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Abstract
Over the last decade, Russia has considerably ramped up its military presence in the Arctic. This is 
something that attracted much attention from Western countries, especially against the backdrop 
of deteriorated relations and general mistrust following the annexation of Crimea in 2014. Current 
developments are to some extent familiar, as they echo the militarisation of the Arctic during the 
Cold War and the attendant US-Soviet tensions. Although comparisons with the Soviet Union’s 
Arctic military posture lie close at hand, we need to analyse Russia’s current military build-up 
in the Arctic with fresh eyes. Two of the most indicative developments were studied. Firstly, the 
formation of a single Arctic military command, with its implications for a reassessment of the 
Arctic strategic direction; secondly, the physical expansion of its Arctic military footprint, which 
includes both the construction of modern facilities and the increased activity of its armed forces 
there. In both these developments, the Northern Fleet is taking on a leading role, but the overall 
military posture relies on other military and civilian actors as well, and is closely related to security 
concerns of the developing latitudinal axis of the Northern Sea Route, rather than the Cold War 
longitudinal axis of a massive nuclear weapons exchange. 
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1 Introduction

Early on in the post-Cold War world, the Arctic swiftly transitioned from being a 
region of high military tension to one mainly characterised by cooperation and sta-
bility. The end of the East-West ideological confrontation resulted in the fading of 
the imminent transpolar nuclear threat. Propelled by Russia’s economic and political 

https://arcticreview.no/index.php/arctic/article/view/674 
https://arcticreview.no/index.php/arctic/article/view/674 
https://arcticreview.no/index.php/arctic/article/view/674 
http://dx.doi.org/10.23865/arctic.v13.3338


The Russian Northern Fleet and the (Re)militarisation of the Arctic

35

turmoil in the 1990s, the Russian Armed Forces – spawned from the Soviet armed 
forces – entered a state of decay that lasted decades. However, by 2021, Russia 
had experienced two decades of generally high economic growth, largely driven by 
exploiting the hydrocarbon riches of the Russian Arctic. This enabled a thorough 
military modernisation, commenced in 2009–10, which has backed a more assertive 
and confrontational foreign policy. This development has once again spilled over 
into the Arctic region. 

This article aims to study Russia’s renewed military interest in the Arctic, and 
the overarching research question guiding this work is: how should Russia’s enhanced 
military focus in the Arctic be interpreted? For this, two specific developments are stud-
ied: firstly, the establishing of a single Arctic command based on the Northern Fleet 
headquarters; secondly, the expansion of Russia’s Arctic military footprint. There 
are indeed other ways to approach this subject, such as the study of official docu-
ments and statements on how Moscow perceives security in the Arctic, but the two 
themes studied here are perhaps the most indicative. The present article relies on 
publicly available sources, including academic articles, specialised literature, news-
paper reporting, and official Russian government information such as press releases. 

To further focus my research and my somewhat open-ended research question, 
the concluding analysis explores the degree to which the current events are best 
characterized as something new. ‘Remilitarisation’ is commonly used to describe 
current developments, suggesting it is feasible to interpret today’s military build-up 
against the backdrop of the Soviet Arctic military posture.1 Indeed, with Russo-
Western relations once again at a low, the notion of an emerging new Cold War in 
the Arctic is not far-fetched. This does not necessarily imply that Cold War notions 
are entirely fit for elucidating current developments. On the one hand, there are sim-
ilarities: the Northern Fleet remains Russia’s main military force in the Arctic and 
sustaining nuclear second-strike capacity is still its most central task. On the other 
hand, the ideological bipolarity of the Cold War is gone, as is the conventional mil-
itary capacity to counterbalance the world’s sole remaining superpower, the USA, 
or even less the combined forces of NATO.2 Accelerating effects of global climate 
change are also reshaping the geopolitics of the Arctic. In 2012, due to the lowest 
concentration of sea ice ever observed in the Arctic, the Northern Sea Route (NSR) 
was already open for shipping in mid-July.3 

2 Command and control for Arctic operations

The accomplishment of two ostensibly, separate measures has led to an increase 
in the Northern Fleet’s status, and transformed it into Russia’s leading Arctic 
military command body. First, in December 2014, a Joint Strategic Command 
(JSC) was formed, on the basis of the Northern Fleet headquarters. This was the 
fifth JSC formed since 2010, when four JSCs were formed on the basis of MD 
headquarters. Then, by presidential order on 1 January 2021, the Northern Fleet 
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attained the status of being one of the main military-administrative entities of the 
Armed Forces.4 

Whereas the formation of a Northern Fleet JSC in 2014 has been crucial for Russia’s 
Arctic military build-up, it is easy to overstress the significance of the Northern Fleet 
becoming one of the main military-administrative entities on par with the military 
districts (MDs). In order to understand how these changes affect Arctic operations, 
it is necessary to go back to the 2009–10 reform, in which high readiness and joint 
operations were emphasised over territorial military-administrative tasks such as draft 
and mobilisation. This is beneficial for operations in the Arctic where the population 
is small and the coordinating civilian and military capabilities provide greater returns 
in terms of efficiency.

2.1 The remodelling of Military Districts in 2010
During the Cold War, the Soviet Union shaped its Armed Forces in order to be 
able to field and sustain large ground force formations and dispatch them to the 
European theatre. Thus, the Soviet armed forces were built on principles of mass 
mobilisation, cadre units and maintaining a vast organisation for rear service and 
logistics. Administering this required an enormous military apparatus, in which the 
MDs and their military commissariats played a vital role. Based on Russia’s admin-
istrative-territorial division, the MDs primarily exercised administrative command, 
whereas operational command was highly centralised to the General Staff and other 
central command bodies.5

In 2010, as a key step in the ongoing military reform, the six MDs were reduced to 
four. Although adjustments to the MD organisation had occurred several times since 
the early 1990s, this time it was coupled with a radical break from Soviet princi-
ples of military organisation that, despite attempted reforms, had remained virtually 
untouched in the post-Soviet period. 6 Aspects such as availability and readiness of 
forces now prevailed over scalable capabilities. As a result, the remnants of the Soviet 
mobilisation system were practically dismantled. About 95 per cent of the military 
commissariats disbanded, from over 1600 down to 80 agencies nationwide.7 Indeed, 
streamlining and creating larger entities made the remaining agencies more effective, 
but, simultaneously, the MDs’ administrative tasks were radically cut, making large 
numbers of military and civilian positions redundant. Simultaneously, central mil-
itary command bodies, including service branch main commands and the General 
Staff, were trimmed down in a similarly radical fashion. Almost 80 per cent of the 
personnel, often of senior rank, were made redundant.  

The two parallel processes of eliminating the obsolete administrative tasks of 
the MDs and decentralising strategic command resulted in the formation of JSCs 
based on the MD headquarters. Decentralising command to the regional level had 
been both suggested and tried earlier, but now these plans were put into practice 
on a large scale.8 This transformation from primarily administrative to operational 
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commands was reflected in how the boundaries of the new MDs were sketched. 
The names of the new MDs – the Western, Southern, Central and Eastern –  reveal 
that the emphasis was on operational direction rather than territorial administrative 
responsibility, reflected by the geographical names of the former MDs (for example 
the Moscow MD). 

With the JSCs, the highest level of military command was no longer entirely cen-
tralised; the status of the MDs was elevated from operational-strategic to strategic 
formations. Of the many implications, three stand out. First, the former MD head-
quarters became joint forces commands, as all four Navy fleets were subordinated to 
the new JSCs.9 Second, contrary to the old MDs, which were destined to transform 
into fronts in wartime, the JSCs were designed to facilitate a seamless transition from 
peace to war. Third, and relatedly, the JSCs were tasked with improved discretion in 
coordinating military planning and operations with regional non-military uniformed 
forces and civilian organisations.10 This included achieving strengthened compe-
tence by temporarily subordinating other units, including both units belonging to 
other parts of the Armed Forces, as well as forces belonging to other uniformed 
ministries, such as the FSB Border Troops and the National Guard.11

Why not a Northern Fleet JSC in 2010?
It is reasonable to ask why a Northern (Arctic) strategic direction was not already 
considered in 2010. In fact, with Russian Arctic territories divided among three of 
the new MDs, it is fair to state that the region was largely neglected in the reform. 
This is likely due to both an unwillingness and inability to pursue a comprehen-
sive Arctic strategy at the time. Although Russia’s policy towards the Arctic had 
been increasingly assertive towards the end of the 2000s, in 2008 the Russian 
leadership seemingly shifted its approach to a more cooperative one, which lasted 
until 2012, when relations with the West began to deteriorate again.12 In addi-
tion, the key focus of the reform was to eliminate administrative and bureaucratic 
remnants of the mass-mobilisation army, with the largely unreformed MDs as the 
main targets. Unlike other strategic directions, the main challenge in the northern 
direction was not an unreformed, but rather a non-existing military structure. 
Hence, forming a fifth JSC based on the Northern Fleet headquarters would have 
added a layer of complexity that could have diverted focus from the reform’s main 
objective. 

2.2 Northern Fleet’s increase in status 2014–21
In December 2014, a fifth JSC that included the Arctic region in its area-of- 
responsibility (AOR) was formed, based on the Northern Fleet headquarters. This 
was the first major modification of the new Armed Forces structure established in 
2010 and based on the same template as the four JSCs formed then, which means that 
it is likely similar in all key respects. With the JSC, the Northern Fleet headquarters 
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took charge of the control and command of Arctic military operations, which also 
implied a few more subtle shifts. First, it became a strategic formation, on par with 
the MDs, which provided an improved position for advancing naval and Arctic poli-
cies in the military-political system. Second, the shift of command from the Western 
JSC (St. Petersburg) to the Northern Fleet JSC (Severomorsk) increased the focus 
on the Arctic, and the proximity to Murmansk facilitated coordination with key 
Arctic state and non-state actors located there.13 Last but not least, the JSC comes 
with strengthened provisions for temporarily subordinating other units (military or 
non-military) operating within its AOR. Due to the uneven distribution of Northern 
Fleet forces along Russia’s Arctic coastline, and the reliance on other state actors, 
this is likely significantly more important for conducting operations there than in 
most other regions.

In 2010, when the first JSCs were formed, the MDs retained their status as Russia’s 
main military-administrative entities, whereas this status was not bestowed on the 
Northern Fleet when its JSC was formed in 2014. However, as noted above, the mil-
itary reform lessened the administrative burden of the MDs; the tasks retained were 
generally of little direct importance to operations. These tasks include conducting 
the annual draft, providing entitlements to service members and military retirees, 
coordinating military mobilisation, and organising patriotic work, such as overseeing 
the patriotic youth movement, Yunarmiya. Nevertheless, in 2015, shortly after the 
Northern Fleet JSC was formed, command over the military commissariats located 
in three of the more populous constituent entities in the western Arctic region was 
transferred to the Northern Fleet.14 Thus, the presidential executive order from 
January 2021 was merely a formality, even if it set the Northern Fleet on equal 
terms with the four MDs and permanently endowed it with military-administrative 
responsibility over the western parts of the Russian Arctic. 

It is often suggested that the latest status change, in January 2021, is simply the 
creation of ‘a fifth military district’.15 This notion is problematic for at least two rea-
sons. Firstly, it is overly simplistic and fails to grasp that the more important aspects 
of military command and control in the Arctic were put in place already in 2014, 
with the creation of a JSC for Arctic operations. Indeed, having attained military- 
administrative responsibility in the most populous constituent entities in the Western 
Russian Arctic, the Northern Fleet somewhat resembles an MD. At the same time, 
several recently formed Northern Fleet units are permanently stationed at garrisons 
located on Eastern MD territory, which does not make sense from the perspective 
of MD logic. Secondly, and worse, the view that it’s merely a ‘fifth military district’ 
can be directly misleading, due to overlooking the fact that the centrality of MDs has 
changed substantially since Soviet times. In 2010, strategic command and control 
in the armed forces was reformed, introducing a new strategic level command body, 
thereby shifting and somewhat diminishing the rationale behind the MDs. Its earlier 
emphasis on administering the mobilisation of a mass army was substituted with a 
focus on heading operations within its AOR. 
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3 Russia’s Arctic military posture 

In this section, Russia’s ongoing militarisation of the Arctic is analysed by study-
ing how its military capabilities, activities, and infrastructure have developed in the 
region over the last decade (2011–21). The Northern Fleet is in focus, but other mil-
itary and state actors are also important. The study illuminates whether the recent 
Arctic focus is merely an effect of the ongoing general modernisation of the armed 
forces and the retaking of lost capabilities, or something entirely new. Consequently, 
this section’s empirical presentation of Russia’s current Arctic military posture is 
preceded by a summary of the concepts that have spurred periods of Arctic militari-
sation in the 20th century.

A Historical Perspective on Russia’s Arctic military posture
Human activities in the Russian Arctic region were long restricted to those of 
Indigenous peoples and occasional polar expeditions. Imperial Russia had already 
established a naval base in the sub-arctic city of Arkhangelsk in the 1800s, but it 
was not until the early 20th century that Imperial Russia and then the early Soviet 
state possessed an enduring naval presence in the Arctic, on the Kola Peninsula.16 
Although its military posture was gradually strengthened, it was not comparable 
to the force surge that took place during World War II (WWII): first, in 1941, 
when Germany occupied parts of the Peninsula; and then in 1944 when the Red 
Army launched the Petsamo-Kirkenes offensive to drive the Wehrmacht back into 
Norway.

The end of   WWII did not result in shifting the military focus away from the Arctic. 
The emergence of nuclear weapons and nuclear-powered propulsion, in combina-
tion with the advent of the Cold War, increased the significance of the circumpolar 
region in at least two ways. First, as the shortest flight route from the US was trans-
polar, both sides were certain that a surprise attack would come over the Arctic.17 
Therefore, soon after WWII, construction began on a chain of airfields and radar sta-
tions along the Soviet northern coastline and archipelagos.18 Second, the new Cold 
War security environment also led to a shift in balance among the Soviet fleets. The 
Northern Fleet had always been inferior to the Baltic and Black Sea Fleets but, in 
the late 1950s/early 1960s, it became the largest of the Soviet fleets.19 This was pos-
sible largely due to the southern Barents Sea being ice-free in winter, enabling safe 
year-round entry and exit to naval bases, even for vessels lacking ice-reinforced hulls.

The Northern Fleet’s ascendance was largely due to the Soviet emphasis on sub-
marines, particularly nuclear-powered submarines armed with nuclear-tipped ballis-
tic missiles (SSBNs), which needed access to the world oceans to sustain the nuclear 
second-strike capability. This resulted in a ‘third battle of the Atlantic,’ a cat-and-
mouse game of submarines and anti-submarine warfare (ASW) played throughout 
the Cold War.20 Over time, technological progress substantially increased missile 
range, and SSBNs could reach their targets from near-home waters. This had a 
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significant impact on Soviet naval strategy, which was centred on a ‘bastion’ concept, 
i.e., a maritime region close to Soviet shores, where SSBNs could linger, enjoying 
the full protection of air defence, naval and air forces. Two Soviet SSBN bastions 
were formed, in the Barents Sea region and the Sea of Okhotsk.21 

This ‘bastion’ notion survived the collapse of the Soviet Union, but economic 
hardship in the 1990s made it hard for Russia to uphold its credibility.22  The formerly 
balanced distribution of SSBNs between the Northern and Pacific Fleets began to 
tilt towards the former, both in quantity and quality.23 Relatedly, to save on expensive 
upkeep, much of the cost-intensive Arctic military infrastructure elsewhere than the 
Kola Peninsula was abandoned. The concentration of forces there, and the Northern 
Fleet, were promoted out of necessity rather than strategic considerations. 

3.1 The Northern Fleet
In post-Soviet Russia, the Northern Fleet has retained its position as Russia’s main 
military force in the Arctic. Most of its tasks do not relate to the region itself, but 
include maintaining a persistent presence throughout the North Atlantic, conduct-
ing out-of-area operations on a global scale and, not least, sustaining the naval retal-
iatory nuclear-strike capability. Distinguishing capabilities developed for operations 
in the Arctic from those merely based there is analytically challenging.24 One way is 
to differentiate its capacity to project naval and overall military might in, for exam-
ple, Russia’s western Arctic (the Barents Sea) from that in the central Arctic region 
(the Kara, Laptev and East-Siberian seas). 

Russia’s western Arctic region
The majority of the Northern Fleet’s bases and garrisons are located in a relatively 
small area in the westernmost part of the Kola Peninsula. Its main components 
are five operational formations, which all contain a number of tactical units. Three 
of these are naval formations, whereas the others include one air and air-defence 
forces army (AADA) and one army corps. The Northern Fleet also subordinates a 
few notable, separate units, such as the surface ship unit that includes, for example, 
Russia’s sole aircraft carrier and the 25,000 tonne Kirov-class battlecruiser, Piotr 
Velikiy.25  

Map 1 portrays a selection of important Northern Fleet bases, garrisons, and 
military installations, as well as civilian ports, in the greater Kola Peninsula region. 
As noted earlier, the concentration of bases on the Kola Peninsula is largely a result 
of the fact that the southern Barents Sea is ice-free in winter, enabling year-round 
unfettered access to the Atlantic for Northern Fleet vessels. On shore, the naval 
grouping is supported and protected by a dense network of air-defence units, avia-
tion regiments and land forces.26 While this stronghold can amass a fair amount of 
military force for operations in the Barents Sea area, its further reach into the Arctic 
is severely restricted by distance and climate. 
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Map 1.  A selection of Northern Fleet and civilian objects in the Barents Sea region.

The most conspicuous indications of militarisation in the western Arctic beyond 
the Kola Peninsula are the construction of military infrastructure, and deployments 
to archipelagos north and east of the Barents Sea. On Franz Josef Land, adjacent 
to the recently modernised Nagurskoye airfield, an architecturally spectacular mil-
itary base was constructed. Reflecting its design, it has been suggestively dubbed 
the Arctic Shamrock; it has a capacity to accommodate some 150 soldiers.27 Radar 
units were among the first systems to be deployed to the new base, but as of 2021 
the short-range Pantsir-SA surface-to-air missile (SAM) system, and the Bastion-P 
coastal defence missile system, were also installed.28 Further east, on Graham Bell 
Island, a dual-use air-surveillance radar station has been constructed, adjacent to a 
small airfield.29 On Novaya Zemlya, a new air-defence missile regiment was formed 
in late 2015, and in 2019 re-armed with the modern S-400 SAM system.30 Situated 
close to the recently modernised Rogachevo airfield, the new regiment is the most 
northerly military unit with conscripts. Aircraft, including both attack and recon-
naissance versions of the Su-24 as well as MiG-31BM interceptors, belonging to 
the composite aviation regiment in Monchegorsk (Kola Peninsula), are conducting 
increasingly frequent temporary deployments to Rogachevo and Nagurskoye.31

The deployment of additional SAM and radar units throughout Russia’s western 
Arctic archipelagos, combined with an extended AOR for Northern Fleet intercep-
tors, has substantially improved the air defence capabilities there. The simultane-
ous and general modernisation of forces and infrastructure on the Kola Peninsula 
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also adds to the multi-domain awareness and military power projection capability 
over the Barents Sea. An example is the construction of a chain of five Rezonans-N 
radars, designed to detect very small, or stealth, targets, along Russian coastlines in 
the western Arctic.32 Parallel to the strengthening of aerial surveillance, efforts have 
also been made to improve situational awareness in other domains in the Arctic. 
For example, a hydro-acoustic surveillance system, comprised of fixed sensors and 
possibly autonomous underwater vehicles, has been constructed in the Barents Sea 
region.33 Sea-surface surveillance has been enhanced by, for example, the formation 
of the first regimental level unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) unit within the Armed 
Forces.34 Range is currently limited, due to a lack of long-range UAVs in the Armed 
Forces inventory, but the development of those capabilities is a priority. 

All these measures combined have certainly strengthened the defence of the Kola 
Peninsula and the provision for sustaining a SSBN ‘bastion’ strategy and ensure that 
surface combatants can safely exit into the North Atlantic. However, with the new 
military installations out on the western Arctic archipelagos, the Barents Sea, and 
thereby the entry/exit point of the NSR, is militarily enclosed in an unparalleled way.

The central Arctic
The concentration of its forces to the Kola Peninsula makes operations in the mar-
ginal seas of the central Arctic significantly more demanding for the Northern Fleet, 
and it has historically had little experience of naval operations east of the Barents 
Sea.35 Vast distances are merely one of several complicating factors. Sparsely pop-
ulated, the region offers fewer civilian ports, airfields and other infrastructure that 
could support operations, and as seasonal ice withdraws later in the central marginal 
seas, the assistance of civilian icebreakers is often required, even for summer and 
autumn navigation. Nonetheless, development there largely follows the same pattern 
as in the western Arctic archipelagos, with the construction of a military base, forma-
tion of new air-defence units and modernisation of airfields.

On Kotelny (New Siberian Islands), the construction of a second Arctic base, called 
Northern Trefoil, began in 2013–14. Although less spectacular, from an architectural 
standpoint, than the Arctic Shamrock, on Franz Josef Land, it is similar in size and 
comprised of similar capabilities, including radar units, the Pantsir-SA short-range 
SAM system, and the Bastion-P coastal defence missile system.36 Additionally, the 
adjacent Temp airfield has been thoroughly modernised. The radar unit on Kotelny 
provides aerial awareness for the second Northern Fleet air defence division, which 
was formed in Tiksi, most likely in late 2018. New permanent garrisons have been 
constructed for the new division and, in 2020, its as yet sole SAM regiment, equipped 
with the S-300 long-range SAM system, entered service.37 A small Northern Fleet out-
post has also been established on Srednyi Island (Severnaya Zemlya). Notably, these 
Northern Fleet facilities in the central Arctic are located on military-administrative  
territories of the Central and Eastern MDs. 
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Map 2.  A selection of Russian military and civilian infrastructure throughout the Arctic.

In addition to the permanent outposts and bases established, the Northern Fleet has 
also ramped up its naval activity in the central Arctic. Since 2012, annual expeditions 
usually composed of one major surface combatant, a few large landing ships, and 
seagoing auxiliary vessels such as salvage tugs, have been conducted in the region.38 
Still, surface ship operations are usually restricted to August–October, when sea-
sonal ice is at a minimum.39 When required, the expeditions are assisted by civil-
ian nuclear-powered icebreakers operated by Atomflot.40 Concurrently, expeditions 
using oceanographic research or hydrographic survey vessels have also become more 
frequent. Since 2017, the Northern Fleet hydrographic survey service, together with 
the Russian Geographical Society, have regularly conducted expeditions.41

Most of the warships used for Arctic naval operations belong to the Kola Flotilla, 
with Udaloy-class destroyers and Ropucha-class large landing ships being the most 
commonly used, while the latter are often used to deploy small tactical units of 
either naval infantry or motorised rifle units on unimproved Arctic shores. Thus, 
the formation in December 2014 of the second Northern Fleet motorised rifle bri-
gade, specialised in operating in the Arctic environment, both adds to the defence 
of the Kola Peninsula and provides supplementary Arctic expeditionary capacity.42 
Naval aviation maritime patrol and ASW aircraft, based at Severomorsk-1 (Kola 
Peninsula) and Kipelovo air base (Vologda District), regularly operate in the Arctic. 
ASW missions are most frequent in the Barents Sea region, but the Tu-142 long-
range ASW aircraft and the rotary-wing aircraft based on ships are also used for ice 
reconnaissance.43 

As noted above, although the Northern Fleet can be considered a latent Arctic 
force, in reality most of its vessels are rarely, or never, employed on Arctic mis-
sions. Warships of the 43rd Missile Ship Diviziya, the main Northern Fleet surface 
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combatant unit, have only occasionally participated in Arctic expeditions and the 
vessels of White Sea Naval Base primarily support the shipbuilding industry. The 
third naval formation, the Submarine Command, is less restricted by the Arctic cli-
mate and operates a wide selection of nuclear-powered submarines, including SSBN, 
attack (SSN), cruise-missile (SSGN), and special-purpose submarines. Although 
SSBNs frequently operate under the polar ice and are designed to surface through 
ice, their mission is exclusively to maintain the retaliatory strike regime. However, 
the new Severodvinsk-class SSGN supposedly has improved capabilities to surface 
through ice in order to covertly launch cruise missiles.44 

Currently, relatively few Northern Fleet ships have ice-reinforced hulls, but the 
Fleet has recently begun to receive new ships designed for the Arctic climate. The 
clearest examples are the Muromets-class icebreaker, Ilya Muromets, commissioned 
in 2017, and its smaller sister ship, expected to enter service in 2022.45 Two 7000-
tonne Papanin-class Arctic patrol ships are under construction, with commission-
ing expected in 2023–24. Although these will have almost no restrictions for Arctic 
summer and autumn navigation, restrictions on their conducting unassisted patrols 
in Arctic marginal seas in winter and spring will mean that their ice class is not 
comparable with that of full-fledged icebreakers. Several new seagoing auxiliary 
vessels delivered in 2018–20 are slightly reinforced for operating in ice conditions. 
These include the logistics ship, Elbrus, the medium tanker, Akademik Pashin, the 
hydrographic survey vessel, Nikolai Skosyrev, and the research vessel, Akademik 
Aleksandrov. 

The commissioning of ice-classed vessels will improve the Northern Fleet capa-
bility for Arctic naval operations. However, most new Northern Fleet surface ships, 
such as Gorshkov-class frigates and Ivan Gren-class landing ships, lack ice-reinforced 
hulls and will have severe seasonal restrictions, remaining dependent on the support 
of icebreakers for operations in Arctic waters for most of the year. Nonetheless, reg-
ular surface combatants and landing ships are increasingly used for operations in the 
central Arctic marginal seas during the early to mid-autumn months.  

3.2 The Eastern Military District
In the central Arctic region, garrisons located in Tiksi and on Kotelnyi Island are 
under the operational command of the Northern Fleet JSC. This is completely in 
line with the reformed Arctic command and control structure, even though they 
are located on the military-administrative territory of the Eastern MD. This is not  
the case in the easternmost part of the Russian Arctic, where the units located there 
are under operational control of the Eastern JSC, partly through the activities of the 
Pacific Fleet. Map 2 shows an approximation of the AOR demarcation line between 
the Northern Fleet JSC and the Pacific Fleet.46 This division of responsibility is 
indeed practical, considering the long distance from the Kola Peninsula, but at the 
same time, it contradicts the overarching rationale of the Northern Fleet’s leading 
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military operations in the Arctic. This arrangement should not be seen as a shared 
responsibility for the Arctic region, but rather that the proximity to the US (Alaska), 
to the east, outweighs the security challenges emanating from the Arctic Ocean and 
is therefore not considered part of the Arctic strategic direction. The same is also 
likely to be true in Russia’s western Arctic (Barents Sea), but is more difficult to dis-
tinguish, as the Northern Fleet AOR runs continuously from the Northern Atlantic 
into the Arctic. 

The eastern Arctic region
The Eastern MD and the Pacific Fleet have the role of gatekeeper of the eastern 
NSR entry/exit point in a way that is similar to the Northern Fleet’s in the west, 
but the expansion and strengthening of Arctic military installations has been more 
modest in the eastern Arctic. The construction of a third Arctic base, the Polar Star, 
commenced in 2015–16 on Wrangel Island. This was later than the western and 
central Arctic military bases and construction has been slower, likely because of the 
recently disclosed rampant corruption involving its construction.47 The base has a 
more basic outfit but it is likely that it will gradually become more similar to the 
other two Arctic bases. With no indications of deployment of SAM or coastal missile 
systems at the base, its primary function in 2021 is likely operating air-surveillance 
radars.48 Lacking a proper airfield, the base is dependent on a small, not yet mod-
ernised airfield located on Cape Schmidt, on the Russian continental shore, where a 
military meteorological and flight control station is also located.49 

In several ways, the Pacific Fleet’s naval aviation mirrors the posture of its Northern 
Fleet counterpart in the Barents Sea region, but on a smaller scale. The Pacific Fleet’s 
naval aviation has gradually improved conditions for air operations in the Arctic 
region, particularly through the use of the civilian Anadyr airport as a forward oper-
ating base. Both Pacific Fleet MiG-31BM interceptors, normally based at Yelizovo 
air base, on Kamchatka, and reconnaissance UAVs are permanently deployed at the 
Anadyr base.50 Long-range maritime patrol aircraft based in Yelizovo and Kamennyy 
Ruchey (Khabarovsk Krai) are predominantly used not only for patrols over the 
northwestern Pacific, but also over the Arctic. Lastly, the construction of a chain of 
Rezonans-N stealth radars, similar to the one in the Barents Sea region, will com-
mence in the Far East in coming years.51 

The Pacific Fleet naval formation on the eastern seaboard of the Kamchatka 
Peninsula is eastern Russia’s closest permanent naval base to Arctic waters. It is pri-
marily home to the Pacific Fleet nuclear-powered submarines, but also some surface 
combatants, including two Steregushchy-class corvettes commissioned in 2016–17. 
Although ships of the Pacific Fleet do not conduct navigation deep into the Arctic 
with the same regularity as the Northern Fleet, naval operations in the Bering Strait 
and the Chukchi Sea are becoming increasingly common. The Pacific Fleet will not 
receive new ice-classed ships to the same extent as the Northern Fleet. Nonetheless, 
the Russian Navy’s sole ice-classed salvage and rescue vessel (Belousov-class) is 
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operated by the Pacific Fleet. In addition, two small tankers (Project 03182) with 
rudimentary ice-going capabilities are currently being built for the Pacific Fleet. 

3.3 The Aerospace Forces and the Airborne Troops
As noted earlier, naval aviation forces of both the Northern and Pacific fleets are 
increasingly employed in the Arctic. Nevertheless, the Aerospace Forces remain cen-
tral to Russia’s military posture in the Arctic, and are vital for a number of tasks. 
The three most important components for Arctic air operations are the Military 
Transport Aviation (MTA), the Long-Range Aviation (LRA), and the military and 
dual-use space-based assets controlled by the Space Troops. 

Although medium and light transport aircraft are found within both the Russian 
fleets and MDs, the strategic transport capacity of MTA is indispensable for swift mil-
itary deployments throughout the Arctic. During winter and spring, aerial transport 
conducted by the MTA is often the only viable means of transportation throughout 
Russia’s Arctic archipelagos. The modernised network of Arctic airfields has facili-
tated air transport in the region, but the main airframe relied on by the MTA, the 
Il-76 strategic airlifter, is also adapted for landings and take-offs from unprepared 
airstrips. The MTA also provides extensive Arctic deployment of Airborne Troops 
units.

The LRA is becoming more frequently used for long-range patrols over the Arctic 
region. The modernisation and extension of several Arctic air bases and civilian air-
ports is permitting operations by a wider set of aircraft, such as strategic bombers. 
Tu-22M3 heavy bombers of the LRA are permanently based at Olenegorsk, on the 
Kola Peninsula, but airfield modernisation has also enabled forward deployment of 
strategic bombers, such as the Tu-95MS (turboprop) and the Tu-160 (supersonic) 
aircraft. Although strategic bombers are part of the nuclear triad, the adoption of the 
new Kh-101 conventional warhead air-launched cruise missile has made the capabil-
ity more versatile. Temporary deployments are not restricted to the Severomorsk-1 
and Vorkuta airbases, as both the Nagurskoye air base (Franz Josef Land) and the 
Anadyr airport have been upgraded to enable forward deployment of strategic 
bombers.52 The LRA also provides aerial refuelling to extend the operational range 
of tactical-operational aircraft, such as Su-24s and MiG-31BMs, as well as strategic 
bombers and maritime patrol aircraft.

Since 2015, the Russian Space Forces has been part of the Aerospace Forces, 
and space assets are growing ever more important for ensuring communication 
and providing situational awareness and navigational support in the Arctic region. 
Russia still relies heavily on the civilian (American) satellite communication system, 
Iridium.53 However, with the new Meridian-M communications satellite (the first 
was launched in 2019), the Russian Armed Forces has substantially improved its 
means of communication in the Arctic.54 In addition, the first of two Roscosmos 
Arktika-M weather satellites, which will support both civilian and naval Arctic navi-
gation, was launched in 2021.55 
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In addition to the Arctic expeditionary force of the Northern Fleet, the deploy-
ment of Airborne Troops units to the Arctic is also steadily growing. Their mobil-
ity and elite unit status make them ideal for swift deployments to remote places 
throughout the Arctic archipelagos. Since 2014, they have conducted several spec-
tacular Arctic parachuting exercises, including a battalion-size landing exercise at the 
Temp air base; landings close to the North Pole; and a high-altitude jump conducted 
on Franz Josef Land.56 It is possible that, through their participation in several of 
these exercises, the 98th Guards Airborne Division, based in Ivanovo, is becoming 
somewhat specialised in conducting Arctic operations. Moreover, units associated 
with the Russian Special Forces Command regularly train for Arctic missions.57

3.4 Civilian-military interdependencies and Arctic dual-use infrastructure 
It is important to recall that Russia’s military build-up in the Arctic is part of a 
comprehensive strategy to develop the region in many respects. 58 Russia’s general 
expansion of both civilian and military Arctic activities makes them mutually rein-
forcing. A growth in shipping keeps ice channels open for all purposes, and improved 
civilian infrastructure in combination with state subsidies has probably strengthened 
Arctic communities in for example Novaya Zemlya and Tiksi, and made it easier 
for the Ministry of Defence (MoD) to locate and staff permanent garrisons there.59 
However, in a way that is unusual for the Armed Forces, in order to operate in the 
region it is also directly dependent on other services provided by other state actors 
and on sharing infrastructure. Examples of this are the reliance on the icebreaker 
fleet operated by Atomflot, the modernising of the transport infrastructure, includ-
ing ports and airports, along the NSR, and the construction of dual-use Air Traffic 
Control (ATC) radars.

In 2020, the Russian MoD was involved in the reconstruction of sixteen ports and 
nineteen airfields throughout the Arctic.60 Many of the modernised or reconstructed 
airfields in the Arctic archipelagos are exclusively for the needs of the Armed Forces, 
but in regard to Alykel and Anadyr, the MoD is adding military facilities to already 
existing civilian airports.61 Similarly, several civilian ports along the NSR are being 
improved to fulfil a wide range of needs. For example, by 2022 the civilian port 
in Dikson will be thoroughly upgraded and turned into a dual-use port, and by 
2025 a similar upgrade of port infrastructure in Tiksi is scheduled for completion.62 
Concurrently with the development of infrastructure along the NSR, the Russian 
Marine Rescue Service is presently expanding the network of search-and-rescue 
(SAR) stations along the Arctic shoreline and modernising its ship inventory, more 
than doubling the number of ice-class vessels.63 Even more expansive is the mod-
ernisation of the Russian fleet of nuclear-powered icebreakers, which will have been 
more or less fully renewed by the mid-2020s.64 Although the Russian Navy is con-
stantly improving its capabilities for unsupported Arctic navigation and SAR, its 
reliance on other state actors will continue to be high. 
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From 2007–15, a state programme intended to create a dual-use Unified Automated 
Radar System was executed.65 Since the Soviet aerial surveillance system in the Arctic 
had been practically dismantled, the programme was more about constructing new, 
rather than integrating existing, capabilities. Over the course of the last decade, 
several Sopka-2 dual-use ATC radars have been constructed at several locations 
throughout the Russian Arctic, including all three Arctic bases. When combined with 
data from new fixed military radars as well as interceptors on patrol, Russia’s air 
domain surveillance in the Arctic has been considerably upgraded. 

Russian state actors other than the Navy are also expanding their capabilities to 
patrol there. In addition to constructing two Papanin-class Arctic patrol ships for the 
Navy, construction of two more for the Coast Guard commenced in July 2020.66 
Thus, for the NSR constabulary mission, the Navy will not be the sole actor with 
substantial capabilities for operating in Arctic waters. Similarly, expansion of Arctic 
research, highlighted by the current construction of the 10,000-ton drifting platform, 
North Pole, will probably also benefit the Navy’s hydrographical, oceanographic and 
meteorological research.

4 Interpreting the (re)militarisation of the Russian Arctic 

The security environment in the Arctic is changing and Russia is grappling with the 
new circumstances. In doing so, due to its size and deteriorated relations with other 
Arctic states, Russia is shaping the security environment with its actions, which over 
the course of the last decade have increasingly been to improve its military muscle. 
Interpreting what is driving these developments is important in order to come up 
with sound and purposeful responses. 

Considering that the Soviet Union had a significant military presence in the Arctic 
previously, its militarisation is far from new, so it is not entirely correct to describe 
Russia’s ongoing military build-up there as militarisation. Portraying it as a Russian 
remilitarisation of the Arctic, however, is even more problematic, as this suggests that 
the premise for Russia’s current military build-up is the same as the Soviet Union’s. 
There are certainly similarities, but the current emphasis is predominantly centred 
on a latitudinal (east-west) axis and on the securitising of the NSR in a time of accel-
erating climate change, adding to or even somewhat replacing the longitudinal axis 
shaped by ICBMs and strategic bombers travelling across the North Pole. Hence, 
the Russian Arctic is not merely the theatre for a nuclear exchange, but is increas-
ingly more important to Russia in its own right. 

The Northern Fleet is Russia’s primary naval formation, with many of its current 
tasks chiselled out during the Cold War. In comparison to the extent of its tradi-
tional tasks, its engagement in the central Arctic seems negligible. Nevertheless, as 
Russia’s main military force in the Arctic, during the last decade it has adapted to 
a new geostrategic landscape of improved naval connectivity in the Arctic Ocean. 
In spite of its limited history of operations east of the Barents Sea, the Northern 
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Fleet area-of-responsibility has expanded to include the marginal seas of the central 
Arctic, thereby securitising the shipping route along the Russian Arctic coast, i.e., 
the Northern Sea Route. This is despite a rather modest history of Arctic operations 
beyond the Barents Sea.

There is, however, more to this Russian militarisation and military posture in the 
Arctic, and it would be a mistake to equate it to the aggregate force of the Northern 
Fleet; a closer look reveals several noteworthy traits. First, although the western 
and central parts of circumpolar Russia are within the Northern Fleet AOR, the 
responsibility for the easternmost part lies with the Eastern MD. Thus, it is likely 
that neither the Barents Sea nor the part of the Chukchi Sea east of Wrangel Island 
are considered part of the Arctic strategic direction. However, both regions form the 
entry/exit points of the NSR, and the eastern part has been militarily reinforced, in 
a fashion similar to the Barents Sea but on a smaller scale. Second, only a relatively 
small portion of Northern Fleet assets is regularly used for Arctic operations; an even 
smaller portion is especially adapted to, or trains for, that climate. Although, Arctic 
capabilities organic to the Northern Fleet will gradually increase in future, other 
parts of the Armed Forces are also developing and improving capabilities adapted 
to operations in an Arctic climate. The Arctic military posture, generally, also ben-
efits from concerted state effort to develop the region, as Russia often seeks dual-
use solutions for the Arctic military presence. This leads to a third point: recent 
changes in the Armed Forces command and control, breaking with core principles 
of Soviet military organisation, has improved the provisions for the Northern Fleet 
to temporarily subordinate units belonging to other parts of the Armed forces, as 
well as coordinate with civilian state actors in the region. The latest step in increas-
ing its status, taken in January 2021 when the Northern Fleet became a military- 
administrative entity on par with the military districts, was merely a formalisation of 
measures already taken in 2015 and will not impact significantly on Russia’s Arctic 
military posture.  
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