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ROLKS AND MISSIONS OF SOVIET NAVAL 
GENERAL PURPOSE FORCES IN WARTIME: 

PRO-SSBN OPERATIONS? 

Introduction 

Technology and diplomacy have combined in the 1970's to 

make the world ocean the main stage of U.S.-Soviet military inter¬ 

action for the extended future. This interaction now occurs at 

two levels: 

The first is when both sides use naval general purpose forces 

(GPF)* in their "political presence" missions targeted against 

each other and against Third World states. Interactions at this 

level (analyzed elsewhere in this volume) probably offer the most 

likely contingencies in which combat between the superpowers may 

erupt in the immediate future. 

Secondly, the naval GPF balance almost certainly will 

have a significant effect on high level strategic relationships 

between the two countries. At that level in the past, the 

question has often been asked: what threat do Soviet naval forces 

pose to the security of the U.S. SSBN force? The official answer 

appears to be little or none. For example, throughout the debate 

on the Trident system and its predecessor, ULMS, U.S. naval spokes¬ 

men expressed the view that, while no specific ASW threat to Polaris/ 

Poseidon now exists, Trident is a hedge against the possibility of 

such a threat and (more recently) a "counter" to the Soviets' 

D-class SSBN.* 

^General purpose force is a term of Western origin referring to all 
naval forces except ballistic missile launching submarines. 
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This paper deals with the relationship between GPF force 

levels and capabilities and the SSBN security issue from the 

Soviet point of view. Its purpose is to urge students of Soviet 

naval policy to re-examine the body of available evidence by asking 

two questions which have thus far been given scant attention: 

what kind of threat to their own SSBNs do the Soviets perceive 

in Western ASW systems? What has been their reaction, if any, 

to this potential threat? 

One should say at the outset that these questions do not 

arise because of explicit U.S. policy. The U.S. has generally 

(and in the author's opinion, properly) avoided policy statements 

which imply that its ASW capabilities are targeted against Soviet 

ballistic missile submarines. At the national level, spokesmen 

like Admiral Zumwalt do not list ASW defense against SSBNs as one 

of the four "capabilities" of the U.S. Navy.2 However, the U.S. 

has not yet gone as far as specifically excluding defense against 

SSBNs as a naval task; the utilization of U.S. ASW capabilities in 

a damage-limiting role to blunt a possible Soviet SLBM attack is 

a logical policy option. Indeed during the early years of the 

McNamara incumbency in the Department of Defense, naval GPF 

systems were described as a "defense against submarine launched 

ballistic missiles." This characterization disappeared by 

February, 1965, at the same time that assured destruction became 

the dominant objective of U.S. strategic programs.3 At the national 

level, U.S. policy, based on the requirements of mutually assured 

destruction, now reflects little desire to threaten the security 
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of Soviet sea-based strategic systems. However, ASW defenses 

against SSNs can be brought to bear against SSBNs. For example, 

a recent public affairs brochure describing the U.S. Pacific Fleet 

states, in connection with the missions of Commander Third Fleet 

(ASW forces in the Pacific), "Protection of the United States 

against the threat of submarine-launched ballistic missiles is the 

newest and most complex of ASW reponsibilities."4 

U.S. Behavior 

Although statements of this kind may be a source of concern 

to the Soviets, Soviet naval planners probably give equal or greater 

weight to three other factors in assessing the current and future 

security of their SSBN force: 

o the possibility of a breakthrough in ASW sensor 

technology that would permit ASW forces to maintain 

continuous fire control solutions on SSBNs; 

o patterns in U.S. resource allocation between various 

types of ASW (area search, convoy defense, etc.) and 

between ASW and other areas of naval warfare; and 

o observed trends in U.S. naval operations, exercises, 

and tactical development and evaluation. 

What little information is available about Soviet views 

on these subjects will be described later; it will be useful at 

this point to review the evidence publicly available in the West 

on U.S. ASW activities in order to conjecture about its possible 
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impact on the Soviets. The basic question is: have those activi 

ties been of a scale and character which is 1ihe 1 y to have produced 

concern in the USSR with SSBN security? 

It is the hypothesis of this paper tlvit, whatever U.S. 

intentions, the answer is yes. Unofficial arms control advocates 

in the U.S. have made SSBN security a central : heme of recent 

investigations. Scientists like Herbert Scoville and Richard L. 

(.■arwin have proposed measures which would isolate "conventional" 

ASW for the protection of surface ships from "strategic" ASW, 

which threatens ballistic missile submarine^/' While these tech¬ 

nical specialists generally agree that "there is no danger to 

the invulnerability of the sea-based deterrent either immediately 

foreseeable or on the horizon," the fact of raising the issue to 

the level of public discourse could encourage Soviet planners 

to re-examine their own assessments closely. 

The evidence from U.S. resource allocation patterns probably 

further impels the Soviets toward concern with SSBN security. 

Soviet writings indicate they estimate that a third of the U.S. 

Navy's procurement budget goes to anti-submarine warfare. To 

offset the retirement of specialized anti-submarine carriers, 

U.S. attack aircraft carriers (CVAs) have recently been programmed 

to become CV's, embarking ASW aircraft in addition to fighter 

and tactical strike aircraft. The newly designated CVs have 

been assigned a "sea control" mission; however the objective for 

which sea control is sought is left somewhat open-ended. 
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In general, U.S. ASW programs are justified in U.S. writings by 

the requirement to defend U.S. naval forces wherever they may operate. 

especially when they protect military and economic sealift to 

NATO in the context of a European land war. This latter justifi¬ 

cation the Soviets may find puzzling, if a short duration general 

war scenario can properly be imputed to them. In brief, although 

the wartime missions of the U.S. GPF Navy may be well understood 

by U.S. officials and analysts, Soviet understanding of those 

missions may be substantially less clear. 

In addition to the development of the CV,"Sea Control" 

and other ASW ships of more radical design are planned. The United 

States has invested in large-scale undersea surveillance systems 

which in some cases may appear to the Soviets to be targeted 

against the operating areas of their strategic submarines. The 

U.S. is currently acquiring advanced land- and sea-based ASW air¬ 

craft (the P3C and the S3A), whose combined total appropriations 

had reached nearly $4 billion dollars by FY-75.7 The budget 

justification for the U.S. nuclear attack submarine program has 

long characterized SSNs as effective ASW platforms. The mission 

description of the latest, SSN-688-dass, continues that justifica¬ 

tion. The 688 is being acquired to "destroy enemy ships, primarily 

submarines, in order to prohibit the employment of such forces 

in attacks and destruction of U.S. or allied targets.8 Which 

targets are being threatened by which enemy "submarines" is not 

specifically stated; the ambiguity of the mission description at 
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least offers the possibility that the SSN-688 and U.S. ASW systems 

in general may have Soviet SSBNs as targets. 

Soviet Views 

Senior Soviet spokesmen have not publicly addressed the 

broad question of the wartime missions of all U.S. ASW forces. 

However, at the technical level they have discussed the role of 

Western nuclear attack submarines. These they apparently regard 

as having primary pro- and anti-SSBN missions. In 1971, a review 

of Western ASW in the Soviet Naval Digest referred to the primary 

mission of U.S. nuclear submarines as "combatting other submarines 

and protecting their own guided missile submarines."^ The follow¬ 

ing year a second naval spokesman observed in the same forum that 

Western SSN's were intended "to track and destroy nuclear powered 

guided missile submarines and attack submarines."10 This discus¬ 

sion of submarine missions is particularly significant,because the 

Soviets have made quite clear that they regard the submarine 

itself as the most effective anti-submarine platform. 

Little information is available on the critical question 

of Soviet assessments of the quality of Western ASW systems. 

They have publicly articulated an interest in U.S. ASW detection 

and attack systems, ascribing ranges of tens of kilometers to 

12 
U.S. sonars. They appear to be attentive students of Western 

ASW developments, writing in detail (always citing "specialists in the 

West" as a source) on U.S. fixed ocean surveillance systems, ASW mine 

developments like Captor, and the organizational structure of U.S. ASW 
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forces. In general, however, the available evidence only permits 

one to conclude that the Soviets are aware of the range of U.S. 

efforts in ASW and, at the technical level at least, perceive these 

capabilities can be targeted against their SSBNs. 

There is a final and important reason to suspect that the 

Soviets may in fact be more concerned with the SSBN defense 

problem than they have publicly revealed thus far. This has to do 

with the effects of uncertainties about an adversary's capabilities 

that are always inherent in defense planning and the common technique 

of assessing a threat via the mode of pure capabilities analysis. 

It seems possible that if the Soviets apply some version of pure 

capabilities analysis to the body of evidence on U.S. behavior 

described above, they may already have concluded that the U.S. 

Navy has adopted, but not announced, (or will soon adopt) a basic 

mission of ASW defense against Soviet SSBNs. 

While we have no direct evidence of the role it plays in 

Soviet planning, pure capabilities analysis is a familiar tool of 

defense analysts. In the pure capabilities perspective one of an 

opponent's principal capabilities--in this case, U.S. ASW systems-- 

is matched against a very high value and potentially vulnerable 

stake--the Soviet SSBN force--in a scenario involving several 

worst case assumptions. If the Soviets employ this mode of 

analysis, their conclusions do not hinge so much on overt U.S. 

verbal and operational behavior as on potential U.S. actions, 

which prudent Soviet planners must prepare for. 
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The Soviet SSBN i orce is almost certainly the highest value 

entity which the Soviet Union must maintain in the world ocean; 

turther, its importance is likely to increase as long as mutually 

assured destruction remains the basic theme of de facto U.S.- 

Soviet strategic relations. Because of large investments and 

substantial experience over an extended time period and perhaps 

because of the organizational emphasis of the U.S. Navy on ASW, 

the United States may appear to possess a serious capability to 

threaten that force. It thus appears that Soviet maritime strate¬ 

gists in 1974 have substantial reason to accord significant atten¬ 

tion to SSBN defense, particularly in light of the Soviets' 

historical concern with defensive missions. 

I he Range of Possible Soviet Responses 

If one surveys the record of Soviet naval behavior, is it 

possible to detect evidence of concern with a Western ASW threat 

to Soviet SSBNs? The answer to this question is quite uncertain; 

the evidence is mixed. In theory at least two responses* employed 

independently or in combination appear open to the Soviets: 

o They can attempt to dilute the effectiveness of any poten¬ 

tial U.S. threat by increasing the range of their SLBMs, 

thus enlarging the area in which their SSBNs can operate 

while remaining on station; 

Other responses are theoretically possible, including mounting 
additional self-defense systems on their SSBNs, an alternative 
which might tend to nullify the SSBN's ability to remain concealed 
if pre-launch employment of defensive weapons systems were 
necessary. 

-8- 



o They can adopt what might be termed a sea control 

approach with the object of: 

(1) threatening U.S. SSBNs, or 

(2) defending their own SSBNs on station. 

The Soviets have clearly adopted the first approach. The 

SS-N-8 missile mounted on the new D-class SSBN has a range publicly 

announced in the West on the order of 4000 nm. This represents 

about a three-fold increase in range over the SS-N-6 missile 

currently carried by the Y-class and permits the D-class to be 

on station while in or near home waters. This increase in range 

affords the opportunity to disperse deterrent platforms more 

widely. It also presents the possibility of concentrating D-class 

submarines (or other platforms which potentially might carry the 

SS-N-8) in order to defend them with naval and land-based forces 

in areas near to the USSR. The Soviets have not publicly described 

such a possible tactic for their own forces, although it would be 

quite congruent with the defense-of-the-homeland tasks that make 

up the primary missions of the Soviet naval GPF in wartime. It is 

quite noteworthy however that in a recent article Soviet non-naval 

political analysts have suggested that the U.S. might concentrate 

its Trident submarines for defensive purposes. Active defense 

of a unilaterally declared safe area for Soviet SSBNs in the 

Norwegian Sea or off the Kamchatka coast would appear to be 

attractive alternatives in a time of severe tension, after SS-N-8 

inventories permit. (Declaration of such an area in the Norwegian 
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Sea before the longer range missiles of the U.S. Trident system 

are operational in significant numbers might, of course, produce 

a severe dilemma for U.S. planners if the Atlantic Polaris/ 

Poseidon force operated in the same area.3 

In the near term however, until the SS-N-8 is operational 

in sufficient numbers, the Soviets may be seriously concerned with 

the second approach--sea control as it relates to the strategic 

platforms of both sides. A considerable portion of Soviet ASW 

effort has reportedly focused on the U.S. Polaris/Poseidon force 

in the last five years. One could expect explicit anti-Polaris/ 

Poseidon operations to intensify as SALT II negotiations proceed. 

But according to the public statements of the U.S. leadership the 

Soviets currently lack any significant capability against SSBNs. 

Indeed in the Gorshkov series in Morskoi sbornik (February 72 - 

February 73) the possibilities of ASW defense against ballistic 

missile submarines are not discussed favorably.13 On the other 

hand, it's probably fair to say that the Soviets already possess 

significant capabilities to contend with at least the surface com¬ 

ponent of any ASW forces which the U.S. might seek to bring to 

bear against Soviet SSBNs in transit to or operating on their 

current launch stations. This reality would appear strongly to 

encourage the Soviets to place high priority on countering such 

forces. * 

* Advocates of mutual deterrence in the U.S. may have difficulty 
in imagining the possible contingencies in which the U.S. might 
choose deliberately to threaten the Soviet SSBN force; however 
it is doubtful that decision-makers responsible for the develop¬ 
ment of the D-class (or the Trident) would be similarly troubled. 
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The Soviets can significantly improve their ability to 

operate in the high threat environment implied by this mission 

if they employ a force of large air-capable ships like those 

currently under construction at Nikolayev on the Black Sea. It 

is the conjecture of this paper that the Nikolayev ship is being 

developed principally for the purpose of enhancing Soviet GPF 

sea control capabilities in the pro- and anti-SSBN mission area. 

However, alternative missions are clearly possible and a review 

of the evidence regarding other roles for the ship is required. 

Role of the Air-Capable Ship 

Although intelligence apparently remains sketchy, the 

air-capable ship is publicly described in the West as displacing 

on the order of 40,000 tons and being capable of operating both 

helicopters and fixed-wing V/STOL aircraft.Two major missions 

appear possible for this ship: 

o projection of power ashore on the U.S. attack carrier 

or amphibious helicopter carrier models, and 

o sea control. 

Considerable overlap exists among the capabilities required 

to perform these missions, but, on balance, the evidence seems to 

support the conjecture that the new air-capable ship will be 

designed primarily for a sea control mission. 

First, sea control is a general prerequisite to projection 

of power ashore. The ship is not large enough to combine major 

sea control systems--ASW and AAW--with significant capabilities 
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to project power ashore--strike aircraft or amphibious helicopter 

Lift. If it is to be exclusively an amphibious helicopter ship 

(the Soviets described the use of helicopters in the amphibious 

phase of Maneuver OKEAN),^^ it would appear excessively large for 

the inter-coastal missions on the Eurasian continent traditionally 

assigned to Soviet amphibious forces. 

It is clearly too early to foreclose on the possibility 

that the ship is a commando carrier (which also exist in the 

navies of France, the United Kingdom, and Australia), designed 

for essentially political missions in the Third World. If so, 

it would presumably rely on other Soviet units for AAW and ASW 

support. However, operation of a commando carrier would clearly 

be the most radical single step the Soviet navy could take and 

would strongly intensify and accelerate the trend toward political 

interv'ention in the operations of the Soviet navy which has 

emerged since 1967. In this regard, the ship, whatever its pri¬ 

mary mission, will no doubt engage in distant deployments and 

almost certainly will be used for political effect. The ship will 

be a major symbol of both the global capability of the Soviet navy 

and its claim to equality with the Western naval power.* 

In the final analysis, however, the strategic relationship 

with the United States has been the governing concern of Soviet 

naval planners. The MOSKVA-class CHGs' ASW capabilities were 

* And equality with other navies as well. For example, the Soviets 
probably find the lack of sea-based air capability embarrassing 
when they deploy to the Indian Ocean where the Indian navy 
operates an attack carrier. 
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widely interpreted by naval analysts in this perspective (that 

is, MOSKVA was estimated to be primarily a counter-SSBN platform). 

It seems therefore likely that the Nikolayev ships will be in this 

sense a second generation MOSKVA which (presumably) bring fixed- 

wing, sea-based air to contend with the strategic defensive problems 

which the Soviets perceive. 

If this line of argument is valid, two aspects of the 

MOSKVA-class CHG are particularly important. First, by providing 

organic sea-based air in the form of helicopters, the CHG signifi¬ 

cantly extended the range of sensors in the field of ASW. The 

Nikolayev ships will extend sensor range in the fields of AAW and 

anti-surface ship warfare. The latter is particularly important 

because of the sensor (and to a lesser degree) the attack range 

advantage which a CVA task force appears to enjoy over Soviet 

surface units. MOSKVA also represented a quantum improvement in 

ASW and AAW self-defense capabilities; the Nikolayev ship will 

almost certainly improve on MOSKVA, especially if air defense 

fighter aircraft are carried. 

A second, and perhaps less obvious aspect of MOSKVA-class 

operations has been the CHGs' possible role in task force coordina¬ 

tion.^^ It is an occasionally controversial tenet of Soviet naval 

planning, according to Soviet doctrinal writings, that success 

in combat requires, where possible, the coordinated employment 

of surface, sub-surface and air units. Soviet descriptions of 

their exercise activity frequently reflect this concept. In 

-13- 
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addition, the Soviets have been particularly forthright in 

expressing the view that the two major obstacles to be overcome 

in ASW are submarine detection and coordination of Soviet attack 

systems.18 Becaus of her size and implied capacity to carry 

major communications and signal processing systems, and because 

of her potential to communicate reliably with submarine, surface, 

and air units, the new air-capable ship seems likely to have major 

responsibilities for coordination of Soviet operations designed 

to achieve tactical superiority in an ocean area of operations.19 

If this is the case, one might expect to see increasing Soviet 

attention to tactical data links and conroinications relay aircraft 

in addition to the helicopters, early warning and electronic war¬ 

fare aircraft which that task implies. 

However, it cannot be specifically determined at this time 

whether the Nikolayev ships are to be employed to protect Soviet 

SSBNs against a possible Western threat or whether they will be 

used as the nucleus of a force designed to attack the sea-based 

strategic systems of the West. Because of the great similarity of 

shipboard sensors and weapons systems necessary to accomplish 

either task, it may be that the question will remain unanswered 

for some time to come. 
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Implications of Current Soviet SSBN Operating Policy 

The crucial evidence regarding possible Soviet concern with 

SSBN security necessarily comes from current SSBN operating policy 

itself. In 1973 the Soviets apparently maintained only 2 to 3 

Yankee-class SSBNs within range of the U.S. 20 Assuming they con¬ 

tinue this practice, it would appear to have two obvious implications 

o the Soviets do not expect a sudden surprise attack by 

the West that would destroy these forces; and 

o they are apparently confident that they can move the 

remainder of the SSBN force into launch position when 

they desire to do so. 

It is the latter point which is of direct concern here. 

There appear to be four possible sources of Soviet confidence: 

(1) They simply do not believe that existing or planned Western 

naval forces have the capacity to impede their SSBN deployments. 

For the reasons argued above this is unlikely to be the case. 

(2) They will deploy their SSBN force during the period of 

increasing tension preceding hostilities and depend on the pro¬ 

tection of the peacetime situation for its security. Although 

Western planners have apparently rejected such a policy for their 

SSBNs on the grounds of risk and the felt need for immediate 

retaliation, we do not know enough about Soviet views to reject this 

alternative as entirely implausible.* 

* No evidence is available from Soviet or Western sources regarding 
Soviet SSBN deployment policies during recent international crises. 
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(3) The Soviets can withhold a significant portion of their 

SSBNs from the initial nuclear exchange by deploying it in 

presumably safe territorial or near-shore waters. It has been 

argued elsewhere in this volume that Admiral Gorshkov advocates 

such a "withholding strategy" on the grounds that naval forces 

in-being are a vital necessity for intra-war or post-war bargaining. 

This strategy implies that the force could then be deployed at 

will, if one assumes that some significant portion of Western 

capabilities to oppose it would have been eliminated. 

(4) Finally, the Soviets could employ their GPF naval systems 

(and other elements of their armed forces) to protect a surge 

deployment of the force as the war begins. Whatever other benefits 

existing Soviet SSBN operating policy affords, it probably makes 

a larger portion of the force available for surge deployment when 

compared to a policy of maintaining peacetime deployments continu¬ 

ously at a relatively high level.* 

The latter two cases imply a range of wartime tasks for the 

GPF sector of the Soviet navy associated with a pro-SSBN mission. 

In the case of the "withholding strategy" GPF requirements would 

vary with the timing of SSBN employment and the size of the remain¬ 

ing Western force. Tí, che last case--in which the force might fight 

its way to launch position--GPF requirements might be very significant 

Assuming that their SSBN force faces no physical constraints on 
its deployability--crew availability, system reliability etc.-- 
current Soviet SSBN deployment practice appears to offer the 
advantages of lower operating costs and reduced risk against 
accident. 
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indeed. This is particularly so because the tactical situation 

would be exactly the reverse of the defense-of-the-homeland role which 

has long been associated with the Soviet GPF navy. The Soviets 

would not adopt blocking positions for a defense in depth against 

an expected Western penetration; instead, the Soviets might be 

required to penetrate a Western defense in-depth. 

Conclusions 

It has been argued here that the character and scale of 

U.S. (and other Western) ASW activities has been such that one 

could plausibly expect the Soviets to be concerned with the security 

of their SSBN force; that current technical realities appear to 

encourage them to increase their capabilities to contend with a 

potential threat to that force from Western ASW systems; that the 

air-capable ship is likely to be assigned both pro- and anti-SSBN 

missions; and that the pro-SSBN task may lie closer to possible 

achievement. 

The evidence from Soviet verbal and operational behavior-- 

particularly the current peacetime SSBN deployment policy--is 

difficult to interpret until the question of the wartime role of 

the SSBN force is resolved. The possible existence of a "withhold¬ 

ing strategy" may in itself reflect Soviet concern with the SSBN 

security problem. The evidence does not permit a conclusive judg¬ 

ment At this time it would appear useful for analysts to add the 

pro-SSBN mission to the list of possible wartime tasks of the Soviet 

navy. 
-17- 
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