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Russia’s war in Ukraine has weakened its conventional forces in the short term, but
Moscow is simultaneously restructuring its northern military posture. The
modernization of the Northern Fleet and the reestablishment of the Leningrad
Military District in 2024 indicate long-term preparation for strategic competition
with NATO. As Finland and Sweden joined the alliance, the Barents Sea is
becoming an increasingly critical theater for deterrence stability in Europe’s High
North.

1. Introduction

Few areas on earth are affected by climate change in such a concrete way as the Arctic; Summer
sea ice has decreased by almost 40% since 1980, and the region is warming almost four times
faster than the world average. Because it provides the quickest air and sea routes connecting
North America, Europe, and Asia, the Arctic's geography already has and will have a long-
standing geopolitical significance for both the global west and east. With ice-free summers
expected to occur already within decades, the expectation of further tensions rising is a fact. The
only member of the Arctic Council possessing nuclear weapons that are frequently operating in
the arctic area is Russia, which occupies more than half of the Arctic coastline.

This strategic emphasis is also reflected in Russia’s broader conceptual approach to geography
and statecraft. In 2025, President Vladimir Putin proposed declaring 2027 the “Year of
Geography” and called for the establishment of a national Geography Museum, explicitly
highlighting the political importance of geographic knowledge. The initiative underscores how
geography is framed not merely as a scientific discipline, but as a tool for strengthening state
identity, territorial awareness, and strategic thinking. In this context, the Arctic—and particularly
the Barents region—emerges not as a peripheral space, but as a central component of Russia’s
geopolitical vision.

Few regions have therefore gained as much strategic relevance in European security debates as
the High North. At the center of this evolving geopolitical landscape lies the Barents Sea, a
maritime space that connects the North Atlantic to the Arctic Ocean and hosts some of the most
critical components of Russia’s military power. The Kola Peninsula, bordering the Barents Sea,
is home to the Northern Fleet and the majority of Russia’s sea-based nuclear deterrent, making
the region indispensable for Moscow’s second-strike capability and broader strategic posture. As
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global attention increasingly shifts toward great-power competition, the Barents Sea is no longer
a peripheral region, but a central arena in the balance of power between Russia and NATO.

Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 has significantly altered the European security
environment, prompting NATO enlargement and renewed focus on collective defense. While the
war has imposed considerable strain on Russia’s conventional ground forces, it has not
diminished the long-term strategic importance Moscow assigns to the Arctic and the High North.
On the contrary, Russia has continued to modernize its Northern Fleet, invest in advanced
maritime and nuclear capabilities, and reorganize its military command structure.

What the layperson easily tends to forget in the context of national defense, when thinking of a
hypothetical future attack from Russia towards the West, is that Russia’s military doctrine is not
interested in invading specific countries per se. Russia’s interests leans towards its strategic
chokepoints also tied to its historical sea routs; The Arctic from The Kola Peninsula and mainly
to the White Sea, The Baltic from S:t Petersburg to Kaliningrad and the Black Sea, through the
Crimean peninsula, which has been at the heart of Russia’s war in Ukraine since 2014.

A key element of this restructuring is the reestablishment of the Leningrad Military District and
the integration of the Northern Fleet under its command, formalized by Presidential Decree No.
141 on February 26, 2024. These measures signal Moscow’s intention to strengthen operational
readiness along its northwestern frontier in response to NATO’s expansion. These developments
coincide with NATO’s own transformation in the region. The accession of Finland and Sweden
has fundamentally reshaped the alliance’s northern flank, extending NATO’s border with Russia
and integrating the Arctic and Baltic theaters into a more unified strategic space. As a result, the
Barents Sea has become an increasingly important focal point for deterrence stability,
operational planning, and long-term strategic competition in Europe. Recent strategic analyses
further emphasize that the Arctic is entering a new phase of geopolitical competition shaped by
shifting great-power dynamics. A 2024 GMF study highlights how Russia’s growing economic
and political dependence on China is deepening cooperation between the two actors in the Arctic,
including in maritime operations, infrastructure, and technological domains. Even if the Sino-
Russian cooperation is essential for the Russian war effort, this paper will concentrate on the
Russian strategic perspective.

By assessing seven (7) academic papers and institutional analysis around the High North, the
backbone of this paper consists of bringing forth their core conclusions and putting them into
context for a Finnish audience. In my article, these conclusions are supported with qualitative
European, American and Russian journalistic sources, mainly from the last 1 – 4 years. Adding
these topical journalistic sources helps bringing in more comprehensive grassroot examples of
the Russian doctrinal and strategic implications brought forward. Therefore, this geopolitical
paper aims to be readable both for a professional audience and the lay public, without turning
into an overly academic literature review.

This paper argues that although Russia’s conventional capabilities have been weakened in the
short term by the war in Ukraine, Moscow is simultaneously undertaking essential structural
military reforms in the High North that point to long-term preparation for renewed confrontation
with NATO. The modernization of the Northern Fleet, continued investment in advanced
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undersea capabilities and the reestablishment of the Leningrad Military District reflect a strategic
effort to preserve Russia’s nuclear bastion and reinforce its position in the Barents Sea.
Consequently, the region is emerging as a critical theater for assessing future security dynamics
on NATO’s northern flank and the broader trajectory of European defense in the coming decades.
This will involve especially Finland, but also the rest of the Nordic and Baltic states around
questions of security and defense in an increasing manner.

The majority of Russia's nuclear second-strike capabilities is housed in the Northern Fleet, which
is based on the Kola Peninsula, at Severomorsk. Moscow's impending updated Arctic Strategy
and its 2022 Maritime Doctrine emphasize the Northern Sea Route (NSR), hydrocarbon
extraction, and enhanced naval defense as primary objectives. The Maritime Doctrine argues that
Russia must “raise the combat potential and develop the bases of the Northern Fleet” and
“enforce control over activities of foreign navies in the waters of the NSR.” In addition, the
Kremlin's new long-term maritime strategy calls for an ambitious 25-year modernization
program, and the doubling of active land troops over the next 10 years is meant to offset NATO's
strengthened position in the wake of Finland and Sweden's admission in 2023. Together with the
deeply rooted Russian general perception that the threat always comes from the west and now
specifically, that NATO is transforming the Arctic into a "conflict zone" is the basis for both
proposals. By defining the NSR as internal waters rather than an international strait, Moscow is
also attempting to gain de facto sovereignty over the region. A expanding fleet of nuclear
icebreakers and Arctic-adapted patrol boats support the country's increasingly forceful legal
stance, which now requires foreign ships to request permission to pass.

So far, the war in Ukraine is hindering the expansion of the Russian Armed Forces and its
military presence in the Arctic area, with the majority of Russian ground forces assigned to the
conflict. Despite the conflict, Russia has continued to reorganize its troops in accordance with
the armed forces reform, such as growing its Arctic brigades into divisions. From both a tactical
and strategic standpoint, the Russian reform is significant.

2. Russia’s Military Core in the Barents Sea

Russia’s military posture in the Barents Sea is shaped by a combination of strategic deterrence
requirements, economic interests in Arctic resources, and the protection of the Northern Sea
Route (NSR). Russia will also work to safeguard its sovereignty in the Arctic and strengthen its
Arctic capabilities.

These priorities are also explicitly reflected in official Russian statements. In November 2025,
President Vladimir Putin has described the tasks facing Russia in the Arctic as “historical,”
emphasizing the need to systematically strengthen the country’s position in the region and fully
develop its logistical and economic potential. This includes continued investment in icebreaker
fleets, infrastructure, and the expansion of the Northern Sea Route as a key transport corridor. At
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the same time, Russian officials maintain that Arctic policy is not inherently confrontational, but
that Moscow will defend its interests and respond to external pressure if necessary.

At the same time, Russia’s ambitions for the NSR are increasingly shaped by the constraints of
Western sanctions. A 2025 assessment found that nearly one third of all vessels operating along
the NSR were part of Russia’s so-called “shadow fleet,” with around 100 sanctioned ships using
the route—many of them aging, poorly insured, and lacking proper ice classification. This
development suggests that Russia’s vision of the NSR as a globally integrated commercial
corridor has, at least in the short term, been replaced by a more isolated and sanction-driven
logistical system. At the same time, reduced transparency in shipping data further complicates
monitoring and increases operational and environmental risks in the Arctic. Russia has said that
it intends to improve the organization and combat preparedness of its military forces, as well as
its base and transit infrastructure in the Arctic area.

2.1 The Nuclear Bastion: Strategic Logic, Signaling, and Operational Reality

At the heart of Russia’s military posture in the High North lies the protection of its sea-based
nuclear deterrent. The Kola Peninsula and the adjacent Barents Sea host the Northern Fleet and a
substantial share of Russia’s strategic naval forces, making the area central to Moscow’s second-
strike survivability and overall strategic stability. RAND’s assessment is explicit: from a military
standpoint, Russia’s top priority in the High North is to bolster and protect its strategic deterrent,
a priority that has only gained importance amid heightened confrontation with NATO since 2022.

This logic is commonly described as the “bastion” concept: the creation of a defensible maritime
sanctuary—protected by layered air, surface, and undersea capabilities—intended to ensure that
Russia’s SSBN (Ship, Submersible, Ballistic, Nuclear) force can survive a crisis and retaliate if
required. While the concept has Cold War origins, its contemporary relevance has sharpened as
Moscow perceives greater operational pressure in the northwestern direction. Finland and
Sweden’s NATO accession, in particular, has more than doubled Russia’s land border with the
alliance, reinforcing the Kremlin’s sense that the High North can no longer be treated as
strategically insulated.

Russia’s renewed emphasis on the bastion is visible not only in posture and exercises, but also in
official strategic messaging. In April 2025, President Vladimir Putin publicly discussed a long-
term naval development strategy extending to 2050, indicating sustained prioritization of
maritime power and modernization beyond the immediate war context. This long-horizon
planning matters analytically: it supports the argument that—even if conventional forces are
currently strained—Russia’s leadership is signaling that strategic naval capabilities, including
those relevant to the Northern Fleet, remain protected programs.

Doctrinal and policy documents reinforce the same direction. Russia’s 2022 Maritime Doctrine
elevates the Arctic’s status and stresses naval development and protection of national interests at
sea. Multiple Western analyses of the doctrine emphasize its implications for future competition
in the Arctic and the Northern Sea Route. For analytical purposes, the key takeaway is not
rhetorical ambition, but institutional alignment: maritime strategy, territorial claims, and force
development are formally integrated under a long-term Russian Arctic framework.
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Recent high-profile reporting helps illustrate how deterrence signaling interacts with this bastion
logic. In late 2025, Putin announced a successful test related to the Poseidon nuclear-powered
underwater system—framed by Russian messaging as a strategic deterrent capability and treated
internationally as part of Moscow’s broader nuclear signaling. Regardless of the system’s
ultimate operational utility, the episode highlights a recurring pattern: Russia uses headline
strategic systems and tests to reinforce the perceived credibility of its deterrent at moments of
political-military tension, including in theaters linked to the Northern Fleet.

Operationally, the bastion concept relies on a multi-domain defensive architecture. It relies on air
and missile defense, anti-submarine warfare (ASW) capabilities, coastal defense systems, and
undersea infrastructure, all intended to complicate NATO’s ability to track or threaten SSBN
patrols.

A key component of this architecture is Russia’s expanding network of Arctic radar systems,
designed to provide early warning and enhance situational awareness across the northern
approaches. The deployment of Rezonans-NE radar complexes—capable of detecting
aerodynamic targets at distances of up to 600 kilometers and ballistic missiles at over 1,000
kilometers—forms part of a broader effort to monitor airspace and track potential threats.
Additional systems, such as the Sopka-2 radar, further contribute to integrated airspace
surveillance and data transmission to air defense networks. Distributed across key Arctic
locations, including the Kola Peninsula and Novaya Zemlya, these systems reinforce Russia’s
ability to secure its nuclear bastion through layered detection and early warning capabilities. At
the same time, the Arctic operating environment imposes severe constraints: vast distances,
extreme weather, and infrastructure limitations shape what is feasible for both Russia and NATO.
These environmental factors function simultaneously as shield and vulnerability.

An often-overlooked component of this layered defense is Russia’s development of seabed-based
surveillance systems in the Barents Sea. The so-called Harmony” network—reportedly
consisting of sonar arrays, sensors, and underwater infrastructure—aims to detect and track
foreign submarines operating near Russia’s strategic bastion. By enhancing situational awareness
below the surface, such systems are intended to protect the movement and deployment of
ballistic missile submarines and reduce NATO’s ability to monitor them. At the same time,
reliance on covertly acquired Western technology for key components highlights structural
weaknesses in Russia’s defense-industrial base, raising questions about long-term sustainability
under sanctions.

CEPA’s analysis of Arctic defense using uncrewed capabilities, emphasizes how these
conditions affect every aspect of capability development and the value of domain awareness—
while warning that integration of new systems in the High North is difficult, expensive, and often
slow. Larger technological and doctrinal changes are often slow due to the simple aspect of
human nature: it’s easier to react to a concrete or radical change of scenery, than to be proactive
against something that may happen in the future. Institutional and technological adaptation in
military organizations tends to occur gradually, often in response to concrete operational
pressures rather than anticipated future challenges. In this case, for Europe and NATO to seek
larger advancing and development of winterized drones on both air, land and sea, it is likely to
develop alongside the tensions rise in the Arctic.
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Russia is deploying sophisticated long-range, both surface-to-surface and air-to-surface missiles
(e.g., Kh-101, 3M-14 Kalibr, Kh-47M2 Kinzhal) capable of targeting European and Arctic
locations airspace, and territorial waters from the Kola Peninsula, The White Sea, Karelia, Ingria
and Kaliningrad, which all are part of Russia’s Leningrad Military district concentrating on
Europe. These capabilities are intended to enhance the Bastion Defense concept by augmenting
deep attack options and creating more threat vectors against NATO. The expanding of the North
Atlantic Treaty Organization into Russia’s Achilles’ heel towards its Western part and especially
towards the Barents Sea highlights the High North, that before was defined by the lack of
military tensions. Up in the Eurasian High North there is a reason for Europe to hold its eyes
open, as strategic chokepoints emerge. Consequently, it is imperative for Western analysts and
strategists to reevaluate the spatial and operational roles of the Bastion concept.

A second, increasingly important layer is the gray-zone and hybrid dimension surrounding Arctic
access, communications, and infrastructure. Hybrid CoE’s January 2026 assessment highlights
that hybrid threats observed in the Arctic include sabotage of communication and sensor cables,
GPS jamming, intelligence gathering, and the use of civilian or multipurpose assets for strategic
positioning. For Russia, maintaining situational awareness and informational advantage in the
Barents region is inseparable from protecting the bastion itself. Maintaining the resiliency of the
demography and the infrastructure in the maritime domain—areas where civilian-military
overlap can be strategically leveraged is a key concern for the Kremlin.

Finally, escalation dynamics in the High North differ from those on NATO’s eastern land
frontier. RAND’s work suggests that—even amid heightened threat perceptions—Russia may be
disinclined to escalate the situation further in the Arctic. The High North lacks the type of
territorial flashpoints that have historically driven rapid escalation elsewhere (ex. Ukraine).
However, perceptions remain decisive: sudden or large-scale changes in allied posture could be
interpreted as direct challenges to core deterrent infrastructure, thereby increasing escalation
risks.

In sum, the nuclear bastion remains the conceptual and operational anchor of Russia’s High
North strategy. Even while conventional forces are strained by the war in Ukraine, Moscow’s
long-term naval planning, doctrinal emphasis on Arctic maritime interests, and periodic strategic
signaling underscore that second-strike survivability in the Barents Sea retains disproportionate
importance. For NATO, the analytical implication is clear: actions perceived as threatening the
bastion will carry strategic weight beyond their immediate military scale, making the Barents Sea
a central theater for deterrence stability on the alliance’s northern flank. The “European Arctic”
is going to define further joint defense planning and military doctrine, not only within NATO,
but within the Nordic community.
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2.2 Structural Reform and the Reestablishment of the Leningrad Military
District

One of the most consequential organizational changes in Russia’s force posture in the High
North since 2022 has been the abolition of the Northern Fleet Joint Strategic Command as a
stand-alone military district and its integration into a re-established Leningrad Military District
(LMD). This restructuring reflects Moscow’s recalibration of command structures in response to
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shifting threat perceptions, particularly following NATO enlargement and the accession of
Finland and Sweden to the alliance.

Before these reforms, the Northern Fleet had been granted military district status in 2021,
elevating its organizational standing and giving it broad administrative authority across key
Arctic federal subjects, including Arkhangelsk and Murmansk oblasts and the Nenets
Autonomous Okrug. The 2021 change was widely interpreted as recognition of the fleet’s
strategic importance in the Arctic and a step toward greater integration of naval and land forces
in the High North.

Defense Minister Sergey Shoigu recommended re-establishing the Leningrad Military District
alongside the Moscow Military District in December 2022, and Deputy Chief of the General
Staff Yevgeny Burdinsky confirmed this decision in June 2023. The main reason for the Russian
Defense Ministers recommendation, was the direct implications of the Special Military
Operation in Ukraine, that began on February 24th, 2022. Within months after the beginning of
the full-scale invasion, the need for both improving the structure of the military branches of the
Russian Armed Forces and restructuring the operational military commands for both training and
employing larger military units became evident.

Shoigu proposed ten new divisions in total; five artillery, two air assault and three motorized
infantry formations (with two of the latter to be stationed in the Zaporozhye and Kherson
Regions). Alongside these ten divisions, he also spoke about the ambitious plans establishing
three operational commands of aviation divisions, one fighter and eight bomber aviation
regiments and six army aviation brigades in the Russian Aerospace Forces. The current brigades
would then be used as the basis for deploying another seven motorized infantry and five marine
infantry divisions.

The re-establishment of both districts was officially motivated from the Russian side with
“NATO’s plans to beef up”, referring to Finland’s and Sweden’s active internal political debate
about joining the alliance, which resulted in both countries seeking NATO-membership from
May 2022. From a western perspective, the rational fear (source) caused by Russia’s full-scale
invasion of Ukraine led the Nordic states to abandon their historical neutrality in favor for
additional security, as power politics resurfaced in Europe at a larger scale for the first time since
the Second World War.

However, on 26 February 2024, President Vladimir Putin signed a presidential decree (No. 141)
formally re-creating the Leningrad Military District and the Moscow Military District,
effectively abolishing the Western Military District and folding the Northern Fleet’s territory and
forces under the LMD’s command. The reorganization took effect on 1 March 2024 and was
explicitly justified by Russian leadership as a response to the expansion of NATO’s borders
following Finland’s NATO accession and Sweden’s pending accession.

The newly reconstituted LMD encompasses a much larger span of territory than in its pre-2010
configuration, including federal subjects stretching from Karelia and Komi in the northwest to
Kaliningrad in the southwest, as well as Murmansk, Arkhangelsk and the Nenets Autonomous
Okrug at the Western Russian arctic shores. This expansion reflects a strategic logic that treats
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Russia’s northwestern Eurasian periphery not as a collection of isolated theaters but as a
contiguous operational direction, requiring unified command and control over ground, air, and
naval forces.

A key implication of this administrative overhaul is that the Northern Fleet no longer
functions as a separate territorial military district, but rather as a subordinate component of
the Leningrad Military District. This means that the ground forces previously tied to the fleet’s
independent command structure now fall firmly under the LMD, improving integration between
naval and army units along the border with NATO states, particularly Finland and Norway.

Russian officials have linked the restructuring to the need for “retaliatory measures” against
NATO build-up near Russia’s borders. Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu stated that the creation of
new districts was driven by the enlargement of NATO and the requirement “to create an
appropriate grouping of troops in Northwest Russia.”

Scholarly analysis (RAND, BELFER CENTER, FIIA, FINNISH MILITARY REVIEW 2026
etc.) supports the view that these reforms are not merely administrative but reflect an
evolving strategic emphasis on integrated defense of the northwestern flank. By subsuming
the Arctic-focused Northern Fleet into a larger district spanning to the Baltic region, Moscow
signals that it views the High North not as a standalone theater with a unique command, but as
part of a broader strategic direction that includes the Finnish and Baltic fronts. This aligns with
broader assessments that post-Ukraine war reform priorities include ensuring unity of command
and logistical coherence across adjacent operational areas.

The restructuring also has implications for force generation and doctrinal orientation. With land
forces of the former Northern Fleet now under LMD command, traditional ground force reform
trends—such as the transformation of brigades into divisions and the reinforcement of
mechanized units—are now likely to occur under a command structure that is more directly
focused on potential large-scale operations against NATO members. Indeed, recent reporting
indicates that units along the northwest border—such as the 200th Motorised Rifle Brigade in
Pechenga—have been reorganized into division-level formations as part of this broader strategic
buildup.

At a broader level, the return to Soviet-era military district architecture carries symbolic as well
as practical meaning. The revival of LMD and the parallel creation of the Moscow Military
District suggest a partial rollback of the extensive military reforms of the 2010s, which
consolidated multiple historic districts into the Western Military District in an effort to
streamline command structures. The 2024 decree thus represents both a strategic and cultural
shift in Russia’s military-administrative thinking.

The reorganization also aligns with Russian doctrine emphasizing whole-of-theater
defense and asymmetric approaches to confront perceived NATO advantages. By unifying land,
air, and naval assets under the Leningrad Military District, Moscow gains the ability to
coordinate operations faster, share logistics more efficiently, and apply lessons from the ongoing
conflict in Ukraine to force posture along its northwestern approaches.
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In sum, the reestablishment of the Leningrad Military District and the absorption of the Northern
Fleet into its command reflect Moscow’s strategic prioritization of integrated defense along an
expansive northwestern axis. This structural reform not only responds to NATO’s enlargement
but embeds the High North more deeply into Russia’s broader force posture — diminishing the
institutional separateness of Arctic forces and enhancing operational coherence with adjacent
theaters along the alliance’s northern flank.

3. From Attrition to Reconstitution: Russia After the War in
Ukraine

Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine has imposed severe strain on its conventional land forces.
Personnel losses, equipment attrition, and the diversion of resources toward immediate
battlefield needs have significantly hollowed out several units, including Arctic-capable ground
formations. The Finnish Military Intelligence Review 2026 notes that Russia has redeployed
personnel and equipment from the High North to Ukraine, weakening certain land-based
components in the region. However, this short-term degradation should not be conflated with
long-term strategic deprioritization.

RAND’s assessment underscores a key analytical distinction: while Russia has temporarily
diverted attention and resources toward Ukraine, its overarching strategic objectives in the High
North remain intact. The Arctic continues to serve three enduring purposes for Moscow:

 Protection of strategic nuclear assets, especially in the Kola peninsula
 Safeguarding economic infrastructure and the Northern Sea Route
 Maintaining great-power status in a geopolitically sensitive domain

In this sense, Russia’s posture in the High North must be understood as more strategically
patient rather than abandoned.

3.1 Institutional Learning and Force Regeneration

A central question for NATO planners is not whether Russia is currently weaker in conventional
terms — it is — but how Moscow intends to regenerate combat power once the war in Ukraine
stabilizes or concludes.

The Russian military has historically demonstrated a capacity for adaptation following
operational setbacks, most notably after the 2008 war in Georgia. The reforms that followed
reshaped force structure, professionalization, and readiness. CNA’s detailed assessment of the
Western Military District prior to 2022 shows that between 2013 and 2019 Russia undertook
deep structural reforms to improve readiness and offensive capability along its western frontier.
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That reform cycle provides a historical template for post-Ukraine regeneration. CNA’s report
points towards the following entities, considering Moscow’s again shifting toward structural
expansion:

 Reintroduction of division-level formations
 Expansion of mobilization reserves
 Increased production of drones and precision-guided munitions
 Continued investment in long-range strike systems

Again, RAND’s paper highlights that the extent of reinvestment in the High North following the
war will serve as a key litmus test for Russia’s long-term intentions. If Moscow restores Arctic-
capable units and strengthens infrastructure on the Kola Peninsula, it will signal that the High
North remains central to its force posture beyond the immediate Ukrainian theater.

Emerging evidence suggests that such reconstitution is already underway. One of the clearest
indicators of this trend is the construction of new permanent military infrastructure near NATO’s
northern border. Satellite imagery analyzed on different occasions in 2025 shows that Russia is
building a new garrison in Kandalaksha, in the Murmansk region, intended to host an artillery
brigade and associated engineer units. This represents the first concrete evidence of a sustained
increase in troop presence along the Finnish border, with the site transitioning from a storage
area into an operational military base. The satellite imagery from 2025 indicates a thorough
renewal of military infrastructure near the Finnish border, including Arctic-capable forces. The
local reporting suggest that Russia is reactivating and upgrading a Soviet-era garrison in
Petrozavodsk, located in Karelia near the Finnish border. The site is reportedly being prepared to
support new troop formations, including expanded barracks, training facilities, and logistical
infrastructure. Such investments suggest that Russia is not only replacing battlefield losses, but
reconstituting the institutional foundations required for sustained military presence along its
NATO-facing frontier. At the same time, regional assessments emphasize that these
developments should not be interpreted as sudden or unexpected escalation. Finnish Defence
Minister Antti Häkkänen has stated that recent satellite imagery showing Russian base
construction near the Finnish border contains “nothing surprising or dramatic,” noting that such
reforms had been anticipated and are being closely monitored. This perspective reflects a broader
understanding among Nordic states that Russia’s force buildup is part of a longer-term
restructuring process rather than an immediate prelude to offensive action. As such, the
challenge for NATO lies not in reacting to isolated developments, but in adapting to a gradual
and sustained shift in the regional balance.

External assessments from NATO states point in a similar direction. Denmark’s Joint Arctic
Command has warned that Russia is likely to redirect military attention toward the High North
once the war in Ukraine stabilizes or concludes. Such assessments reflect growing concern
among Arctic NATO members that the current degradation of Russian forces is temporary rather
than structural. In this view, the High North is expected to regain prominence in Russian force
planning as part of a broader post-war reconstitution process.

Importantly, regeneration does not imply a return to pre-2022 structures. Lessons from Ukraine
— particularly regarding drone warfare, electronic warfare, and distributed command structures
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— are likely to be institutionalized. This process of institutionalization is already underway. In
November 2025, Russia formally announced the creation of “Unmanned Systems Forces” as a
separate branch of its armed forces, dedicated to the integration and deployment of drone-based
capabilities. The initiative, first proposed by President Vladimir Putin earlier the same year,
reflects the growing centrality of unmanned systems in modern warfare and Russia’s effort to
standardize and expand their use across all domains.

One of the most recent papers on around the topic, Hybrid CoE’s analysis emphasizes in detail
how Russia integrates military and non-military instruments, including information warfare and
infrastructure pressure into a broader strategic toolkit. This suggests that regeneration in the High
North will likely be multidimensional rather than purely conventional.
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Image: Finnish Military Intelligence Review 2026, page 9.

3.2 Escalation Logic in the High North

A common concern is whether a regenerated Russian force posture in the High North increases
the likelihood of military confrontation with NATO. Here, nuance is essential because of the



history of the High North, the highly technologically dependent theatre especially both at sea and
air and finally, because it international relevance between east and west-

RAND’s escalation analysis concludes that the High North, while no longer a low-tension area,
does not inherently generate the same flashpoints as Eastern Europe. The absence of contested
borders comparable to Ukraine or the Baltic states reduces the probability of accidental
escalation. The only real exception, due to the unique legal boundaries of the Svalbard Treaty
marks a potential strategic hotspot. However, escalation risk is not eliminated; it is shaped by
perception.

A frequently discussed scenario illustrating these dynamics is the Norwegian archipelago of
Svalbard, which has emerged as a potential “pressure point” in NATO’s northern flank. Due to
its demilitarized status under the 1920 Svalbard Treaty and the absence of permanent military
forces, the islands could be vulnerable to a rapid fait accompli operation or gray-zone
intervention. Analysts have warned that a limited Russian operation—potentially framed as the
protection of Russian citizens or interests—could create a dilemma for NATO between
escalation and political fragmentation. Beyond the local context, such a scenario could have
wider strategic consequences, including disruption of satellite infrastructure and maritime access
routes critical to the alliance. Recent developments also point to an expanding Russian presence
in sensitive Arctic locations through formally civilian channels. In October 2025, the Russian
Geographical Society—an organization closely linked to the Kremlin and the Russian defense
establishment—opened a new office in Barentsburg on the Svalbard archipelago. While
officially dedicated to scientific, educational, and cultural activities, the initiative reflects a
broader effort to strengthen Russia’s presence in strategically significant areas of the Arctic.
While geographically distinct from the Barents Sea bastion area, Svalbard highlights how
peripheral Arctic spaces can be used to indirectly challenge NATO’s northern deterrence
architecture.

Scenario-based assessments from Western analysts further highlight the potential for limited,
localized operations in the High North. A 2026 analysis by The Arctic Council, cited by Finnish
media identifies Svalbard as the most plausible target for a rapid Russian operation, with
alternative scenarios including the Åland Islands in the Baltic Sea.

Recent airspace violations further illustrate how tensions in the High North are evolving below
the threshold of open conflict. In late 2025, Russian aircraft violated Norwegian airspace on
multiple occasions, marking the first such incidents in over a decade and coinciding with similar
violations across several NATO countries. These incursions are widely interpreted as signaling
behavior rather than preparation for direct confrontation, reflecting a pattern of calibrated
military pressure.

Two variables are particularly important:

1. NATO force posture shifts – Sudden or large-scale deployments near Russian strategic
infrastructure could be interpreted as attempts to threaten the nuclear bastion.

2. Hybrid incidents and infrastructure disruptions – Undersea cables, energy
infrastructure, and satellite navigation systems in the Arctic are vulnerable. Hybrid CoE
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analysis documents previous patterns of sabotage, surveillance, and gray-zone activity in
Arctic waters.

The High North is therefore unlikely to become a primary offensive theater — but it may
become a space for calibrated signaling and coercive pressure for a long time to come.
Assessments from frontline military commanders reinforce this interpretation. The commander
of Finland’s Jaeger Brigade has described Russia as unpredictable but stated that he does not
expect actions exceeding the threshold of NATO’s Article 5 in the High North in the near term.
At the same time, he noted that Russia is actively strengthening its ground forces on the Kola
Peninsula, including a transition from brigade- to division-level structures.

3.3 Economic Constraints and War Economy Effects

Russia’s war economy has reoriented industrial output toward military production. While
sanctions and battlefield attrition have constrained certain high-tech sectors, defense-industrial
mobilization has accelerated production of drones, artillery systems, and missile platforms.

The long-term question is whether this war economy can simultaneously sustain the:

 Reconstruction of land forces
 Naval modernization
 Arctic infrastructure development

RAND’s assessment implies that prioritization choices will matter. If resources are limited,
Moscow may prioritize strategic deterrent assets and high-impact signaling systems over large-
scale conventional expansion in the Arctic. This reinforces a key argument of this paper: even if
conventional ground forces remain weakened in the short term, Russia’s commitment to
preserving and modernizing its nuclear deterrent infrastructure in the Barents region is unlikely
to diminish.

At the same time, Russia has progressively withdrawn from key frameworks of regional
cooperation in the Arctic. In November 2025, Moscow formally terminated its participation in
the Barents Euro-Arctic agreement on emergency prevention and response, ending one of the last
remaining institutional mechanisms for practical cross-border cooperation in the region. This
step follows its earlier withdrawal from the Barents Euro-Arctic Council in 2023, marking a
broader trend of disengagement from multilateral Arctic governance. Taken together, these
developments suggest that the Arctic is transitioning from a space of cooperative governance to
one of managed competition and strategic separation. Also, the decision to withdraw from the
European Convention for the Prevention of Torture in August 2025 reflects a wider pattern of
legal and political decoupling from European governance structures that has accelerated since
2022.

The trajectory emerging from post-Ukraine reconstitution is neither collapse nor unchecked
expansion. It is selective regeneration.

Russia is likely to:
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 Restore core capabilities along its northwestern frontier
 Protect and modernize nuclear and naval assets
 Integrate lessons from Ukraine into a larger Arctic doctrine
 The increased use of hybrid tools to shape the security environment below the threshold

of war

For NATO, this means that deterrence in the High North must account not only for current
Russian weaknesses but for future structural adaptation.

4. Implications for NATO’s Northern Flank: Toward Integrated
Deterrence in the High North

Russia’s structural reforms, nuclear bastion prioritization, and post-Ukraine regeneration
trajectory have direct implications for NATO’s northern flank. The accession of Finland (2023)
and Sweden (2024) has fundamentally altered the alliance’s geostrategic map, transforming what
was previously a patchwork of national defense systems into a contiguous NATO operational
space stretching from the High North to the Baltic Sea.

FIIA:s analysis characterizes this emerging reality as NATO’s “extended frontline,” consisting of
three interconnected subregions: the European Arctic, the Baltic Sea, and the Black Sea. For the
northern flank specifically, the significance lies in integration. The High North can no longer be
treated as a peripheral maritime theater; it is now structurally linked to Baltic defense planning
and the alliance’s broader deterrence posture.

4.1 The Arctic–Baltic Continuum

The reestablishment of the Leningrad Military District signals that Moscow views its
northwestern strategic direction as a single operational axis. NATO must therefore avoid
conceptual fragmentation. The Arctic and Baltic theaters are no longer separable domains;
airspace, maritime access, and land borders form a continuous strategic space.

Finland’s 1,340-kilometer border with Russia dramatically expands the alliance’s exposure to
Russian land forces. At the same time, Sweden’s integration enhances NATO’s ability to control
key maritime and air corridors in the Baltic Sea. The result is a rebalancing of military geometry:
Russia’s former strategic depth in the northwest has narrowed, while NATO’s operational access
has expanded.

However, this transformation also creates new vulnerabilities. FIIA warns that the relationship
between exposed frontline states and better-protected rear-area allies will shape NATO’s internal
cohesion. If northern deterrence is perceived as a regional responsibility rather than an alliance-
wide priority, asymmetries in burden-sharing may emerge.
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4.2 Deterrence and the Nuclear Bastion

NATO’s posture in the High North must be calibrated against Russia’s bastion logic. As Section
2 demonstrated, the Barents Sea is central to Moscow’s second-strike survivability. Actions
perceived as threatening SSBN patrol areas or undersea infrastructure may carry disproportionate
escalation risk.

RAND’s analysis suggests that Russia may be disinclined to escalate crises confined solely to the
High North, but that sudden or transformative allied posture changes could alter threat
perceptions. This implies that deterrence should emphasize credibility and resilience rather than
dramatic force demonstrations.

A balanced approach would involve:

 Sustained maritime domain awareness
 Reinforcement of air and missile defense in Nordic territory
 Undersea infrastructure protection
 Clear signaling of defensive intent

The objective should not be to challenge the bastion directly, but to ensure that it does not
translate into coercive leverage. At the same time, Russia has signaled a willingness to use naval
assets to protect its sanction-evading “shadow fleet,” particularly in Arctic and northern maritime
routes. Reports indicate that more than 50 such tankers have transited along the Norwegian coast
toward Murmansk in recent months, many operating under opaque ownership structures and in
tension with international maritime regulations. By hinting at naval protection for these vessels,
Moscow blurs the line between economic activity and military escort operations, potentially
increasing the risk of friction with NATO forces operating in the same maritime space. In such
scenarios, routine maritime monitoring or sanctions enforcement operations risk being
interpreted as direct interference with Russian strategic interests.

4.3 Force Structure and Nordic Integration

The regeneration of Russian land forces under the Leningrad Military District places renewed
emphasis on ground defense along NATO’s northern border. While current Russian ground units
in the High North are weakened, CNA’s pre-2022 assessment of the Western Military District
demonstrates that Moscow has historically prioritized offensive-capable combined-arms
formations along its western frontier. A regenerated force posture could restore that capability
over time.

For NATO, this reinforces the importance of division-level planning and integrated Nordic force
structures. This integration is increasingly visible at the operational level. In late 2025,
commanders of northern brigades and home guard units from Norway, Finland, and Sweden
convened in Troms to strengthen cross-border cooperation and joint defense planning. NATO
membership has enabled previously restricted intelligence sharing and operational coordination
to become effectively “borderless.” Such developments indicate that Nordic defense integration
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is evolving from political alignment into a more unified and operationally coherent force
structure.

The Nordic states already possess high levels of interoperability, but NATO integration requires:

 Harmonized operational planning across Finland, Sweden, Norway and Denmark
 Coordinated air policing and ISR missions
 Integrated logistics and prepositioned equipment
 Reinforced infrastructure for rapid reinforcement

The aim is not escalation dominance but denial — ensuring that Russia cannot achieve rapid
local superiority in a crisis. By reacting decisively at an early stage, trough the framework of
Arctic Sentry for example, signals not only Europe’s political will, but NATO:s clear shift of
defensive priorities.

4.4 Hybrid and Sub-Threshold Pressure

Hybrid CoE highlights that hybrid threats in the Arctic increasingly involve critical infrastructure,
cable networks, and electronic interference. In a region defined by sparse infrastructure and
extreme conditions, even limited disruptions can have outsized strategic effects. This suggests
that deterrence in the High North must extend beyond conventional force posture. It requires:

 Civil-military coordination
 Infrastructure redundancy
 Maritime and undersea monitoring
 Public attribution mechanisms for gray-zone activity

Hybrid resilience is not supplementary to deterrence; in the Arctic context, it is integral to it.

NATO allies are already adjusting their posture to address these emerging vulnerabilities. In
December 2025, the United Kingdom and Norway signed a bilateral defense agreement aimed at
countering Russian submarine activity and protecting critical undersea infrastructure, including
pipelines and data cables. The agreement enables the two navies to operate as an integrated force,
combining frigates, maritime patrol aircraft such as the P-8, and specialized anti-sabotage units.
By enhancing joint anti-submarine warfare and undersea monitoring capabilities in the North
Atlantic and Barents regions, the partnership reflects a broader shift toward coordinated maritime
security and infrastructure protection within NATO.

Senior NATO military leadership has also highlighted the growing importance of the undersea
domain. The UK’s First Sea Lord has warned that developments “under the waves” represent
one of the most significant emerging threats, pointing to increased Russian investment in
submarine operations and seabed capabilities. At the same time, British defense planners have
emphasized the vulnerability of critical infrastructure such as communication cables and energy
pipelines, prompting new initiatives such as the “Atlantic Bastion” program to enhance undersea
surveillance and protection. These concerns reinforce the assessment that competition in the
High North is increasingly shifting toward the maritime subsurface domain.
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4.5 Strategic Balance on the Northern Flank

The emerging security environment on NATO’s northern flank can be characterized as one of
constrained competition rather than imminent confrontation. Russia remains strategically
committed to preserving its deterrent infrastructure in the Barents region. NATO, meanwhile,
has significantly strengthened its geographical position but must translate that advantage into
coherent operational planning.

The central analytical takeaway is this:

 Russia is tactically weakened but structurally adapting.
 NATO is geographically strengthened but institutionally adjusting.

Deterrence stability in the High North will depend less on headline deployments and more on
steady integration, infrastructure resilience, and credible defense planning across the Arctic–
Baltic continuum.

5. Conclusion

Russia’s activities in the Barents Sea and its broader restructuring of forces along the
northwestern axis reflect continuity rather than rupture in Moscow’s strategic priorities. While
the war in Ukraine has significantly degraded elements of Russia’s conventional ground forces, it
has not altered the central importance of the High North to Russia’s deterrence architecture. The
protection of sea-based nuclear assets on the Kola Peninsula remains a structural imperative, and
recent administrative reforms—most notably the reestablishment of the Leningrad Military
District—embed the Arctic more firmly within a unified operational direction facing NATO.

The bastion concept continues to anchor Russia’s strategic logic in the Barents region. Even
under conditions of conventional strain, investments in naval modernization, long-range strike
capabilities, and integrated command structures signal long-term commitment to preserving
second-strike survivability. At the same time, post-Ukraine regeneration is likely to be selective
rather than expansive, prioritizing strategic assets and high-impact capabilities over broad
conventional expansion in the Arctic.

For NATO, the transformation of its northern flank following Finnish and Swedish accession
presents both European opportunity and responsibility. The alliance’s geographic position has
improved markedly, but effective deterrence in the High North will depend on sustained
integration across the Arctic–Baltic continuum, calibrated signaling, and resilience against
hybrid pressure. The Barents Sea is unlikely to become an immediate flashpoint; however, it
remains a strategic hinge in European security.

According to the Finnish Military Intelligence Review 2026, the reforms implemented by the
Kremlin, as part of the armed forces reform have not so far significantly enhanced Russia's
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military capabilities in Finland's surrounding territories. The majority of Russian ground forces
are engaged in the conflict in Ukraine. As a result, the Russian Aerospace Forces and the Russian
Navy play an important role in Finland's neighborhood. As the battle in Ukraine continues, the
garrisons primarily focus on providing basic training to soldiers dispatched to Ukraine.
Following the end of the war, it is evident that Finland will be one of the primary development
areas for Russia's Armed Forces.

As the Russian economy is heavily tied to the ongoing war in Ukraine. Russia is now
institutionalizing these technologies by training thousands of drone operators for both immediate
and future mobilization, allocating substantial resources for drone technology and research and
development (R&D), and establishing a special branch for uncrewed systems and specialized
units across its services, including new UAV naval regiments, all of which are based on
Ukraine's vast combat experience.

In this emerging environment, stability will depend less on dramatic force demonstrations and
more on steady structural adaptation. The High North is no longer peripheral to European
security—it is a core theater in the evolving balance between Russia and NATO.
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