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The View from the West:
Where is Russia?

Christian Bedford

Despite all the talk about Russia’s resurgence, the country 
remains underpopulated, economically stagnant save for 
its energy exports, and poorly defended along its Pacific 
coast by a fleet that has been ignored for years. Is Russia 
serious about the Asia-Pacific region? If measured by the 
attention given to the Pacific Fleet, the answer appears to 
be no. 

In 2007 then-Defence Minister Sergei Ivanov enthusi-
astically announced a major re-armament program for 
Russia’s armed forces, with one-quarter of the budget to be 
dedicated to the navy. Ivanov spoke proudly of plans that 
would see the Russian Navy build six new aircraft carriers, 
eight new ballistic missile submarines, and dozens of new 
frigates equipped with the latest technology. Two years 
later those plans have been dashed by a broken Russian 
shipbuilding sector and uncooperative oil prices. Since 
2007, the one-two punch of falling oil prices and a global 
economic crash have scuttled Moscow’s naval ambitions, 
and forced the government to focus on geographic regions 
where it will get the best returns for its investments and 
naval systems that will deliver the best bang for the buck. 
In this, the Pacific Fleet appears to be the odd man out 
among Russia’s far-flung naval formations.

At its height near the end of the Cold War, the Pacific 
Fleet, headquartered at Vladivostok, was comprised of 
over 65 large surface combatants, including two Kiev-
class aircraft carriers (Minsk and Novorossiisk) and more 
than 75 submarines, both nuclear and conventional. 
Ballistic missile submarines were a major component of 
the fleet, and would conduct regular deterrence patrols 
in the Pacific. Commanders would also send out both 
conventional and nuclear-powered attack submarines to 
monitor the activities of US carrier battle groups operat-
ing in the western Pacific, and would deploy ships into the 
South China Sea and the Indian Ocean. With the demise 
of the Soviet Union, however, the Russian Pacific Fleet was 
left to stagnate during the 1990s, a period now known in 
Russia as Smutnoe Vremya, or ‘Time of Troubles.’ Lacking 
the state funds that propped up the fleet, ships were left 
to languish, rusting away at anchor. Dozens of ships were 
decommissioned or sold abroad for scrap, and new builds 
were put on hold indefinitely. By 2000, average annual 
at-sea time per ship had fallen to only 6.4 days, due largely 
to lack of funds and training. 

When Vladimir Putin became President in 2000, he did 
so at a time when Russia’s foreign policy focus was drawn 
towards Europe. NATO’s campaign in Kosovo and the 
Balkans, and the recent acceptance of Poland, the Czech 
Republic and Hungary into NATO were viewed with 
suspicion by Moscow and forced Putin to direct his ener-
gies at maintaining Russian relevance in former Soviet 
states in Europe. The focus on Europe was also pragmatic, 
as European markets were by far the largest consumers 
of Russian energy, and Asia represented a small fraction 
of Moscow’s oil and gas exports. Against this backdrop, 
the Russian Pacific Fleet was deemed a less urgent priority 
than the Baltic Fleet, based in Kaliningrad, and the Black 
Sea Fleet, based in Sevastopol, where NATO encroach-
ment into Russia’s ‘near abroad’ was most apparent. 

The state of the Pacific Fleet mirrors very closely the 
current situation in the Russian Far East, the area east 
of Lake Baikal where a Russian population of about 6.5 
million people lives in an area nearly twice the size of 
India. Despite its long coastline adjacent to Asia’s dynamic 
economies, this area is an underdeveloped region, consid-
ered among the most sparsely populated on earth. It is 
perhaps fitting that this region, with a population that is 
projected to drop to 4.5 million by 2015, is defended at sea 
by a force that is a shell of its former self. 

The nuclear-powered battle cruiser Pyotr Veliky, flag ship of the Northern 
Fleet.
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The Russian aircraft carrier Admiral Kuznetsov, the only aircraft carrier in the 
Russian Navy.
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As a result, the Pacific Fleet was equipped with older, less 
effective vessels. For example, while the Northern and 
Baltic Fleets were armed with more modern Delta IV-class 
and Typhoon-class ballistic missile submarines (SSBNs), 
the Pacific Fleet only had six or seven Delta III-class 
SSBNs, boats which were built between 1974 and 1980. In 
fact, today the Russian Pacific Fleet still technically oper-
ates five of these older submarines, although it is believed 
that they rarely sail, as they are likely unfit for service. 
Given the Russian Navy’s recent history of submarine 
accidents, most notably the Kursk and Nerpa disasters, it 
is probable that the navy would not put them to sea for 
even short deployments. The picture is slightly better for 
the Pacific Fleet’s attack submarines, which are a mix of 
Kilo- and Akula-class vessels, however the newest vessel 
is about 17 years old. Above water, the Pacific Fleet’s main 
combatants are Udaloy- and Sovremenny-class destroyers 
which are of the same vintage as much of the submarine 
fleet and can be deployed for limited blue-water opera-
tions, but require ocean-going tugs and support ships for 
longer deployments. 

As the Russian Pacific Fleet wanes, other navies in the 
region have enhanced their blue-water capabilities, adding 
new submarines, frigates, destroyers and amphibious 
ships. While China is perhaps the most obvious example 
of an Asian state that has forged ahead with its naval ship-
building plans, South Korea and Japan have also brought 
impressive new technology to their fleets, such as amphibi-
ous helicopter carriers and Aegis-equipped destroyers. 
This development becomes important when we look at the 
current maritime disputes in the Asia-Pacific region. Russia 
has an ongoing dispute with Japan over the Kurile Islands, 
and other disputes, such as those in the South China Sea, 
have potential to disrupt peace and stability in the region. 
If the Russian Pacific Fleet is unable to dispatch warships 
on short notice to respond to regional crises or natural 
disasters, it will lose credibility as an Asian power. 

The lack of a credible Pacific naval presence is also curious 
when looked at against recent investments Moscow has 

made in the region. The Sakhalin-II project, for example, 
is a major new oil and gas project that is seen to be key to 
Russia expanding its share of the Asian energy market. The 
project taps into 1.2 billion barrels of oil and 18 trillion 
cubic feet of gas offshore in the Sea of Okhotsk and aims to 
export most of it to Asian markets where energy demand is 
expected to be greatest in the coming decades. Despite this 
investment into energy exports – the core of the Russian 
economy – little has been done to defend this region from 
the sea. In contrast, Brazil discovered vast new energy 
deposits off its coast and acted quickly to improve its naval 
capabilities, even looking at building South America’s first 
nuclear-powered submarine to defend these new assets. 

The decade ahead will be critical for Russia if it hopes to 
improve the state of its Pacific Fleet. In a recent op-ed in 
RIA Novosti, the state-owned news agency, retired Admiral 
Vyacheslav Popov, the former chief of the Northern Fleet, 
said the Russian Navy as a whole will face an existential 
threat in the near future. According to Popov, “[i]f things 
[poor funding and maintenance] remain as they are, 
we will have to mothball most ocean warships by 2015.” 
Popov’s comments are sure to worry naval planners who 
realize that the lost decade of the 1990s is now showing 
its full effect. Russia’s hollowed-out shipbuilding and naval 
research and development sectors have launched only 
one new vessel in the past decade, the Stereguschiy-class 
corvette, and there is debate as to whether it will meet its 
goal of producing 20 of the ships for its four fleets. This 
was likely the motivation behind Moscow’s announce-
ment that it intends to buy six Mistral-class amphibious 
ships from France, the largest-ever proposed arms sale 
from a NATO country to its former foe. Moscow has also 
not been able to meet its commitments for the refit of the 
Admiral Gorschkov carrier that was purchased by India. 
The repeated delays and increases in the price tag for the 
carrier has hurt relations with one of Moscow’s key arms 
buyers, and will cause other states to question Moscow’s 
ability to complete orders for future vessels. 

In Vladivostok, there will likely be further reductions 
to an already depleted fleet. Priority will be given to the 
Northern and Black Sea Fleets, and they will receive any 
new kit that is built or purchased in the next decade. As 
the Asia-Pacific region continues to grow in importance 
in world affairs, Russia is lagging behind, both on land 
with a dwindling population, and at sea with a weak and 
shrinking blue-water force. This lag will come at a great 
cost to the state, and will affect any notion of a Russian 
resurgence.

Christian Bedford is a senior analyst in the Office of the Asia-
Pacific Policy Advisor Maritime Forces Pacific Headquarters. 

Plain Talk:
Hard Questions for the
Shipbuilding Industry

Sharon Hobson

Sailors on board the guided-missile destroyer USS Stethem man the rails as the 
ship enters Vladivostok for a scheduled port visit, 7 May 2008. Stethem is one of 
seven Arleigh Burke-class destroyers assigned to the USN’s Destroyer Squadron 
15, operating out of Yokosuka, Japan. 
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Book Reviews
Understanding Modern Warfare, by David Jordan, 
James Kiras, David Lonsdale, Ian Speller, Christopher 
Tuck and C. Dale Walton, New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2008, ISBN 978-0-521-70038-2, 371 
pages, $39.99 USD

Reviewed by Dave Mugridge

Seldom does an academic textbook articulate as clearly 
and logically the complexities of modern warfare as 
this authoritative tome. Understanding Modern Warfare 
is a must for all students of defence or strategic studies, 
whether professional, military, academic or layman. Well 
written and sophisticated, it delivers a comprehensive 
digest of the amalgamated works from this impressive 
array of authors. Their success lays in the accessible 
manner in which they portray both the theory and the 
manner of modern war-fighting. Good, clear, concise 
language with well-made argument is the cornerstone of 
this valuable contribution to current research. 

The authors’ close links with both British and American 
military academies is evident from the outset. Speaking 
personally as a ‘dark blue’ graduate of the UK Defence 
Academy, I wish this book had been on my pre-course 
reading list as it brings together knowledgeable subject 
matter experts and a detailed bibliography to illustrate 
the components of joint warfare. I believe the quality of 
this book recommends itself to past, present and future 
graduates of any military staff college irrespective of their 
background.

The six chapters are individually well laid out and presented 
with informative tables and illustrations. Each of the 
authors conducts a thorough review of his subject area 
and their conclusions are applied to the future conduct of 
war-fighting in their environment. Wisely the publishers 
have avoided the temptation to follow the modern mili-
tary mantra of ‘effects-based operations,’ instead allowing 
the reader to appreciate the value that each military arm 
brings to the party.

The ‘revolution in military affairs’ (RMA) is intelligently 
handled by all, with a pleasing absence of the normal zeal 
which accompanies its very mention in stove-piped mili-
tary circles. The nexus between the successful adaptations 
of irregular warfare as a response to RMA is pertinent 
and will undoubtedly gain the approval of the warrior 
cadre and technophobes alike. After all, the revolution 
in military affairs is not the unqualified success that its 
advocates would suggest and at best Iraq and Afghanistan 

have shown there is a need to commit troops into combat; 
particularly in counter-insurgency campaigns. There will 
always be a need for boots on the ground, despite the 
success of the geek squad. 

My one critical observation of this book is the absence of 
a chapter on how modern warfare is inextricably linked 
with the delivery of national security and how it is but 
one part of the triangle (defence, diplomacy and devel-
opment). The authors do mention this link but given its 
importance, more could have been done to educate the 
reader, particularly given recent coalition failures in both 
Iraq and Afghanistan. We are all converts to the ideas of 
three-block warfare, the strategic corporal and the essen-
tial flexibility demanded of today’s deployed military 
personnel. The complexity of modern warfare demands 
more from its commanders and their political masters 
than ever before if a truly comprehensive approach to 
security is to be delivered.

To summarize, this well-researched and well-documented 
book will add to the reader’s understanding of defence, 
strategy, political, military interplay and the realities of 
modern combat. It achieves this through an intelligent 
appreciation of history, contemporary trends and future 
scenarios. The authors’ works could easily stand alone but 
complement each other so the value of the book is greater 
than the combined value of the individual chapters. 

To conclude, this book is a worthy if not essential addition 
to your bookshelf. I doubt any purchaser would not find 
it fascinating and informative. To christen it a condensed 
and portable staff course review would be parochial but 
still accurate. Unlike so many books published on warfare, 
I believe that it has the potential for further editions and 
the current contributors should be commended for their 
work to date. This book is ideal for those who value the 
joint-force approach to war-fighting but not slavish devo-
tion to it. For me its real value is that it allows readers 
to draw their own conclusions from the well-researched 
articles. 

Global Politics After 9/11: The Democratiya Interviews, 
edited by Alan Johnson, London: Foreign Policy 
Centre, 2007, 320 pages, ISBN 978-1-905883-11-5
Reviewed by Ann Griffiths

Why review a book about politics after 9/11 in the Cana-
dian Naval Review? Well, if military forces are instruments 
of a state’s foreign policy, then it would seem important 
that they know something of the foundations of that 
policy. Global Politics after 9/11 is an examination of the 
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underlying elements of Western – particularly American 
– foreign policy. It is a series of interviews conducted by 
Alan Johnson, the editor of Democratiya and a professor 
of political science. The interviewees are nine prominent 
leftist, and one prominent neo-conservative, writers, 
academics and activists from different institutions, intel-
lectual traditions, states and nationalities, including Brit-
ish, American, Egyptian and Iranian. 

The response to the events of 9/11 caused tremendous divi-
sion among representatives in the liberal-left camp. Leftists 
were bitterly divided about the invasions of Afghanistan 
and Iraq, and about the ‘war on terrorism’ in general. The 
reaction was confused and leftists argued amongst them-
selves about what path to take. Many found themselves in 
a position of knee-jerk anti-Americanism/anti-George W. 
Bush, others were very supportive of the idea of interven-
ing to promote human rights and democracy (but not of 
American unilateralism), and others uncomfortably and 
implicitly supported unsavoury regimes simply because 
the Bush administration opposed them. The division and 
confusion is referred to at one point as “the vacuum at the 
moral centre of the left today” and at another point the 
“unilateral intellectual disarmament on the part of many 
on the liberal-left.” 

Johnson asked each person the same series of questions 
in order to probe the perspectives of the left/progressives 
(and one neo-conservative) in the post-9/11 world. They 
were asked questions such as the following: How serious a 
threat is Islamism? How can Islamism be defeated? Is Islam 
compatible with democracy? Why are many leftists unable 
to see Islamism as a threat or to oppose it vigorously? Is 
there a naiveté built into liberal civilization? What is the 
meaning of the concepts ‘just war’ and ‘humanitarian 
intervention’? What are the agencies that should trigger 
such interventions? How should they be conducted? What 
drives US foreign policy? What lessons are to be learned 
from the intervention in Iraq? 

The answers to these questions are very interesting. The 
reader ends up with 10 different perspectives on these 
matters, none of which are definitive but all of which 
are fascinating. There are interesting discussions in the 
book about, among other things, the sources and threat 
of terrorism, the responsibilities of American power, the 
crisis in post-9/11 methods of waging war, civilizational 
challenges within the Muslim world, the conduct of war 
in Iraq, Islamic totalitarianism, the relationship between 
rights and security, and the role and elements of neo-
conservatism. 

The book does not include a concluding chapter to sum 
up or analyse what has been said in the interviews. This 

is appropriate, I think, because to synthesize the various 
perspectives would be to deny the most important point 
that this book illustrates – that in a democracy, these 
fundamental issues must always be debated. Political 
figures have to make foreign policy decisions, but the debate 
about first principles should never cease. The elements of 
a state’s foreign policy must be debated and updated as 
global threats and opportunities evolve. Global Politics 
after 9/11 is an interesting and illuminating examination 
of the tenets of Western foreign policy in the wake of a 
significant change in the geostrategic environment. 

Sir Samuel Hood and the Battle of the Chesapeake, 
by Colin Pengelly, Gainesville: University Press of 
Florida, 2009, ISBN 9780813033136, 251 pages
Reviewed by Jay White

Who rivals Nelson in the panoply of British naval gods? 
Possibly Viscount Samuel Hood (1724-1816), who Nelson 
himself called “the greatest sea-officer I ever knew.” 
Admiral Hood’s active service spanned three 18th century 
wars: the Seven Year War; the American Revolutionary 
War; and the Napoleonic War. He was the first of many 
Hoods who rose to prominence in the Royal Navy; so 
many that it is tricky to tell them apart. Samuel is the one 
whose namesake, HMS Hood, was the pride of Britain’s 
pre-Second World War fleet.

Colin Pengelly’s Sir Samuel Hood and the Battle of the 
Chesapeake focuses on naval action during the closing 
weeks of the American Revolution. Hood figured promi-
nently in the second Battle of the Capes in September 1781 
when a French fleet off the Virginia coast prevented the 
Royal Navy from relieving British forces at Yorktown. 
This failure is widely regarded as a turning point in the 
war. Although the battle itself was a draw, recrimina-
tions flew between Hood and his superior officer, Thomas 
Graves. Surprisingly, this book sides with Graves in the 
“Hood-Graves controversy,” although it offers insufficient 
evidence to close the debate. 

This was an age when empires were far-flung and the task 
of protecting them formidable. The stakes were so high 
that an admiral could – and in one case, famously did – 
face a firing squad for failing to press home the attack. 
While British tactics favoured engaging the enemy at all 
costs, for the French, an engagement avoided was a strate-
gic victory. Until Nelson, the scales of battle never tipped 
decisively toward one side or the other.

Like most of his contemporaries, Hood’s career included 
battles both won and lost. To be a successful admiral in 
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the 18th century required political acumen as much as 
seamanship skills. Those who achieved flag rank almost 
always fought a rear guard action at home to protect their 
interests and reputations against jealous rivals and schem-
ing foes. Wielding pen and cannon with equal vigour, 
Hood’s correspondence reveals a “carping and querulous 
character” (p. 6), “who could serve happily only in first 
place” (p. 55). Although “kind and generous to his family 
and friends, and understanding to his juniors” (p. 93), 
Hood “stressed duty and was severe on those who failed 
in it” (p. 5). The portrait of Hood that emerges, while 
less laudatory than one expects of a naval hero, probably 
captures more of the private man than he would have 
wished us to see.

With four decades of research under his belt, Pengelly 
knows his subject. But the book will disappoint scholars 
expecting a broader analysis based on a wide range of 
sources. The bibliography promises more than the cita-
tions deliver; too many endnotes (more than 70 of 285) 
contain bio-data with no sources specified. Secondary 
works by leading authorities are lightly referenced. The 
obligatory ‘other side of the hill’ chapter on French naval 
developments is virtually devoid of citations. 

Over-reliance on too few sources is the bane of every 
historian. In one early chapter, Commodore Hood arrives 
in Halifax as the newly appointed commissioner of the 
dockyard and finds that stores of oak for ship repairs are 
shockingly low. Pengelly blithely accepts Hood’s judge-
ment that corrupt local contractors were to blame. The 
author then reinforces the point with his own “damning 
commentary” toward the laxity of dockyard administra-
tors “in a continent where large tracts were covered in 
forests” (p. 24). What Pengelly (and presumably Hood) 
failed to realize was that native Nova Scotia oak was 
entirely unsuitable for shipbuilding purposes. As Julian 
Gwyn has pointed out elsewhere, the Navy Board consid-
ered North American hardwoods to be of inferior quality.1 
It was likely that the logistics of gathering timber under 
wilderness conditions contributed to supply problems on 
the Halifax station rather than corruption or poor admin-
istration. Gwyn’s book, not to mention R.G. Albion’s 
classic Forests and Sea Power (1926), would no doubt have 
been useful to Pengelly. 

Maps and diagrams are invaluable even to those intimately 
familiar with the tactics of 18th century naval warfare. 
How an academic publisher could allow a monograph 
of this kind to be so deficient in illustrations beggars 
belief. The only map, of the Chesapeake region, is dated 
1916 and shows railway lines! Numerous typos scattered 
throughout suggest other corners were cut in the editorial 

workflow. 

As “both an analysis of the engagement and a biogra-
phy of Admiral … Hood,” this book serves the former 
purpose better than the latter. One could wish for a fuller 
treatment of Hood’s other notable engagements, such as 
the blockade at Toulon, by Pengelly’s own admission “the 
most difficult” of Hood’s long career (p. 220). One could 
wish as well for a more in-depth analysis of French naval 
commanders, particularly Hood’s great nemesis, the 
Comte de Grasse, during operations in the West Indies. 
But this is perhaps asking too much of a book aimed at 
an American readership. That said, Sir Samuel Hood and 
the Battle of the Chesapeake should warm the cockles of 
armchair admirals who know the ins and outs of fighting 
sail.
Notes
1. 	 Julian Gwyn, Ashore and Afloat: The British Navy and the Halifax Naval 

Yard before 1820 (Ottawa: University of Ottawa Press, 2004), p. 169.

The 2010 Conference and 
AGM of the Naval Officers 
Association of Canada 
(NOAC) will be held in 
Halifax 1-4 July 2010.
The theme of the 2010 conference, hosted by 
the Nova Scotia NOA, is “Celebrate Our Past, 
Our Future.” The schedule will include meet-
ings/briefings and celebrating naval centennial 
events, the July 1 celebrations, the Nova Scotia 
International Tattoo and other activities. 

Additional conference information is available 
at www.noac-national.ca or www.nsnoa.ca 

Have you joined the 
discussion yet? 
Visit Broadsides, our online forum, and join the 
discussion about the navy, oceans, security and 
defence, maritime policy, and everything else. 
Visit http://naval.review.cfps.dal.ca/forum.php.
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The Canadian Naval Review will be holding its annual essay competition, the Bruce S. Oland Essay 
Competition, again in 2010. There will be two prizes for the best essays – a first prize of $1,000.00 
and a second prize of $500.00. The winning essays will be published in CNR. The first prize will be 
provided by Mr. Richard Oland in memory of his father Commodore Bruce S. Oland, and the second 
prize will be provided by the Centre for Foreign Policy Studies at Dalhousie University. 

Essays should relate to the following topics:

• 	contemporary and future Canadian naval policy; 
• 	Canadian maritime security; 
• 	Canadian naval operations;
• 	Canadian oceans policy.

If you have any questions about a particular topic, contact naval.review@dal.ca.

Submissions for the 2010 CNR Essay Competitions must 
be submitted to naval.review@dal.ca, by 20 June 2010. 
Essays are not to exceed 3,500 words. Longer submissions 
will be penalized in the adjudication process. All submis-
sions must be in electronic format and any accompanying 
photographs, images, or other graphics and tables must 
also be included as a separate file. Photographs obtained 
from the internet are not acceptable unless submitted in 
high-definition format.

Announcing the 2nd Canadian Naval 
Memorial Trust Essay Competition

The essays will be assessed by a panel of judges. The 
essays will be judged anonymously – at no point during 
the judging process will the judges know who the authors 
are. The decision of the judges is final. All authors will be 
notified of the judges’ decision within two months of the 
submission deadline. 

The Canadian Naval Memorial Trust Essay Competition prizes will be award  to the best and second 
best essays written on some aspect of Canadian naval history in the period 1910 to 1990. Essays 
should either examine the relevance of any lessons learned to contemporary situations or provide a 
fresh perspective on the origins, course and implications of some event or policy. 

Announcing the 4th

Bruce S. Oland Essay Competition
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Operation Podium 
and the 2010 
Olympics
By Lt(N) Peggy Kulmala, Maritime 
Component Public Affairs

In January 2010, one of the largest Canadian Forces domestic 
operations in history – Operation Podium – will unfold in and 
around Vancouver and Whistler, in support of the RCMP-led 
2010 Olympic security efforts. 

At any one point in time, the maritime component will have 
an Iroquois-class destroyer or Halifax-class frigate as well as 
multiple Kingston-class coastal defence vessels, Orca patrol 
vessels and a variety of small boats in the approaches to 
Vancouver Harbour and the city’s bustling inner waterways. 
Using sophisticated equipment, advanced software and 
expert sailor know-how, the vessels will conduct coordinated 
surveillance patrols, sharing vessel tracking information 
with the RCMP and other partners in the Olympic Marine 
Operations Centre. 
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