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THE RETURN OF ADMIRAL NAKHIMOV AND
ITS SIGNIFICANCE TO RUSSIAN NAVAL POWER

Dr Nicolas Mazzucchi,
Head Naval Strategy & Wargaming, French Navy Strategic Research Centre

The recent return to operational service of the nuclear-powered crui-
ser Admiral Nakhimov, last remaining of the four-ships-giant-cruiser
Kirov class, after a nearly 25-year long retrofitting process, will pro-
bably be an addition to the Russian Navy set of capabilities that is
really worthy of note. With the foreseeable decommissioning of its
only aircraft carrier, Admiral Kusnetzov, whose operational history
has been marked by incidents and maintenance periods, Admiral
Nakhimov is the sole remaining major warship of the late soviet fleet.
It is the legacy of the late 70s - early 80s when USSR intended to
acquire a navy not only to protect its coasts from NATO sea power,
but also to deploy credible naval forces everywhere in the world.
Designed to operate as a task-group commanding warship as well as
an anti-surface support for the aircraft carrier Admiral Kuznetsov, the
Kirov-class cruisers were the last supersized warships of the Cold



War era. Nuclear propulsion for principal surface combatants, once
developed in the US with CGN-9 USS Long Beach, reached its acme
with two 300 MWt reactors onboard. Nuclear propulsion allowed
escort ships to follow nuclear-powered aircraft carriers without nee-
ding major petroleum logistics, aside for aircrafts®. If nuclear propul-
sion for principal surface combatant was relatively short-lived in the
US, declining at the end of the 1960s, Russian shipbuilders explored
this technology later when the Soviet naval policy changed from a
purely defense-oriented posture, close to the northern strategic bas-
tion? and the “Kola complex”, towards a more global navy.

However, the Kirov-class cruisers remained a unique attempt by the
Soviets and the Russians to build strong major surface units capable
of intimidating potential opponents when considering their abilities
to strike air and surface targets. Designed as anti-carrier warships,
they acted as a complement for SSN and SSGN as well as for heavy
bombers (Tu-22M, Tu-95) and maritime patrol aircraft (Tu-142). The
major armaments were therefore anti-ship missiles with heavy war-
heads (P-700) and a complete S-300 anti-aircraft system. Yet the
operational deployments of Kirov-class cruisers after the end of the
Cold War were mostly limited to a few exercises and some diplo-
matic show-offs, culminating in the Pyotr Velikiy deployment in the
Caribbean in 2008-2009. These ships were seen as very costly in
terms of manpower and maintenance — especially considering the
nuclear propulsion — and utterly expensive to operate on a regu-
lar basis. At the end of the 1990s with the major economic crisis
in Russia, they mostly remained at berth in Russia, with almost no
prospect of operational deployment or modernization. Admiral
Ushakov (ex-Kirov) was dismantled in 2003, Admiral Lazarevin 2019
— was being inactive since 1994 - Pyotr Velikiy is currently under an
unknown status, pending a decision on modernization or scrapping.
Only Admiral Nakhimov underwent a modernization process, for
more than 20 years. From 1997 onward, the ship awaited the retro-
fitting to be completed.

Much heavier than a mere prolonged overhaul, this retrofit allowed
a truly deep change for Admiral Nakhimov’s capabilities. The switch
from specific launch systems to an integrated vertical launching
system (VLS) added a new layer of versatility. Original version of
Kirov class cruisers were only equipped with anti-air and anti-sur-
face capabilities, limiting their use to air-sea and surface-to-sur-
face warfare. The 1980s Kirov-class added therefore an important
benefit to the USSR defensive strategy, with the need to protect the
Northern bastion from any potential NATO attack. They would have

1 Yet it creates an important burden in terms of dedicated MRO, as nuclear technologies necessitate specific skills and
highly trained manpower.

2 J. Riber, «Russia’s Twenty-First-Century Naval Strategy—Combining Admiral Gorshkov with the Jeune Ecole» Naval
War College Review: Vol. 75: No. 3, Article 6, 2022.
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been also useful to wage naval war in the Northern Atlantic against
NATO Carrier Strike Groups, in targeting aircraft carriers with massive
strikes, saturating their enemy’s defenses with a large number of
supersonic anti-ship missiles. This defensive-counter offensive
strategy in the Northern hemisphere was perfectly integrated within
the strategic dialectics of the Cold War: from a NATO point of view,
Northern Atlantic was the critical artery for logistical and operational
support against the Warsaw Pact in Europe. From the USSR point
of view, Northern Atlantic and the GIUK line in particular were the
gateway for the American support to reach the European theater and
to threaten the Russian mainland. As NATO and Russia start again to
designate each other as their major competitor for the 215t century,
this strategy centered on Northern Atlantic as a space for America-
to-Europe logistics and support is revitalized. In this perspective, it
is not surprising that Russia tries to develop capabilities to challenge
NATO sea control in the region.

ADMIRAL NAKHIMOV WEAPONS LAYOUT

BEFORE

POINT-DEFENSE SYSTEM

1-130 mm gun (x1)

2 - Kortik CIWS (x6)

3 - 533 mm torpedo tubes (x10)

4 - RBU-1000 anti-submarine rocket launchers (x2)
5 - 4K33 Osa-M SAM launchers / SA-N-4* (x2)

8 - RBU-6000 anti-submarine rocket launchers (x1)

6 - P-700 Granit anti-ship missiles / SS-N-19* (x20)
7 - Surface-to-air Missile System S-300F / SA-N-6* (96 cells)

*NATO designation

AFTER

(SUPPOSED)

POINT-DEFENSE SYSTEM

(x1) 130 mm gun -1

(x6) Pantsir-M CIWS - 2

(x10) 533 mm torpedo tubes - 3

(x2) RBU-1000 anti-submarine rocket launchers - 4
(x2) 4K33 Osa-M SAM launchers / SA-N-4* - 5

(x1) RBU-6000 anti-submarine rocket launchers - 8

Mixed Anti-ship (Kalibr, P-800 Oniks) /
Cruise missile (Kalibr, Tsirkon) launch system (80 cells) - 6

(96 cells) Surface-to-air Missile System S-400 - 7
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With its 176 VLS cells, 96 for the S-400 system-related missiles and
80 for cruise and anti-ship missiles, the Admiral Nakhimov outnum-
bers every warship of the missile-era in terms of potential lethality.
Even with the new development, in major navies, of cruiser-class
warships such as Type 055 in China, Sejong the Great in South Korea,
Maya in Japan, alongside the near-cruiser levels Arleigh Burke Flight
IV and the future British Type-83 and Italian DDX project, none of
them offers such a high number of launching cells, able to generate
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a mobile A2AD surface and ground strike capability in depth. Adding
new cruiseand navalstrike missilestothealreadyintegrated seaborne
S-400, the Admiral Nakhimov seems to be some kind of “Death
Star” afloat. The major change — alongside the significant improve-
ment of anti-air with the switch from S-300 to S-400 - is the inte-
gration of cruise missiles, both supersonic (Kalibr)® and hypersonic
(Zircon). Admiral Nakhimov thus acquires the ability to strike ashore
up to 1,500-2,500 kilometers depending on the Kalibr version and
to project a surface of threat far more important than before®. The
concentration of lethality on board is unprecedented, requiring NATO
navies to analyze and adapt to the potential threat thereby created.
In some way, it can be seen as a “tit for tat”, Russian response to
the perceived threat of US TLAM that agitated Russian strategic thin-
kers from 1999 on, literally stunned by US attacks on Serbian forces
from the sea. It is indeed interesting to note that, Andrei Kokoshin,
then Russian vice-minister of defence, in charge of capabilities and
defence industry, mainly saw this conventional superiority as a major
threat to Russian nuclear second-strike capabilities. He also revita-
lized the Russian strategic submarine programs.

With the return of the Admiral Nakhimov to operational service, we
could consider that Russia now has the ability to implement a 360
degrees naval strategy using its capabilities to either Disrupt, Deter
or Deny. The Russian “3D” sea power thus created differs in many
ways from traditional sea power and seems closer to the Chinese
modele rather than the Western definition. It therefore articulates
the use of warships and non-military vessels, with a combination of
hybrid and conventional warfare at sea and from the sea.

Disrupt: the Fleet in Provoking

Russia demonstrated its ability to use the sea as a major playground
for hybrid warfare. The development of dedicated capabilities as the
special-purpose submarine Belgorod and the ability to incorporate
oceanographic vessels such as the Yantar in the sea power playbook
is nearly unique. The Russian Main Directorate of Deep-Sea Research
(GUGI) plays a pivotal role in this hybrid warfare strategy, by collec-
ting intelligence over the seabed and potentially acting directly on it.
Special purpose ships and submarines constitute a very interesting
asset to develop a new form of warfare based on subsea green-water
operation against notably vulnerable critical assets. The expansion of
subsea infrastructure such as telecommunication and power trans-
mission cables — including rapidly growing wind farms in Europe — or

3 Interminal phase.

4 Tt somehow revamps the “arsenal ship” project that led to the construction of Zumwalt-class cruisers in the US Navy,
with some major differences yet: nuclear propulsion and no attempt to develop a new kind of artillery which was one the
main features of the Zumwalt program.

REFLEXION MARINE L



oil and gas pipelines, offers Russia a playground in which it has a
wide scope of strategic effects, from low-impact disruption on com-
munications to a potential major energy crisis ashore.

A question remains open for the moment, as to whether shadow
fleet tankers are or will be used to wage hybrid warfare against the
West. Recent cases of “incidents” over submarine telecommunica-
tions and power cables — notably in the Baltic — raise concerns about
increasing use of civilian ships for offensive actions that remain under
the threshold of open conflict. Strategic competitors may pervert the
very specific nature of the Law of the Sea, based on freedom of navi-
gation. In using the uncertainty consubstantial to the opaque nature
of the subsea, some actors may relentlessly disrupt communica-
tions and power transmission creating unrest and generating abra-
sion over Western navies that need to mobilize assets to monitor and
counter hybrid warfare attempts. Subsea cables disruption in the
Baltic resulted in the establishment of NATO Baltic Sentry mission,
mobilizing important resources from member-states navies, notably
mine-countermeasures ships, a scarce resource.

Deter: the Fleet in Willing

Whatever the outcome of the war in Ukraine may be, Russian navy
— particularly submarines — would remain Moscow’s major asset
for deterrence purposes in the near future. With the notable excep-
tion of certain ships — Slava-class cruiser Moskva being the most
famous — the Russian navy suffered little impact in its warfighting
abilities, compared to land and air forces. Most of Russian naval
assets, especially submarines, are still able to train and fight. They
will probably constitute the main capability in the future to put
pressure on Western navies — with the installation of new generation
cruise missiles such as Kalibr on improved Kilo-class SSK, or Zircon
on Admiral Gorshkov-class frigates — including with dual-purpose
systems. The potential fitting of low-power nuclear warheads on
Kalibr may change — if confirmed® — the Western navies’ perception
of conventional submarines by adding a layer of uncertainty over the
warhead actually transported.

The two-component Russian nuclear deterrence capability at sea,
with both SSBN and heavy bombers (transferred from the Navy to
the Air Force, yet for some part remaining under Navy control®),
still constitute the main asset in this perspective. Delta-IV and
Borei-class SSBN — alongside Oscar-II and Yasen-class SSGN if the

5 https://missilethreat.csis.org/missile/ss-n-30a/
6 45™ Air Force — notably incorporating the 40™ Mixed Aviation regiment equipped with Tu-22M3 dedicated to
anti-capital-ship warfare — is under operational command of the Russian Northern Fleet.
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possibility of a nuclear warhead on Kalibr missiles is confirmed — are
the backbone of the Russian naval deterrence. The Northern Fleet,
now associated to the Leningrad Military District, is the centerpiece of
Russian Northern-Atlantic-oriented naval force projection. Defense
of the Russian mainland — often labelled as the Bastion — remains
nowadays the core of Russian naval strategy and, consequently, of
Russian deterrence.

The Russian navy is mostly oriented towards this ability to have a
limited number of submarines, surface ships, and aircrafts to carry
high-power payloads, the ammunition being more important than
the carrier itself. In this perspective, Buyan-M small corvette embo-
dies this philosophy: a 850 tons small warship able to navigate on
inland rivers for transfer from North to South, carrying a payload of
eight last-generation anti-ship or cruise missiles. Limited in range
and having important navigation difficulties in high seas, they are
nonetheless able to strike hard at a long distance as demonstrated
in 2015 when striking in Syria from the Caspian Sea.

Deny: the Fleet in Being

The latest addition in this strategic playbook is the ability to generate
an area of naval hyper-superiority in high seas, somewhat compa-
rable to a small-power Carrier Strike Group. The USSR and Russia’s
sole aircraft carrier, Admiral Kuznetsov, was never intended to be
used as the core of a CSG as it exists in the West. Admiral Kuznetsov’s
only use as a direct strike asset was in Syria in 2016-2017, with
major difficulties in using Su-33 and MiG-29K from the aircraft car-
rier itself. From December 2016 on, the naval aircrafts were based
ashore and stroke from the Khmeimin airbase. Moreover, during this
unique operational deployment of Admiral Kuznetsov, the Russian
aircraft carrier experienced no direct threat that could have necessi-
tated escort ships and submarines, as Western Carrier Strike Groups
do. In the end, the probable scrapping of Admiral Kuznetsov after a
series of events, including fire, onboard, may signal the end of the
Russian seaborne airpower.

However, the modernization of Admiral Nakhimov, with the change
of nature in its main armaments, may also indicate that Russia did
not give up over blue-water navy capabilities. Considering the defini-
tion of blue navy sea power in the 215t century, centered on the abi-
lity to generate in high seas an area of naval hyper-superiority, thus a
176-VLS nuclear-powered cruiser could somewhat be relevant. With
the change in range for the surface-to-air missiles with upgrade from
S-300 to S-400 and, more importantly, the change from anti-ship
only to anti-ship and cruise missiles — including hypersonic ones
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— the upgraded cruiser could be considered as a threat dangerous
enough to mobilize major naval capabilities to monitor and counter if
needed. In terms of strategy, it therefore may appear as some kind of
non-carrier strike group, at least in the volume of punishment it may
be able to deliver, to air, surface or ground-based targets alike.

ADMIRAL NAKHIMOV MISSILES RANGE
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Yet Russian “Death Star” might also be a glass canon. The impressive
number of missile launching cells, either cruise, anti-ship or anti-
air, cannot hide its vulnerability to submarine threats. Poorly fitted
with ASW sensors, the Admiral Nakhimov is not able to defend pro-
perly but itself against new generation SSN or even top-of-the-class
air-independent propulsion SSK. The Russian capital ship needs a
proper task-group in support with at least a SSN to protect against
enemy submarines. When considering a larger task-group, inclu-
ding at least one submarine and one anti-submarine warfare frigate
such as Admiral Gorshkov-class for increased protection, it would
nullify the operational advantage of having a nuclear-powered sur-
face ship, able to cruise for a very long distance without the need for
petroleum-dedicated logistics. As the Russian navy is notably weak
in support and maintenance, a task-group combining traditional and
nuclear ships would prove inefficient in generating the “unlimited
range denying effect” that the Admiral Nakhimov 2.0 is probably
intended for.
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Conclusion

Russia thus demonstrates that it integrates both the transparency of
the battlefield in surface and the difference with NATO’s competitive
edge in terms of information superiority. With the different attempts
of deception, with fake submarines, hull painting, etc.” and invest-
ments in submarine and seabed warfare, Russian navy chooses to
hide in the depths, using the major feature of subsea warfare: opa-
city. Using plausible deniability, it may wage hybrid warfare and have
a direct action over its competitors’ perception in sea-based threat.
As an opposite side of the same coin, it has developed a unique
capability of threat integration in a principal surface combatant with
the Admiral Nakhimov retrofitting process. Able to operate with a vir-
tually unlimited range, housing high-power sensors and capabilities,
the cruiser may seem a small fleet in itself, aside from its weakness
in anti-submarine warfare.

As mentioned, the major hurdle for the Russian navy is not its ability
to incorporate state-of-the-art missile and sensor technology, but
to provide an adequate and efficient MRO to the Admiral Nakhimov.
More than petroleum — for a potential conventional-powered escort
ship — and ammunition logistics, it is the cost and the efficiency of
maintenance processes that could hamper the operational effec-
tiveness of the nuclear-powered cruiser. As mentioned, other Kirov-
class units have been poised by the high cost of maintenance and
modernization, pushing three of the four ships to the dock and ulti-
mately — depending on the fate of Pyotr Velikiy which is still pending
—to decommissioning. During Cold War and post-Cold War eras, the
Russian navy was ever full of promises but, aside from the subma-
rine component, underperformed, operationally and technologically.
The destruction of the Moskva in 2022 highlighted the lack of proper
procedures in a contested battlespace and the low-level of capabi-
lities by the crew. Three years after, the Russian navy has probably
made important improvements, yet its real operational level in high
seas remains unknown and, consequently, the importance of the
threat Admiral Nakhimov could cause to Western navies alike.

Indeed, Russia might at last be achieving focused superiority from
the sea, and we might be on the eve of a groundbreaking concep-
tual shift on the Russian side, one that departs from the traditional
defensive role assigned to its Navy, making the best use of its com-
petitive edge gained through a combination of hypersonic missiles
and seabed warfare.

7 N. Mazzucchi, « L'influence militaire dans le domaine naval : opérationnalisation de l'action dans le champ des percep-
tions », Réflexion Marine n°5, 2025.
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