
The second half of 2025 was particularly interesting in terms of 
naval strategy, especially regarding the announcement of future 
capabilities. Whereas in the UK, the First Sea Lord presented in 
December 2025 at the First Sea Lord Sea Power Conference a 
brand-new plan for the future of the Royal Navy, earlier in the year, 
US President Donald Trump announced the Golden Fleet, with the 
future Trump class battleship, as its flagships. The Royal Navy pre-
sentation of December 2025 articulated three brand-new concepts: 
Atlantic Bastion, Atlantic Shield and Atlantic Strike, all supported 
by the data tools of Atlantic Net. Atlantic Bastion, whose purpose 
is to generate new capabilities in order to secure the High North 
strategic naval triangle (Arctic, North-Western Atlantic, North Sea), 
revolves around the idea of semi-permanent distributed capabilities 
consisting mostly of unmanned assets. The “wall of drones” at sea 
proposed by the Royal Navy is, of course, an answer to its current 
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situation in terms of readiness and MRO – especially for attack sub-
marines – yet it represents also a deep change in the capability plan 
the Royal Navy has been promoting for the past 10 years. While the 
Royal Navy tended to focus on a relatively small number of major 
units (Type 45 destroyers, Type 26 frigates, with a potential future 
Type 83 destroyer of more than 10,000 tons) as the core of its naval 
power, the Atlantic Bastion switches the philosophy to a more dis-
tributed-small-sized-units navy working as a network of things. The 
difference between the new US ship designs is noticeable, as the 
future Golden Fleet is supposed to be articulated around large-size 
units. More than industrial and financial choices, these two opposite 
philosophies reveal a dramatic change in their respective strategic 
and naval orientations.

Atlantic Bastion: in Search of Sea Control

Broadcasted during the December 2025 First Sea Lord Sea Power 
Conference, the Royal Navy transformation plan, articulated around 
three operational pillars – Atlantic Bastion, Atlantic Shield, Atlantic 
Strike – interconnected through a supporting fourth – Atlantic Net – 
appears as a deep shift. To face the Russian threat, the Royal Navy is 
evolving toward a sea control-oriented strategy in which the “defen-
sive” layer will consist in a twin antisubmarine (Atlantic Bastion) and 
anti-air (Atlantic Shield) capability1. If Atlantic Shield is somewhat 
a conventional anti-access area denial (A2AD) capability, using the 
air-defense system of major surface units (Type 45 destroyers), 
Atlantic Bastion appears as the most important evolution of the 
Royal Navy capabilities. To achieve sea control over and under the 
surface, the future Royal Navy plans to develop a hybrid navy pair-
ing manned and unmanned assets. The later are a key driver to the 
Atlantic Bastion capability, with the proposed development of mul-
tiple unmanned systems of the Type-9x family (UAV, USV and UUV) 
operating in coordination with the future Type 26 frigates as a net-
work gateway. This hybrid navy is conceived as a solution to the 
low submarines and ships availability rate, due to long-term human 
resources and maintenance issues. Persistent presence at sea 
through a large number of unmanned systems articulated around a 
few frigates – considering also the choice of Norway, seen as a key-
ally in the region, to buy five Type 26 – is therefore an interesting way 
to solve a critical issue for the Royal Navy. The eight Type 26 frigates 
that the Royal Navy agreed to buy should therefore be able to pro-
pose a permanent anti-submarine warfare (ASW) capability in the 
High North, centered on the UK Northern approaches (Norwegian 

1 . The “offensive” part will consist in the Atlantic Strike part, using the ability from Royal Navy ships and submarines – as 
well as other branches of the British Armed Forces – to deliver deep strike. 
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Sea, North Sea, and North Atlantic). 
These three operational pillars underline a clear strategy: the Royal 
Navy is turning back to sea control in the Northern Triangle (Arctic, 
North-Western Atlantic, North Sea). Considering the Russian Navy as 
its existential threat, the Royal Navy chose therefore to position itself 
as a counter-navy, able to lock the Northern Atlantic gateway. In a 
way, the Royal Navy is returning to its 1980s principal orientation, 
as ASW-specialized navy against the Russian submarine armada. 
During the final phase of the Cold War, the Royal Navy had evolved 
– prior to Falkland war – towards an ASW-specialized navy cente-
red on the three Invincible-class light-aircraft carriers, which were 
supposed to be the core of ASW task groups. The 2026 Royal Navy 
is somewhat different as the two Queen Elizabeth-class aircraft car-
riers are more conventional in terms of Carrier Strike Group doctrine. 
Yet, the future Royal Navy appears to be refocusing again on ASW as 
its core mission. 
Furthermore, these operational pillars, and particularly Atlantic 
Bastion, considering the extensive use of unmanned assets, require 
a strong connectivity, secure and resilient datalinks as well as major 
developments in AI-assisted mission system. More than just a cen-
tralized command and control (C2) system, the key issue here is to 
have a robust C4ISR (command, control, communications, com-
puter, intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance) capability 
allowing a perfect integration of the future air, surface and underwa-
ter unmanned systems, into a network-centric distributed task force. 
The decentralization of force command – at the Type 26 frigate level – 
is also a key feature, allowing a single 7,700-ton frigate to serve as 
core of a multi-domain small-scale action group. Here, decentraliza-
tion comes with reactivity and flexibility, major elements when dis-
cussing ASW and the need to propose a strong and swift decision in 
facing Russian SSGN and SSN threat. 
None of these projects would have been possible without the major 
work on data management the Royal Navy accomplished during the 
past decade. Atlantic Net is the offspring of Project KRAKEN, a Navy-
industry data-sharing cooperation platform2 that helped the Navy 
define data standards and formats. It also enabled the Royal Navy 
to establish a system in which all data sources, whatever their indus-
trial origin, could be interoperable and function together seamlessly. 
More than just a matter of connectivity and datalinks, the Royal Navy 
focused on legal and contract aspects of data sources, a major issue 
for any modern military. Without this work of data integration, it 
would not have been possible to define a project as ambitious as 
Atlantic Bastion. This work on data management should also be a 
2.  UK MoD, Data Strategy for Defence, MoD, 2021 : https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/data-strategy-for-de-
fence/data-strategy-for-defence 



RÉFLEXION MARINE 4

foundational layer for future projects and it is certain that, if the Royal 
Navy decides in the future to rebalance its force model towards a 
more blue-water oriented one, it would be necessary also to build 
on robust data management. At the opposite end of the naval spec-
trum, the United States decided earlier on the year to switch their 
approach towards high-sea-high-power capabilities, culminating 
with the announcement of a brand new battleship class. 
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ATLANTiC BASTiON

The Return of the Battleship: a Mahanian Dream

Numerous comments flourished these past weeks regarding the US 
President’s decision to build a new class of battleships, 80 years 
after World War II (WWII). The Trump-class battleships would the-
refore be a return to an era of giant principal surface combatants, 
dwarfing the current destroyers, as their size would be approxima-
tely 35-40,000 tons. Extensively equipped and armed, they would 
represent the firepower and sensors capabilities – at least over the 
surface – of an entire surface action group (SAG). The choice to ini-
tiate this battleship program appears also consistent with the recent 
National Defense Strategy (NDS) of 20263 with a clear willingness to 
have major capabilities able to deliver a volume of firepower conse-
quent enough to bend the will of potential adversaries. In this view, 
the battleship could be the return at sea of a "shock and awe"-like 
strategy. It is rather clear, while reading the 2026 NDS, that the US 
ambition is to return to an era of hegemony at sea, comparable to the 
3.  US Dept. of War, National Defense Strategy : https://media.defense.gov/2026/Jan/23/2003864773/-1/-1/0/2026-
NATIONAL-DEFENSE-STRATEGY.PDF 
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1990s, when US Navy held a dominant global position. 
It is also conceived in a Mahanian ambition to exert an extended 
version of sea control4 – at least over the surface – considering that 
the command of the sea is not a relevant aim. To make this batt-
leship program relevant, it therefore needs to include the future 
Trump class ships into a comprehensive naval strategy around the 
protection of Sea lines of communication (SLOCs) in high seas, the 
concentration of firepower in green to brown waters and the relevant 
logistical network to support them. The last point is not the least by 
any means, as maintenance and supply requirements will be tremen-
dous for such units. Like aircraft carriers, they will need dedicated 
piers and harbor structures to host them, as well as specific MRO 
equipment and procedures. Thus a requirement for a global network 
of specific infrastructure arises there, with probably a need from the 
US to strengthen the ties with major allies such as Australia, Japan 
and South Korea in the Pacific and France, the UK and Italy in Europe. 
If Trump-class battleships are to protect the Western Hemisphere, 
this cannot be done by concentrating them only in the Americas. 
Returning to their role in exerting sea control in high seas as well 
as in littoral & coastal warfare, these battleships are reminiscent of 
Admiral Zumwalt’s plans for the development of the “sea control 
ship”5. In the late 1970s, Elmo Zumwalt, at the time US Navy Chief of 
Naval Operations, proposed a transformation of the US Navy to face 
challenges of the post-Vietnam era and at the core of this plan was 
the creation of a major naval unit, able to exert sea control over choke 
points and major commercial transit areas. The sea control ship of 
the time was closer in Admiral Zumwalt’s mind, to the WWII escort 
carriers than battleships. However with the evolution of firepower 
and considering the ongoing robotization over and under the surface, 
there is a kind of intellectual legacy between the two visions. Fitting 
the battleship with long-range missiles, drones and loitering-muni-
tions could generate the same area denial surface as it could have 
been with a small carrier using short take-off/landing aircrafts. 
Yet, as with the Russian nuclear-powered cruiser Admiral Nakhimov 
in its retrofitted version, the future US battleship would need a strong 
anti-submarine capable escort, in order to face their obvious neme-
sis: attack submarines. It is therefore not possible to imagine them 
deployed alone, unless they prove to integrate ASW dedicated capa-
bilities such as integrated unmanned underwater vehicles (UUV) and 
ASW helicopters. More probably, these battleships would be the core 
of future surface action groups (SAG), giving them a firepower capa-
bility equivalent to an actual US carrier strike group. Equipped with 
4.  A. Mahan, The Influence of Sea Power upon History, New York, 1890. 
5.  Yet the sea control ship was never built ; see N. Mazzucchi, La confrontation en mer, l’avenir de la stratégie navale, 
Paris, Ed. du Rocher, 2024.
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a large number (128) of vertical launch systems (VLS) and the ability 
to carry the hypersonic Conventional Prompt Strike (CPS) missile6, 
they will offer a naval and ground strike capability able to give the 
US naval commanders the upper hand in a symmetric confrontation. 
In this way, Trump-class embodies the 2026 NDS motto:  “peace 
through strength”.
The major surprise considering their potential use, is the choice of 
propulsion. Using nuclear reactors in place of conventional diesel 
engines would have made them more independent of the logistical 
shoestring that would be a major issue during a symmetric naval 
confrontation. Of course, this issue has clear industrial explanations, 
as it would dramatically raise the cost of an already very expen-
sive ship7 and it would put a significant pressure on the US nuclear 
power industry, only recovering from the post-Fukushima trauma8 
for a few years now. The propulsion choice is not a secondary issue 
when it commits to the current and future naval warfare, the ability 
to generate energy – and especially electricity – on board will be a 
key feature, especially when considering railguns and lasers as main 
armaments. Electricity generation means the possibility to integrate 
complex sensors, weapons and combat system with data-fusion and 
AI-embedded support. The foreseeable new equipment for warship, 
6  https://www.navalnews.com/naval-news/2026/01/u-s-navy-seeks-to-proliferate-hypersonic-missiles-across-the-
fleet/ 
7  US Congressional Research Service (Navy Guided Missile Battleship (BBG[X]) Program: Background and Issues for 
Congress) estimates in January 2026 that the first ship of the class would cost around 17-18 Bn USD, if there are no 
issues with the procurement nor the construction, making a Trump-class battleship as costly as an aircraft carrier. 
8  The US civilian nuclear industry was practically dismantled after the Fukushima accident, most of the traditional 
companies being unable to sustain the costs created by the distrust over nuclear energy. It is only from 2017 that the 
US nuclear industry experience a “renaissance” with new actors on the field (Oklo, Terra Power, NuScale, etc.), that still 
need to jump from technology development to industrialization.
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such as directed energy weapons have an important electricity con-
sumption. Moreover, for both large and small warships, there is an 
issue that must be addressed: Western countries may not main-
tain High Strategic Layer9 dominance and could face competition to 
achieve a clear superiority in that domain.

The Hypothesis of Denial

The two programs are complete opposites in terms of doctrine 
and strategy. Whereas the Royal Navy transformation plan seems 
to favor distribution and decentralization of sensors and effectors, 
the US battleship program, on the contrary, tosses away the 2022 
Distributed Maritime Operations (DMO) concept. DMO advocated 
for a distribution of command, sensors and armaments into a large 
interconnected net to complicate the targeting of major units. The 
DMO concept was more or less an answer to the development of 
Chinese targeting capabilities and potential hypersonic high-power 
strike missiles such as the DZ-DF. DMO assumed that the US forces 
still had the information and digital superiority over their opponents 
as the C2 was a key to ensure an appropriate coordination between 
all DMO components. The US administration seems to have aban-
doned this way for a more conventional approach of naval warfare, 
fighting major units with major units, from a sea control perspective 
based on distribution of assets towards a sea denial strategy with a 
few highly concentrated capabilities. 
On the contrary, on the British side, the distribution approach, with 
beyond-the-horizon communication, needed to articulate air, sur-
face and subsurface systems. The underwater systems, UUVs and 
potential seabed fixed infrastructure as part of Atlantic Net, pose a 
major challenge in terms of communications and datalinks as the 
water column limits the range of acoustic and laser communications. 
Therefore, this issue may lead to the development of autonomous 
systems, including potential lethal autonomous weapons (LAW) loi-
tering in the Atlantic Bastion. Autonomy of unmanned systems – in 
terms of C2 – is key to counter the hypothesis of an electromagnetic 
or space denial that would hamper the interaction between Type 26 
frigates and Type 9x drones. Yet, the British orientation could prove 
particularly relevant in terms of sea (and above all, subsea) control if 
they manage to solve the technical challenges.
The war in Ukraine also clearly demonstrated that electromag-
netic spectrum dominance is key for contemporary warfare. The 
use of drones by the Ukrainian force would not have been the same 
without the ability to – at least intermittently – bypass Russian EM 
9.  Consisting of the interconnection of space-cyber-perceptions-electromagnetic domains; see N. Mazzucchi, op. cit.
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denial capabilities. The same goes for Russia, as an important part 
of Western support to Ukraine consists in strategic enablers, among 
which jammers and electronic warfare devices are critical. Electronic 
warfare in naval warfare is not as easy as it is on land, yet the reli-
ance of navies and ships to the High Strategic Layer is even greater. 
Without access to space-based services, and the ability to connect 
naval assets – whether ships, aircrafts, even submarines in their own 
way – through resilient and secured datalinks, a naval force is partic-
ularly weakened. Connectivity is at the core of every naval transfor-
mation plan and the situation of communication denial is considered 
a worst-case scenario. Yet this situation could happen, especially 
considering that Russia – and, as a consequence of their military 
cooperation, China – is developing major electronic warfare, cyber 
and space capabilities to deny their adversaries. 
Trump-class battleships in their own way are an answer to this denial 
hypothesis, by concentrating high-power sensors, theater-level 
C2 and deep-strike abilities with the CPS missiles on a single plat-
form. More than a technological resilience to denial, it is a resilience 
by concentration, limiting EM emissions and the need for connec-
tivity. Atlantic Bastion on the other side is a new kind of DMO-like 
organization, building on the need to secure a particular regional 
area with a myriad of sensors and systems, able to identify, track 
and intervene against a specific threat. The major difference here 
is the distance from ashore C2 capabilities as the 2020s US DMO 
concept, as well as the future Trump-class battleship deployments, 
are conceived in a high-sea operations perspective, notably in the 
Indo-Pacific.  On the contrary, on the British side, the region targeted 
in the Royal Navy transformation plan is the Northern naval backyard 
of the United Kingdom – close to major naval bases and important 
allies. Distribution here is made easier by the short distance from the 
homeland and the ability to generate, with some ease, a redundancy 
in command and control using national or NATO capabilities. 
 
Anti-Submarine vs Anti-Surface Warfare Priority

Beyond the connectivity issue, which remains the central challenge 
for future naval capabilities, the two different shipbuilding and force 
design orientations also reveal a major difference in terms of strate-
gic priorities. The distribution of forces, as the Royal Navy conceives 
Atlantic Bastion, is a clear focus on ASW with a regional ambition 
of being able to secure underwater zones close to the UK. In this 
orientation, the word “bastion” is not neutral, as it mirrors the Russian 
concept of a strategic bastion in the High North, around the Kola 
Peninsula. The Russian bastion is protected by ashore capabilities 
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such as coastal batteries, A2AD systems and naval strike aviation 
– even if the latter is no longer under Navy command – and, at sea, 
attack submarines. Russia’s consistent emphasis on submarine tech-
nologies and capabilities is the consequence of this besieged bastion 
mindset. Since the Cold War, the attack submarines are considered 
to be the most efficient capability to evade the Western sea control 
on the Northern Atlantic to gain freedom of manoeuver and to pro-
tect the SSBNs whose major deployment zone is the Arctic. A bas-
tion is therefore mostly a submarine issue from a naval point of view, 
in defense as in offence. Considering this, Atlantic Bastion is rela-
tively close to the Russian bastion in terms of strategic ambition10: 
deny the opponent freedom of manoeuver in an area considered as 
the top priority for deterrence and SSBN platforms, protect critical 
assets and exert a form of sea control in a limited area. As the pri-
mary opponent – Russia – relies mostly on submarines, the answer 
from the Royal Navy has to be an ASW-centered capability. Within 
NATO, it is also interesting to consider that ASW capabilities – as well 
as mine warfare – are more developed in European navies than in 
North American ones, at least over the past few decades.
On the contrary, the US Golden Fleet plan highlights the intent to 
turn towards ASuW, especially when considering the difficulties the 
US Navy faced to develop a proper light surface combatant dedi-
cated to ASW11. Replacing the aging O.H. Perry-class frigates no lon-
ger seems to be a top priority, as demonstrated by the cancellation 
of the Constellation-class program and its replacement with lighter 
ships derived from a Coast Guard cutter. The current US administra-
tion seems to have the ambition for the US Navy to be a blue-water 
navy by design and to limit the engagement of the Navy in littoral 
& coastal warfare. The different approach towards a hypothetic 
symmetric confrontation between the US Navy and the PLA-N also 
highlights the need for the US to address the ability of China to build 
major surface units – including aircraft carriers – at a very fast pace. 
In this view, the future US battleships could be envisioned as rein-
forcing US CSGs to add an important layer of firepower to a group of 
ships that is already well equipped in this perspective, yet that could 
struggle when facing its Chinese counterpart, considering the large 
surface combatants of the PLA-N (Type054, Type055, etc.). It could 
also benefit from the transformation of the US Marine Corps doc-
trine towards Expeditionary Advanced Base Operations (EABO)12 in 
which light USMC teams could swiftly deploy mobile A2AD and Naval 
Strike Missiles systems on remote islands to act as a fixer for US Navy 
10.  Beyond Atlantic Bastion, the other parts of the Royal Navy strategic plan (Atlantic Shield and Atlantic Strike) are also 
to be compared with the Russian bastion strategy, Atlantic Shield proposing kind of A2AD system using Type 45 des-
troyers in an air-defense role; Atlantic Strike is also comparable to the Russian vision with the ambition to strike in deep 
using cruise missiles if needed. 
11.  N. Mazzucchi, « The Light Surface Combatant Issue », Réflexion Marine n°8, CESM, 2025. 
12.  https://www.marines.mil/News/News-Display/Article/2708120/expeditionary-advanced-base-operations-eabo/ 
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SAGs and CSGs, notably in the Indo-Pacific region. The coordination 
between USN and USMC in a sort of hammer-and-anvil duet, is a 
clear answer to PLA Navy-Missile force mutual support, to generate 
hyper-lethality in small areas in the form of mobile All Domain Anti-
Access zones. 

Conclusion

With a rapid look, the US and UK actual naval strategies seems to 
drift away with a focus on concentration on the one hand and dis-
tribution on the other. Yet they are mostly answers to a changing 
naval landscape with two different national orientations in terms of 
strategic priorities. As highlighted by the recent US NSS, the United 
States are more and more focused on the Western Hemisphere and 
the need to strengthen their deterrence towards China, and the UK 
is ever more focused on the Russian threat in the High North. Thus, 
the two navies are evolving to face the issue they perceive as the 
most critical: generating an underwater lockdown capability in the 
UK Northern approaches vs. delivering a tremendous amount of sur-
face-based firepower on the high seas. 
However, these two strategies, even if coherent and consistent on 
their own, are full of challenges. The first issue is technological as both 
the future Trump-class battleships – packed with high-consuming 
under-development technologies such as railguns or high-power 
lasers – and the Type 26-centered network of unmanned systems 
need to overcome major technical hurdles. The second challenge 
that arises, a consequence of the first, is of course financial, as these 
ships and systems would have a very significant cost, preventing 
them from being built in large series. The last, and by no means the 
least, is industrial. In the UK as well as in the US, the naval shipbuild-
ing sector is in a complete disarray. Building – and also maintaining 
as the MRO issue will quickly arise – completely new units, especially 
the huge US battleships, within a relatively short amount of time con-
sidering the threats described, is an issue that goes far beyond the 
navies’ area of responsibility. They could also be an inspiration for 
other major navies. China – and at a lower level Japan – is more or 
less aligned with the US orientation of concentrated sea denial capa-
bilities, whereas European navies are nowadays hesitating between 
concentration and distribution of assets. Those facing directly the 
Russian threat such as Baltic and North Sea navies (Finland, Norway, 
Sweden) are shifting towards the sea control ambition, whereas Italy 
seems to be more on the concentration side with the DDX project for 
two 12-14,000 tons destroyers. Far from being merely a naval strat-
egy issue, these two plans represent major strategic rebalances. 
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