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Russia's search for reliable access to the world's oceans has long been shaped by the
interaction of geography, climate, and strategic necessity. Much of the country's coastline lies
along northern seas that freeze in winter or are distant from major maritime trade routes. As a
result, Russian rulers—from the era of Muscovy to the present—have repeatedly sought secure
maritime outlets that allow year-round naval activity and access to global commerce.
The pattern across three centuries is consistent: Russia expands toward warm water. Every
war, every annexation, every alliance of convenience has this logic somewhere within it.
Understanding this imperative helps explain not only Russia's historical expansion but also its
contemporary interventions from Syria to Africa.  Early Muscovy and the Northern Constraint

  

The early Russian state possessed only limited maritime access. Muscovy's principal
connection with the outside world lay through the White Sea, particularly the port of
Arkhangelsk. During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries Arkhangelsk became Russia's
first major trading gateway with Western Europe. English and Dutch merchants reached the port
via the Arctic seas, and trade flowed through it to the Russian interior.
Yet the White Sea posed severe limitations. It freezes for much of the year, leaving maritime
access unreliable and seasonal. Even when navigable, the route from Arkhangelsk to the
Atlantic requires passage through challenging Arctic waters far from major trade routes. For a
continental state seeking broader engagement with Europe and the wider world, the northern
gateway was insufficient.
The geographic limitations of the Arctic coastline therefore pushed Russian strategy toward
warmer and more accessible seas.

  

The Baltic Breakthrough: St Petersburg

  

Russia's first decisive maritime expansion occurred under Peter the Great in the early
eighteenth century. St Petersburg is Peter the Great's extraordinary act of national will. He
decided Russia needed a window onto the Baltic. He built a city on a swamp, at a cost in human
life that is almost incomprehensible—estimates of the deaths of forced labourers run to tens of
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thousands. He then fought the Great Northern War against Sweden for twenty-one years to
secure the surrounding territory.
St Petersburg was more than a port: it became Russia's new imperial capital and symbolised
the country's orientation toward Europe. The Baltic fleet established there became one of the
pillars of Russian naval power.
However, Baltic access also carried vulnerabilities. The sea itself freezes during winter, limiting
naval operations for part of the year. More importantly, access to the Atlantic requires passage
through narrow straits between Denmark and Sweden. Historically these chokepoints have
been controlled by other powers, meaning Russia's Baltic fleet operates in waters that can be
constrained during conflict.
These vulnerabilities became starkly visible during the Siege of Leningrad in the Second World
War. The strategic isolation of the city highlighted the precariousness of Russia's Baltic outlet.
For Russian strategists, the lesson was clear: reliance on a single maritime gateway exposed
the state to external pressure.

  

The Southern Strategy: The Black Sea and Sevastopol

  

Because Baltic access remained constrained, Russian expansion gradually turned southward.
Control was achieved through a series of wars against the Ottoman Empire spanning more than
a century, culminating in the late eighteenth century under Catherine the Great. The Crimea,
seized in 1783, gave Russia its Black Sea fleet and its southern warm water access.
The strategic centrepiece of this southern maritime strategy became Sevastopol in Crimea.
Founded as a naval base in the late eighteenth century, Sevastopol became the headquarters
of the Russian Black Sea Fleet and one of the most important naval installations in the empire.
Sevastopol offered several advantages absent from northern ports: a relatively mild climate
allowing continuous naval operations, deep-water harbours suitable for large fleets, and
proximity to Mediterranean trade routes.
Yet the Black Sea is essentially a lake—the only exit runs through the Bosphorus and
Dardanelles, controlled by Turkey, regulated by the Montreux Convention. Russia can park its
fleet there. It cannot easily get it anywhere else without Turkish permission, as the Ukraine war
has shown.
This limitation was already evident during the Crimean War of the 1850s, when Britain, France,
and the Ottoman Empire sought to prevent Russia from dominating the Black Sea and
threatening the balance of power in the eastern Mediterranean. The siege and eventual fall of
Sevastopol during that war demonstrated both the strategic value and vulnerability of the port.
The seizure of Crimea in 2014 was not an opportunistic land-grab. It was the latest iteration of a
strategic imperative that Catherine the Great would have recognised immediately. Losing
Crimea again—which is what a complete Ukrainian victory would mean—would be, in Russian
strategic terms, a catastrophe comparable to losing St Petersburg.
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The Pacific Dimension: Vladivostok and the Trans-Siberian Railway

  

While Russia was expanding toward the Baltic and Black Seas, it was also pushing eastward
across Siberia. By the nineteenth century this expansion reached the Pacific coast, where
Russia established the port of Vladivostok in 1860.
Achieving a Pacific warm water port required something almost as extraordinary as building St
Petersburg: crossing Siberia.
The Trans-Siberian Railway, completed in 1916, runs 9,289 kilometres from Moscow to
Vladivostok—the longest railway line in the world, built through some of the most inhospitable
terrain on Earth. Siberia is not merely cold. It is cold on a scale that defeats ordinary
imagination—temperatures of minus fifty degrees Celsius, permafrost that swallows buildings,
distances that exhaust the concept of distance.
To give you some idea of how big it is—once I flew back from Japan. I looked down. Snow. I
went to sleep. Seven hours later I looked down. Still snow and nothing else.
The indigenous peoples who lived there had adapted over millennia. Everyone else found it
catastrophic.
The story of how the railway's route was determined captures something essential about
Russian autocracy. Tsar Alexander III, presented with competing proposals for the line's path, is
said to have picked up a ruler, placed it between Moscow and Vladivostok, drawn a straight line
across the map, and announced that this was the route. Where the ruler nicked his own finger,
an inexplicable kink appeared in the line—and the railway, obediently, kinked with it.
Whether or not the story is precisely true—and autocracies are not always reliable narrators of
their own history—the railway was built essentially in a straight line regardless of what lay in its
path. Rivers, mountains, permafrost, the absence of any existing infrastructure whatsoever. The
Tsar had decided. The people would manage. Nothing changed under the secular Tsars Stalin
and Putin.
Vladivostok gave Russia its Pacific fleet. It also gave Russia a port that freezes for several
months each year, requires icebreakers to keep operational, and can be bottled up by Japan in
a crisis—as happened in the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-5, a humiliation that still resonates
in Russian strategic thinking. Parts of the winning Japanese fleet were built here on the Tyne,
by the way.
The Pacific fleet is real. The Pacific access is constrained.

  

The Mediterranean Extension: Tartus
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During the Soviet era, Russia sought to extend its naval presence beyond its immediate coastal
waters. One important foothold emerged at Tartus in Syria. Originally established as a logistical
support facility for the Soviet Navy, Tartus provided a maintenance and resupply point for Soviet
vessels operating in the Mediterranean.
Tartus is a small naval maintenance facility on the Syrian Mediterranean coast. It's Russia's
only foothold in the Mediterranean, acquired through its intervention in the Syrian civil war. It is
modest in scale. Its strategic significance is enormous. It is why Russia went to Syria.
The base represented a significant strategic achievement. It allowed Soviet—and later
Russian—naval forces to operate in the Mediterranean without returning to the Black Sea,
thereby bypassing some of the constraints imposed by the Turkish straits. But it's had to be run
down to reinforce the Ukraine disaster.

  

The African Push: Wagner, Polisario, and Atlantic Ambition

  

Russia's search for warm water ports has not ended with its traditional theatres. In recent years,
a new pattern has emerged across Africa—one that combines military contractors, diplomatic
pressure, and support for regional proxies to achieve what centuries of imperial expansion could
not: direct access to the Atlantic.
The Wagner Group—and its successors following Yevgeny Prigozhin's death—have been
Russia's principal instrument in this expansion. Beginning in the Central African Republic and
Sudan, Wagner forces established a presence that provided more than just mercenary income.
They secured mineral rights, yes, but more importantly they created the conditions for Russian
naval basing negotiations.
The Red Sea approaches became an early focus. Russia attempted to establish naval basing
rights in Eritrea and Sudan, seeking access to the Red Sea and ultimately the Indian Ocean.
While these efforts have not yet produced permanent facilities, Russia has not stopped trying.
More significantly, Wagner's footprint spread steadily westward across the Sahel. Mali, Burkina
Faso, and Niger all saw Wagner deployments following military coups that displaced French
influence. This was not merely anti-Western posturing. The westward movement had
geographic logic: it positioned Russian influence closer to the Atlantic coast.
Russia's support for Polisario—the Sahrawi independence movement in Western Sahara—fits
this pattern. While ostensibly about self-determination and anti-colonialism, Russian backing for
Polisario serves a more concrete purpose: creating instability in Morocco's southern territories
and potentially securing a grateful client state with Atlantic coastline should Polisario ever
achieve its goals.

  

The strategic prize would be extraordinary. A Russian naval facility on Africa's Atlantic coast
would provide::
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Direct access to the Atlantic Ocean without passing through any chokepoints
A base from which to monitor and potentially interdict South Atlantic shipping lanes
A counterweight to NATO's dominance of the North Atlantic
An alternative route for Russian naval forces to operate globally without depending on the GIUK
gap (Greenland-Iceland-UK), which NATO dominates

  

This would fundamentally alter Russia's maritime position. For three centuries, Russian naval
power has been constrained by geography—forced through narrow straits controlled by others,
or operating from frozen ports, or sailing vast distances from Vladivostok. An Atlantic base in
West Africa would break that pattern.
It has not happened yet. But the effort continues, and the logic is unmistakable.

  

Murmansk: The Strategic Anchor

  

Which brings us back, always, to the Arctic—and to Murmansk, the one port that no treaty, no
rival navy, and no winter can close.
Situated on the Barents Sea, Murmansk benefits from the warming effect of the North Atlantic
current and remains largely ice-free even in winter. Despite its extreme northern location, it is
the only Russian port that is ice-free year round, sitting above the Arctic Circle on the Kola
Peninsula. It exists because of the Gulf Stream. Without that accident of oceanography, Russia
would have no warm water access to the world's oceans at all. Everything else freezes.
In the twentieth century Murmansk became strategically vital, particularly as the base of
Russia's Northern Fleet. During the Second World War it served as the entry point for Allied
convoys supplying the Soviet Union. Today, the Northern Fleet based there is Russia's strategic
insurance policy. The Arctic bastion is the defended space within which that insurance policy
operates.
And the Northern Sea Route—if Russia can maintain sovereign control over it as more ice
melts—would give Moscow something it has sought since Peter the Great: a maritime corridor
to Asia that no other power can close. The Northern Sea Route plus ice breakers mean that
Russian warships can, for part of the year, travel between the three oceans of Pacific, Arctic
and Atlantic. That's a big force multiplier for Russia.
Yet even Murmansk operates under constraint. Russian vessels exiting into the North Atlantic
must pass through the GIUK gap—the maritime corridor between Greenland, Iceland, and the
United Kingdom. During the Cold War, NATO maintained constant surveillance of this
chokepoint, tracking every Soviet submarine that attempted passage. The infrastructure
remains in place. In any future conflict, the GIUK gap would become a killing zone for Russian
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naval forces.
This is why Russia's interest in African Atlantic ports matters. They would provide an exit that
bypasses the GIUK gap entirely.

  

The Four Fleets and Russia's Maritime Geography

  

Russia's naval structure today reflects these geographic realities. The country maintains four
principal fleets, each associated with one of its major maritime regions:
Northern Fleet - Murmansk / SeveromorskArctic and North Atlantic

  

Baltic Fleet - St Petersburg / BaltiyskBaltic Sea

  

Black Sea Fleet - SevastopolBlack Sea and Mediterranean access

  

Pacific Flee -- tVladivostokPacific Ocean and East Asia

  

Each fleet operates within a distinct geographic environment and faces different strategic
constraints. Together they provide Russia with a distributed maritime presence, reducing
reliance on any single port or sea route. There are detaiked studies of each fleet (including
crrent Orders of Batlle) posted within Defence Viewpoints in 2026

  

Chokepoints and Strategic Constraints

  

Despite possessing multiple naval bases, Russia's maritime strategy remains shaped by
chokepoints controlled by other states:
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Baltic access depends on Danish straits
Black Sea access depends on the Turkish-controlled Bosporus and Dardanelles
Pacific access from Vladivostok passes near Japanese-controlled waterways
North Atlantic access requires passage through the NATO-dominated GIUK gap

  

These constraints reinforce Russia's longstanding desire to maintain multiple maritime outlets
rather than relying on a single gateway to the world's oceans. They also explain why Russia
continues to seek new options—whether through Wagner's African operations, support for
regional proxies like Polisario, or the development of Arctic infrastructure.

  

Conclusion: The Unending Search

  

Across several centuries, Russia's pursuit of reliable maritime access has been a recurring
theme in its strategic development. From the frozen harbours of the White Sea to the Baltic
gateway of St Petersburg, from the southern stronghold of Sevastopol to the distant Pacific port
of Vladivostok, from the Mediterranean foothold at Tartus to the emerging African ambitions,
Russian rulers have repeatedly sought ports that allow the state to connect with global trade
and project naval power.
Geography has never allowed Russia an easy solution. Northern seas freeze, southern exits
are controlled by foreign powers, eastern ports lie thousands of kilometres from the political
heart of the country, and even the one reliable Arctic outlet operates under the shadow of NATO
surveillance.
Yet through expansion, infrastructure, mercenary proxies, and diplomatic opportunism, Russia
has built—and continues to build—a network of maritime bases spanning multiple theatres.
These ports—Murmansk, St Petersburg, Sevastopol, and Vladivostok—along with overseas
facilities such as Tartus and potential future bases in Africa, form the foundation of Russia's
naval strategy.
They illustrate how the search for dependable access to the world's oceans has shaped
Russian foreign policy and military planning from the age of empire to the present day. The goal
remains unchanged: warm water ports that no rival can close. The methods evolve, but the
imperative endures.

  

Three centuries after Peter the Great built St Petersburg on the bones of forced labourers,
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Russia is still trying to reach the sea.

  

The curating editor is Robin Ashby, Director General U K Defence Forum and Chair of its
Russia Observatory
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