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RUSSIA’S 2022 NAVAL DOCTRINE: AN APPLICATION OF THE SEAPOWER
THEORY IN THE ARCTIC
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Approximately three-quarters of the Earth's surface is now covered by seawater. This figure is
increasing as a result of the melting of the Arctic ice. This geographical phenomenon is not only
removing the obstacle that ice used to pose in terms of navigation and connections between
continents, but is also favouring the covering of coastal territories at near-sea levels, thus expanding
the surface water mass and reducing the habitable land area of our planet.

According to Geoffrey Till's commonly used categorisation, shared by several researchers, the sea has
four historical attributes: resource, medium of transportation and exchange, medium for information
and the spread of ideas & medium for domination.1 These attributes, as Admiral Mahan points out,
favour the view of the sea as 'a great high way' or 'a wide common’2 for coastal states, which exploit
the possibilities of their maritime status in political, economic and geo-strategic-military matters. But
what does this naval influence and capacity consist of? How can you interpret the actions of states

2 Bull, H. 2008, p. 1.

1 Till, G., 2009, p. 23.
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when the international system is established and already has certain commonly accepted norms? Is
the traditional conception of maritime power still applicable today?

We will now attempt to answer these questions by analysing Russia's new maritime doctrine,
published in July 2022, with regard to its actions in the Arctic. To this end, we will proceed to
contextualise what seapower is and its implications, and then analyse the Russian state's new naval
policy in the Arctic region and its compatibility with the previously defined concepts. In this way, it is
intended to demonstrate that the theory of seapower is still relevant today, being a determining
factor in the dominance and influence of states over other countries, but also essential in the
development of fruitful diplomatic negotiations.

Seapower: what it is and its influence

“The sea is global, largely un-owned and un-ownable, three dimensional, and large,
opaque, varied and often hostile”3

Seapower tends to be misunderstood and reduced, on many occasions, as the military capacity of
certain states to impose their interests on the sea: on the surface, below it or in the air above it.4

However, seapower must be studied in a much more holistic way, taking into account “the ability of a
state to exploit or influence the range of sea-related activities in the political, economic, social,
environmental, and military domains”.5 In this way, naval power would be just one more variable in
the whole. The influence of a maritime power over the sea cannot only be exercised through military
force, but the mere ability of a state to interrupt or modify activities considered as everyday, even if
this does not entail warlike action, already denotes an ability and power over the rest of the states.

Activities that are less perceptible on a day-to-day basis also show the power of certain states to
impose and maintain the status quo and thus their power over the sea. This is the key diplomatic
component in the exercise of seapower. Undoubtedly, maritime skills are characterised and
highlighted by their great flexibility, reliability, logistic simplicity and ubiquity.6 This is because naval
forces not only have a deterrent capability by their mere presence, but can also demonstrate, usually
less aggressively, interests in the region, oversee or encourage the development of naval alliances
and exercises.7 For this reason, Hedley Bull highlights flexibility, visibility and universality or
pervasiveness as classic and noteworthy advantages of sea power over air power or even land
power.8

In addition, seapower is key to the development of fundamental economic activities such as
international trade. According to data from the United Nations Conference on Trade and
Development in 2021, more than 80% of the volume of international trade in goods is transported by
sea, making this economic method of wealth creation "the backbone of international trade and the
global economy".9 This is because maritime transport remains the most efficient method of
transporting large volumes of goods or war materiel.10 Thus, the fact that this commercial method is
predominant has great implications at a global level, as we live in a globalised world and these

10 Friedman, N., 2003, p. 6.

9 UNCTAD, 2021.

8 Bull, H. 2008, p. 6.

7 Idem, p. 11.

6 Till, G., 2009, p. 242.

5 Silva, A. R. de A., 2017, p. 238.

4 Bull, H. 2008, p. 1.

3 Till, G., 2009, p. 44.
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connections present great vulnerabilities. “Not only does the modern shipping industry make
globalisation possible; it is itself profoundly globalised”11. Therefore, this interconnectedness brought
about by seaborne commerce implies a tight mutually dependent community of industrial production
and consumption.12

In this way, “whoever commands the sea commands the trade; whosoever commands the trade of
the world commands the riches of the world and consequently the world itself”13. In other words,
whoever controls and imposes their power over the sea will dominate the commons. Although the
United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) has established certain lines of action
and delimitation of maritime borders, it has indirectly encouraged states to review their capacity to
influence others, their maritime and commercial strategies, as well as favouring their predisposition
to exert their influence through seapower. At the same time, UNCLOS has opened the door to new
maritime claims over continental shelves, motivating states to seek recognition of greater extensions
of their continental shelves - for example Russia or Canada in their Arctic regions - as a method of
legitimising control and exploitation of resources and influence over these new areas. Fighting
directly would be costly, so in this case there is a strong incentive to forge and abide by this
international agreement.14 Finally, this Convention has maintained the maritime space of the 'high
seas', which is indirectly at the expense and protection of a predominant state that controls and
protects the common space against possible attacks by non-state (terrorism, piracy...) or state
destabilising forces, which would try to influence the status quo in their favour or demonstrate their
capabilities as a deterrent.

An analysis of the new Russian Maritime Doctrine: Is Russia a seapower in the Arctic?

The Russian Federation is the largest country in the world with an area of more than 17 million
square kilometres.15 This has determined for years, in addition to other external factors and interests,
Russia's delimitation as a primarily territorial power. However, its more than 37,500 kilometres of
coastline16 make it the fourth longest coastline in the world. This significant fact should not go
unnoticed, as this delimitation is key to the creation of an efficient maritime strategy that favours
Russia's maritime power. Its access to the Arctic Ocean, the Pacific Ocean, the Baltic Sea, the Black
Sea and the Caspian Sea shows its potential to influence, through maritime actions, the attitudes of
other states, as well as to develop measures to protect its borders and rights. At the same time,
Russia's large and diverse maritime geography, which is limited by the climate or by the close
proximity of strong hostile powers - or both - makes it difficult to develop a coherent and
cost-effective strategic maritime policy.17 Furthermore to all these circumstances, the country's
dependence on sea fishing - a consequence of the system's shortcomings in agriculture - means that
maritime resources are yet another reason for Russia's interest in exercising seapower on its four
coasts.

Despite beneficial geography, this would not be enough to categorise Russia as a maritime power.18

To be considered as such, one would also have to take into account the behaviour of the population
in the area, the number of areas suitable for port construction and the government's ability to
develop good maritime policies. In this respect, the long history of the Russian Navy, founded in 1696

18 Silva, A. R. de A., 2017, p. 239.

17 Till, G., 1996, p. 92.

16 World Population Review, 2022.

15 Ministerio de Exteriores de España, 2021.

14 Idem, p. 608.

13 Gartzke, E., & Lindsay, J. R., 2020, p. 604.

12 Idem, p. 27.

11 Till, G., 2009, p. 26.
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by Peter I the Great19, and its outstanding contributions to maritime strategy - such as in the Turkish
war of 1877-8 - or "the distinctive style of Russian battleships and cruisers before the First World War,
the Russians' pioneering efforts in naval aviation, amphibious warfare vessels, mine-warfare and
submarines", would demonstrate the usual eagerness to develop maritime policies. would
demonstrate the usual unfounded contempt for Russia as a seapower.

Russia's historical prominence as a maritime power has not only been limited to military capabilities,
but Russia has also developed numerous policies to enhance its seapower. The "Maritime Doctrine of
the Russian Federation" (2022) - a policy that will be discussed below -, the "Fundamentals of the
State Policy of the Russian Federation in the Field of Naval Operations until 2030" (2017) and the
"Strategy for the Development of Russia's Maritime Activities until 2030" demonstrate the Nordic
country's naval ambitions. Moreover, its special interest in its Arctic region has prompted Russia to
develop in 2020 the text "Fundamentals of the Russian Federation's State Policy in the Arctic for the
period up to 2035”20.

But why is Russia so suspicious and justifies the construction of new bases in its Arctic region? Why
such a strong interest in maritime defence? According to Geoffrey Till, this Russian tendency is a
response to the problems faced by the Russian navy during the so-called 'Allied intervention' in the
Russian Civil War (1818-1825). After this event, the Nordic country concluded that it could not
safeguard its maritime borders without a strong navy.21 As a result, the Soviet state began to develop,
along its coast, a more localised defence, including a system of minefields, coastal artillery,
submarines and motor torpedo-boats.22

Today, Russia faces a new context and a new geographical setting as a result of global warming.23 The
melting of the Arctic ice, in the case of Russia, can become an opportunity for the future
development of economic and commercial activities - exploitation of mineral resources and the
Northern Sea Route -, but also a danger for the defence of its maritime territory, as a consequence of
the increased access that the disappearance of the Arctic ice sheet entails, and the hindering of
cooperation with other Arctic countries who might interpret the mobilisation of the population in the
region as an offensive intention. For example, Russia has been singled out in recent years as an
inciting and confrontational state by the US and its allies given the recent opening and planned
establishment of new military bases in its Arctic zone. If one looks at the basic rationale for the bases,
one can see that they are primarily maritime bases on the Finnish border, such as Gremikha or
Murmansk naval bases24, perhaps in response to what Russia describes in its new Maritime Doctrine
as the build-up of foreign forces in the Arctic.25 This would explain, as well as seapower theory, why
most of the naval bases are located on the border, in a defensive perspective and even more so now
that Finland is joining NATO. More widespread along the coast are air bases, which are primarily
defensive in nature, such as the 155th Anti-Aircraft Missile Regiment or the Anti-Aircraft Missile
Battalion. The existence of air bases is not surprising given that the defence of a state cannot be
understood without a unified perspective and strategy between its maritime, air and territorial
power.

Going further into the Russian Federation's new Maritime Doctrine, it differentiates between zones
of interest and vital zones. The latter category includes "Russia's territorial waters, its exclusive

25 Conte de los Ríos, A., 2022

24 Rondeli Foundation, 2022.

23 Idem, p. 93.

22 Idem, p. 73.

21 Till, G., 2009, p. 72.

20 Conte de los Ríos, A., 2022

19 Office of Naval Intelligence, 2015, p. xiii
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economic zone (EEZ) and the continental shelf beyond its limits in the Arctic Basin”26. Furthermore,
the doctrine also recognises the shortcomings of its current capabilities, with the need for overseas
outposts for Russian warships and a small Russian merchant fleet for international transport along
the Northeast Passage Route. Thus, Russia's stated goal in its new doctrine is to seek potential
solutions for upgrading and refocusing its high-tech shipbuilding facilities in the Pacific to build
vessels to operate in the Arctic, which would allow it to control the naval activities of other states
both on the potential Northern trade route and to augment the combat potential and facilities of the
Northern Fleet.27 Nevertheless, as a seapower, Russia addresses not only the military but also the
economic and scientific perspective. Thus, the Doctrine also points to the Arctic's significant natural
resources potential.

Conclusion

Ultimately, Russia's 2022 Maritime Doctrine places the Arctic as a focal point in its maritime strategy,
given Russia's interest in the region in terms of military security and global economic competition.
Russia's interest in developing a more interpretatively aggressive policy in the Arctic region may be
related to its status as a seapower and a consequence of the ex-Soviet country's complex geography.
Thus, Russia's new Maritime Doctrine responds to its new defence and influence needs, given that
most of Russia's coastline is located in its Arctic region, a position that is currently more vulnerable
and unprepared given the area's difficult climatic conditions.

This new policy demonstrates Russia's interest in becoming the predominant seapower in the Arctic
Sea. Intensive promotion of the Northern Sea Route could be Russia's way of reducing its
dependence on other sea routes. This new challenge and ambition of the Russian navy is likely to be
interpreted as confrontational behaviour by the other Arctic countries, so it will be interesting to
follow Russia's next steps closely and see how it implements this new Doctrine.
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