the Baltic/Barents region has profoundly changed since the 
end of the Cold War. In the Baltic, which was a Soviet mare nostrum, geopolitical changes have 
recast the region. After the Baltic states regained their independence, Russian troops withdrew 
from their territory. Russia's Kaliningrad oblast is now isolated by land from Russia and depends 



on transit through Lithuania. Progress to update the Conventional Forces, Europe, CFE 
agreement has been substantial, and it appears that Russia will agree to a cap on treaty-limited 
items in Kalingrad and Pskov oblasts as part of a general demilitarization of Baltic security 
issues.36 A unified Germany has emerged as a major player in the Baltic, while Sweden and 
Finland, Cold War "neutrals" and nonaligned states, have joined the European Union and 
NATO's Partnership for Peace. There is even an persistent debate in both capitals about the 
advantages of joining NATO.37 With Poland's recent admission to NATO Lithuania borders an 
alliance member. On the basis of a German-Danish initiative, the Baltic Sea States Council was 
established in 1992 with a membership of the Baltic States (Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania), the 
Nordic states (Denmark, Finland, Sweden, Iceland and Norway),  
Germany, Poland, Russia and the European Commission. This forum has served to enhance 
democratic development and address environmental issues in the region.38  

The Baltic states have not only joined the Partnership-for-Peace but have also sought to enhance 
their relations with the West on the basis of developing joint peacekeeping forces, the 
BALTBAT (Baltic Battalion) and sending a company of that battalion to join the NORDPOL 
Brigade with  
Multi-National Division (North) in IFOR/SFOR. They recently opened a joint defense college 
(BALTDEFCOL) in Tartu, Estonia. The Nordic states, led by Denmark, have assisted in these 
endeavors and have provided leadership for the Baltic Security Assistance Group (BALTSEA), 
the Baltic Naval Squadron (BALTRON) and the Baltic Air Surveillance Network (BALTNET), 
all of which link the Baltic States to the West and provide for greater rationality and burden 
sharing.39 Denmark has been particularly active in this process, but the other Nordic states also 
see the security of the Baltic States as an important and necessary part of their own security in 
post-Cold War Europe.40  

For the Baltic States NATO membership remains the final goal of their national security 
strategies. As Valdis Birkavs, the foreign minister of Latvia, recently stated before the Finnish 
Parliament, NATO and the Trans-Atlantic link are vital pillars of Baltic security. "So long as 
NATO remains the pillar of European security, Latvia will strive for full membership. We will 
be full members of Europe and as such, we expect to contribute to the alliance which forms the 
backbone of the security architecture."41 In January 1998 the United States signed the Baltic 
Charter with the Baltic States. While the charter brought greater US support for integrating the 
Baltic nations into Western institutions, including NATO, it did not promise support for 
admission to NATO in the immediate future. State Department spokesman James Rubin 
characterized the charter as a framework for developing USBaltic relations and a clear statement 
of US support for "Baltic integration into European and transatlantic institutions." Rubin stated 
that the US welcomes and supports Baltic aspirations to join NATO, but "the charter is not a 
security guarantee [and] does not commit the United States to Baltic membership."42 Reaction in 
the Baltic States was generally positive toward the Charter because it enhanced their negotiating 
posture over minority and border issues with Russia. Some press reports expressed 
disappointment over the failure to achieve support for immediate entry into NATO, calling the 
Charter a "consolation prize."43  

"Soft security" issues have not replaced "hard security" concerns as the littoral states seek 
enhanced regional stability. They recognize that credible national defenses are a necessary 



security component. Such defenses would not stop a major assault, but they would provide time 
for international intervention and impose costs upon an aggressor. The armed forces of the three 
states are quite small. Lithuania has a standing force of 5,250 and a reserve of 11,000; Latvia has 
a regular force of 4,500 and a reserve of 16,000; and Estonia has 3,510 regulars and 14,000 
reserves.44 Given the limited financial resources of the Baltic States, there is an inherent tension 
between those programs that promote integration into international security structures and those 
that support national defense.45  

Russians in Latvia and Estonia present a core stability issue.46 In Estonia there are about 409,000 
Russians among a total population of 1,453,000, but the Russians are heavily concentrated in the 
cities and the northeast region of the state around Narva.47 In Latvia the Russian minority 
numbers around 700,000 in a population of 2.4 million.48 However, both countries have large 
concentrations of Russians in their capitals. The Baltic nations perceive these populations as 
Soviet colonizers. Linguistic restrictions on citizenship have been a source of contention in each 
state. Russian observers have castigated the nationality policies of Latvia and Estonia as 
introducing apartheid to Europe. This issue has stood in the way of resolving border issues 
between Russia and the two states.49 All three Baltic States have witnessed a shift in their exports 
and imports toward European Union members over the last five years, and the European Union 
has given Estonia priority for admission.50 However, the Baltics remain heavily dependent upon 
Russia for energy.51  

Some Russian observers see the emerging "soft security" regime in the Baltic as the best chance 
for the future stability of the region and Europe. Dmitri Trenin has stressed the advantages of 
multilateral dialogue.52 The single greatest security danger in the Baltic region from the Russian 
perspective comes from the further enlargement of NATO. Ambassador Yuri Deryabin, director 
of the Center of Nordic Studies of the Institute of Europe, links Nordic and Baltic security, 
referring to NATO expansion, especially a second tranche that would include the Baltic States, 
as the greatest military-political threat to Russia in the region. Such a development would 
inevitably draw a new dividing line in Europe and isolate Russia.53  



Barents Security Issues  

While the political boundaries in the Russian north have not changed as radically as in the 
Baltics, the geostrategic significance of the region has been transformed and security concerns 
radically recast. During the Cold War, the Kola Peninsula emerged as the basing area for 
Russia's most powerful fleet with the largest component of the Soviet Union's sea-based strategic 
forces. Naval and air forces operating from Kola posed a threat to Atlantic sea lines of 
communication (SLOCs) and provided the surface, subsurface and airborne forces to protect the 
north bastion of Russian strategic nuclear submarines (SSBNs). Soviet ground forces were of 
sufficient size and quality to threaten northern Norway, making that country the key to NATO's 
northern flank.54 In the post-Cold War period, the importance of the Kola peninsula has changed 
radically. As Ingemar Doerfer noted, the military significance of the Northern Fleet has declined 
and with it the military importance of the region; "Kola is not as important as conventional 
wisdom proclaims."55  

The decline of the Northern Fleet highlights the reduced military significance of the Barents 
area. In part, the fleet's decline manifests Russia's decreasing investment in naval forces. 
Compared with the decline of Russian naval power in the Baltic Sea, Black Sea and Pacific, the 
Northern Fleet is arguably more important, particularly its SSBNs, because the deep decline in 
Russia's general forces has so eroded its conventional forces' combat power.  

 

 

(Above, left to right) Baltic defense ministers Talavs Jundzis of Latvia, Andrus Oovel of Estonia and 
Ceslovas Stankevicus of Lithuania at the December 1997 signing of the treaty establishing the Baltic 

Peacekeeping Battalion (BALTBAT) to cooperate with NATO.; (Right) Nordic and Baltic defense 
ministers during their June 1997 conference at Kuressaare, Estonia. The ministers endorsed the Estonian 

proposal to create a Baltic Defense College for the three Baltic nations at this meeting.  



As a consequence of START I, block obsolescence and slow pace of SSBN construction, the 
Northern Fleet's SSBN force has declined significantly in numbers. The Delta I and II boats have 
been retired from service. Seven Delta IV SSBNs remain with Northern Fleet, along with a 
portion of the Delta III force.56 The number of Typhoon class SSBNs has declined from six in 
1996 to four in 1997 because of operational costs and design problems.57 Doerfer estimates that 
only one Typhoon will be in service in 2003.58 The first of the replacement SSBN class (Borey), 
the Yuri Dolgorukiy, will not enter service until at least 2003, followed by one Borey each year 
up to 2010. Critics in the Ministry of Defense newspaper, Krasnaya zvezda, however, were less 
optimistic. Given the level of funding provided in FY 1997, they estimated that the Yuri 
Dolgorukiy would take 50 years to complete.59 Regardless of future numbers of vessels, very few 
SSBNs now in service go to sea on patrols.  

Northern Fleet finds itself trapped between declining funds to procure and maintain warships and 
the impact of new technologies that transform the role of maritime forces. On the one hand, state 
funding for ship building and major refits was slashed to the bone. On the other hand, a 
revolution in US conventional force capabilities, as announced in Operation Desert Storm, posed 
a new threat to the fleet. With the revolution in military affairs, the vulnerability of its dock 
yards, infrastructure and ships in port has increased markedly with the advent of long-range, 
precision-strike weapons from the sea. As Russian Navy retired Vice Admiral Yuri Kviatkov-sky 
points out, by the year 2000 the US Navy will possess over 7,300 sea-launched cruise missiles 
(SLCM) launchers and Russia will have 16.60 Moreover, the Kola peninsula installations are also 
at risk from stand-off ALCMs. In the face of such a conventional deep-strike threat, Russian 
forces would have to respond with nuclear forces. At least one observer has suggested that under 
current conditions the foremost role of the Northern Fleet is political, demonstrating Russia's 
preparedness to defend itself when it is more vulnerable to conventional attack than it has been 
for many decades.61  

Both Russia and the West see such a conflict as unlikely in the new European security 
environment. The military dimensions of the Barents region are thus not as significant as they 
were during the Cold War. In their place a new set of dangers and risks associated with nuclear 
systems have become too prominent. They are an indelible part of the maritime image of the 
post-Cold War world.  

Each great 20th-century conflict has had distinct naval images. With World War I, it was the 
German High Seas Fleet sailing for Scapa Flow and its scuttling by its crews, followed by the 
Washington Naval Conference to limit the size of the major navies and stop the then ongoing 
capital-ship race. With World War II, it was the signing of the Japanese surrender on the deck of 
the USS Missouri in Tokyo Bay, followed by the sinking of many old ships as a result of atomic 
tests in the Pacific. The end of the Cold War had its naval dimensions too. One was the Bush-
Gorbachev summit at Malta aboard the cruisers Belknap and Slava. The follow-on image in this 
case is a large number of nuclear submarines awaiting decomissioning, decoring, and break-up. 
The Barents region provides the backdrop for much of that image.  

The rise of Northern Fleet to a position of preeminence in the Soviet Navy under Admiral Sergei 
Gorshkov was associated with nuclear power and nuclear weapons. The Northern Fleet became 
the primary basing area for the largest concentration of Soviet nuclear-powered surface and 



submarine forces. The Soviet Union developed the world's largest fleet of nuclear-powered 
icebreakers. Nuclear power plants provided the electricity for the region's vast military-industrial 
complex. As Torbjorn Norendal pointed out "northwest Russia has the highest concentration of 
nuclear installations in the world with more than 300 reactors, the great bulk of them in nuclear 
submarines."62 Awareness of this issue in all its complexity began with the meltdown at 
Chernobyl in 1986 and the loss of the SSN Komsomolets in 1989. Both events sharpened Nordic 
public awareness of the serious problem. By the late 1980s the Soviet Union faced the challenge 
of decommissioning and decoring obsolete nuclear submarines. National preparations were 
inadequate, reflected in persistent rumors about nuclear waste dumping in the Barents and Kara 
seas.  

The end of the Cold War provided greater transparency and more opportunities for international 
cooperation on complex issues involving Russian nuclear facilities in the Barents region. One 
manifestation of this transformation was the creation of the Barents Euro-Arctic Council in 
January 1993. A Norwegian initiative, the Barents Euro-Arctic Council was established at 
Kirkenes, Norway, with the aim of the member countries' replacing earlier division and 
European confrontation with partnership in Northern Europe. Its initial members included 
Norway, Sweden, Finland and Russia. With Sweden's and Finland's admission to the European 
Union, the European Commission became the seventh member of the Council.63  

The security environment has been transformed. Norwegian Defense Minister Dag Jostein 
Fjærvoll, speaking on "Norway, NATO and North Europe," recently observed: "Today, Russia 
does not pose a military threat to her Nordic neighbors, but the High North is still very important 
in a strategic geopolitical context."64 Given the strained economic situation facing Russia and the 
size of the problems associated with nuclear safety and radioactive waste disposal, the threat 
from Russia's nuclear hazards has loomed ever larger in Nordic national security strategies. 
Norway has mounted a large number of bilateral and multilateral programs to deal with various 
aspects of the problem.65 Tomas Ries of Finland has ranked a nuclear accident in Russia as both 
the most severe and most probable security threat facing Finland.66 Air Chief Marshal Sir John 
Cheshire, commander in chief AFNORTHWEST, has suggested that NATO forces in the north 
must prepare to respond to a nuclear disaster in Russia. Cheshire pointed to the 10 nuclear power 
plants in Northwest Russia and Lithuanian and the 160 nuclear submarines awaiting 
decommissioning with the Baltic and North fleets. He noted that while civilian agencies have the 
lead in this area of disaster prevention and consequence management, military forces must 
prepare for their role because of the scale of the potential disaster and the likelihood that such a 
catastrophe would develop without much advanced warning.67  

As of December 1998 the Russian Navy had taken 170 nuclear-powered submarines out of 
operation, but 130 have not been dismantled and between 110 and 115 still have operating 
nuclear reactors on board.68  

Considerable evidence confirms the risks from nuclear materials in the Russian Northwest. There 
were two confirmed attempts to steal fresh nuclear fuel from the North Fleet in 1993, and in 
1998 the Russian Federal Inspectorate for Nuclear and Radiation Safety reported eight cases of 
missing spent fuel rods.69 In 1996 a nuclear submarine reactor faced meltdown when a local 
power company cut off electricity to a dock where nuclear submarines awaited 



decommissioning. Only the speedy intervention by naval personnel avoided a serious incident. 
Finally, in September 1998 at the naval base near Gadzhievo, a disturbed sailor on an Akula-
class SSN killed eight of his fellow crewmen and barricaded himself in the boat's torpedo room. 
When troops stormed the torpedo room, they reported that the young man had committed 
suicide.70  

As a result of these concerns, a wide range of international and bilateral projects have emerged to 
assist with the Barents region's nuclear dilemma. Indeed, the nuclear power plant problem 
extended not only to the power station on the Kola Peninsula but also reached the station near 
Leningrad and the plant at Ignalina, Lithuania. The European Recovery and Development Bank 
made available funds to improve nuclear safety at all these plants.71 According to Ambassador 
Nyberg, such programs are obviously logical but unfortunately limited.  

It remains an incontrovertible fact, however, that the risks entailed in the operation of Russian 
nuclear power plants represent the greatest physical threat to the European Union. This fact also 
necessitates the conclusion that Western programs for improving nuclear safety can never be a 
substitute for Russian efforts to improve the safety of their own installations.72  

The nuclear safety problems are daunting and sys-temic. One cannot address the facilities 
without also finding solutions for the problem of nuclear waste storage and disposal, which 
involves regional facilities and more distant complexes, such as the Mayak reprocessing plant 
near Chelyabinsk in the Urals.  

One of the most pressing nuclear problems of the Barents region is the disposal of obsolete 
nuclear submarines and their reactors. The former Soviet Union had more nuclear-powered 
submarines than the rest of the world combined. Of 100-115 Russian nuclear submarines in a 
state of decommissioning and awaiting decoring of their reactors, estimated 50-70 are with the 
Northern Fleet.73 While an optimal program would involve decommissioning and decoring 10 
boats per year, Russia has only completed three to six per year. Slow progress increases costs 
because the boats must be maintained and a partial crew deployed on each vessel awaiting 
decoring, substantially exceeding the $3-4 million tabbed for the dismantling process. Progress 
has also been slowed by a host of problems with nuclear waste disposal sites in the region and 
beyond. The Northern Fleet's nuclear waste site at Andreeva Bay is full and risks spilling into the 
sea. The Lepse, a vessel used for storing spent nuclear reactor fuel, contains fuel rods that are 
stuck in its storage facility. Russia needs to acquire a vessel and railway cars capable of carrying 
containers with spent naval nuclear fuel. A more distant but critical source of potential nuclear 
contamination is the nuclear storage facility at Mayak, where vast amounts of radioactive waste 
are stored in reservoirs. Joint Russian and Norwegian teams have begun assessing the scale of 
the problem and the risk that a dam break could pose to the Arctic region via the Ob River into 
the Kara Sea.74  



International cooperation in dealing with the problem of nuclear submarine decommissioning 
and de-coring has been a hallmark of the new security problems in the Barents region. With the 
signing of the START I and START II treaties and their significant reductions in US and Russian 
strategic nuclear arsenals, the problem of disposing of fissile materials from nuclear warheads 
led to a bilateral agreement to construct a fissile material storage facility. In 1991 the United 
States initiated the Cooperative Threat Reduction Program to fund projects that would address a 
wide range of nuclear disposal issues. The FY 1993 program included $10 million for studying, 
assessing, and identifying nuclear waste disposal by the former Soviet Union in the Arctic 
region. Since 1992 the United States has invested $90 million from Cooperative Threat 
Reduction funds to pay for its half of the costs of financing the design and construction of a new 
facility at the Mayak, which is to have the capacity to store 12,500 dismantled nuclear warheads 
and 50,000 containers of fissile materials.75 This measure was initially a US-Russian effort to 
control strategic nuclear arms, but the problem has taken on broader dimensions.  

In 1994 a Norwegian White Paper on problems relating to nuclear activities in the northern 
region brought parliamentary action to formulate an inclusive plan to deal with the most pressing 
problems and allocate 403 million kroner for the program from 1995 to 1998.76 The plan 
addressed both nuclear safety and radioactive waste management projects, with the bulk of funds 
devoted to the latter initiative. Norway collaborated with Russia to improve nuclear safety at the 
nuclear power station on the Kola Peninsula and supported similar Finnish and Swedish projects 
at the St. Petersburg and Ignalina, Lithuania, nuclear power stations. Norway is involved in the 
Nuclear Safety Account program for Chernobyl in Ukraine.77 Norway also participates in a 
project to find alternative power sources [solar cells] for 155 strontium battery-powered 
lighthouses in Murmansk oblast.78  

Among the waste-management projects was a joint Norwegian-Russian expedition to the sunken 
SSN Komsomolets to determine the radioactive leakage from its reactor and two nuclear 
warheads on board. The investigation established that the release was negligible. Norway also 
has the leading role in an international project to repair the damaged nuclear storage vessel Lepse 
at Murmansk. This project is part of a larger Norwegian-Russian framework agreement that 
provided for a joint commission to promote cooperation. The agreement provides for tax and 

 

A Hotel class SSBN in the process of being decored at a Murmansk naval yard.  



customs exemptions on equipment imported to support Norwegian-funded projects and limits 
liability of foreign participants in case of nuclear accidents related to the project. Norway has 
also taken an active role in getting Russia to agree to a multinational framework that covers all 
partners. The framework fosters broader international cooperation in such efforts and Norway 
brought such a proposal to the Barents Euro-Arctic Council meeting in March 1999.79  

Norwegian-Russian programs have focused on the problem of nuclear waste associated with the 
Northern Fleet. Among the major assistant programs are the following:  

• Emptying and decommissioning the nuclear storage facility for naval nuclear spent fuel at 
Andreyeva Bay.  

• Establishing an interim storage site for spent naval nuclear fuel at Mayak.  
• Constructing a vessel for transporting containers with spent naval nuclear fuel.  
• Building four railway cars for transporting containers with spent nuclear fuel.  
• Delivering a mobile facility for the treatment of liquid radioactive waste.80  

As these programs suggest, Norway has given primary importance to spent nuclear fuel issues 
that threaten its security. At the same time the programs address all aspects of the Russian 
nuclear waste system and promote international cooperation in the Arctic region. One key 
manifestation of such international efforts is the trilateral cooperation among Norway, the United 
States and Russia.  

The tripartite Arctic Military Environmental Cooperation (AMEC) agreement, signed on 1 
September 1996, aims to eliminate the military's environmental consequences in the arctic region 
and involves both nuclear and non-nuclear projects. The nuclear projects include the developing 
casks and containers for transporting and storing radioactive waste and spent fuel, a mobile 
purification plant for liquid radioactive waste and intermediate storage for solid low- and 
intermediate-level radioactive waste.81 The Russian Ministry of Atomic Energy has become the 
chief executive agent for all aspects of the submarine decoring and spent naval nuclear fuel 
programs. Norway has also coordinated its assistance in disposing of Russian SSNs with the US 
Cooperative Threat Reduction Program for decommissioning and scrapping Russian SSBNs.82 

During a visit to Moscow in February 1999, Rose Gottemoeller, director of the Office of Non-
proliferation and National Security at the US Energy Department, reported progress in bringing 
Russian SSNs under the Defense Department's CTR program for dismantling submarines for FY 
2000.83  

One of the most recent initiatives, tying together Baltic and Barents Sea security concerns, is a 
Finnish proposal launched in 1997 and adopted by the Council of the European Union at its 
Vienna Meeting in December 1998. "Northern Dimension" encompasses both relations within 
the EU and external matters involving Russia and the Baltic Sea region, and it seeks to promote 
stability and well being through economic cooperation and positive mutual dependency.84 The 
Vienna meeting raised a number of issues, and looked forward to further progress on handling 
spent nuclear fuel and nuclear waste in Northwest Russia.85 This was also the topic of EU-
Russian conversations in Moscow, where Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder, president of the 
European Union, and Jacques Santer, president of the European Commission, met with Russian 
President Boris Yeltsin. Both sides agreed to strengthen cooperation via the Council of Baltic 



Sea States and the Barents Euro-Arctic Council. Schroeder and Santer stressed the important 
contribution that the Northern Dimension initiative could make to regional relations. Both sides 
agreed to seek means to enhance cooperation on environmental issues, especially spent nuclear 
fuel and nuclear waste in Northwest Russia.86 With Finland slated to assume the EU Presidency 
next year, the Northern Dimension will certainly get even greater play in EU policy. In 
preparation for that leadership role, Finland plans to host a conference on Northern Dimension 
issues later this year.87  

In the Russian Northwest, regionalized and civilianized security issues have dominated post-
Cold War international relations. The military security dimension has declined in importance. 
Nordic, EU and NATO initiatives include Baltic and Nordic concerns and address Post-Cold 
War security challenges. In the Baltics the primary focus has been on democratic construction 
and economic development to achieve political-economic stability and successfully integrate 
Russian minorities. The Barents Sea region has focused on enhancing safety at nuclear 
installations and disposing of the Soviet Union's nuclear legacy. A wide range of new bilateral 
and multilateral initiatives deal with nuclear safety, radioactive waste disposal, and nuclear 
submarine decommissioning, decoring and scrapping. Future progress in these areas will depend 
on Russia's experiment with democracy, military stability and relations with the West. 
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