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Russia Beefs up Baltic Fleet amid NATO Tensions 

 

Russia is sharply upgrading the firepower of its Baltic Fleet by adding warships armed with long-range cruise missiles 

to counter NATO’s build-up in the region, Russian media reported on Wednesday. There was no official confirmation 
from Moscow, but the reports will raise tensions in the Baltic, already heightened since Russia’s 2014 annexation of 

Crimea, and cause particular alarm in Poland and Lithuania which border Russia’s base there. 

The reported deployment comes as NATO is planning its biggest military build-up on Russia’s borders since the Cold 
War to deter possible Russian aggression. Russia’s daily Izvestia newspaper cited a military source as saying that the 

first two of five ships, the Serpukhov and the Zeleny Dol, had already entered the Baltic Sea and would soon become 
part of a newly formed division in Kaliningrad, Russia’s European exclave sandwiched between Poland and Lithuania. 

Another source familiar with the situation told the Interfax news agency that the two warships would be joining the 

Baltic Fleet in the coming days. “With the appearance of two small missile ships armed with the Kalibr cruise missiles 
the Fleet’s potential targeting range will be significantly expanded in the northern European military theatre,” the 

source told Interfax. 

Russia’s Defence Ministry, which said earlier this month the two ships were en route to the Mediterranean, did not 

respond to a request for comment, but NATO and the Swedish military confirmed the two warships had entered the 

Baltic. “NATO navies are monitoring this activity near our borders,” said Dylan White, the alliance’s acting spokesman. 
The Buyan-M class corvettes are armed with nuclear-capable Kalibr cruise missiles, known by the NATO code name 

Sizzler, which the Russian military says have a range of at least 1,500 km (930 miles). 

Though variants of the missile are capable of carrying nuclear warheads, the ships are believed to be carrying 

conventional warheads. “The addition of Kalibr missiles would increase the strike range not just of the Baltic Fleet, but 
of Russian forces in the Baltic region, fivefold,” said Ben Nimmo, a defence analyst at the Atlantic Council’s Digital 

Forensic Research Lab, who has been tracking the ships’ progress. “The two small corvettes, with their modern, 

nuclear-capable missiles, may yet have an impact out of proportion to their size in the Baltic.” Source : gCaptain 

China to Start Construction on 1st Type 075 LHD Amphibious Assault Ship 
for PLAN Soon 

According to our source in China, the steel cutting of the first Type 075 Landing Helicopter Dock (LHD) for the People's 
Liberation Army Navy (PLAN or Chinese Navy) is expected to take place by the first quarter of 2017. 

China State Shipbuilding Corporation (CSSC) is said to have been awarded the contract and will therefore act as prime 

contractor. CSSC is one of the two largest shipbuilding conglomerates in China (the other being the China Shipbuilding 
Industry Corporation - CSIC). CSSC is one of the top 10 defence groups in China, consists of various ship yards, 

equipment manufacturers, research institutes and shipbuilding related companies, some of the well known shipbuilders 
in China such as Jiangnan Shipyard and Hudong-Zhonghua Shipbuilding are currently owned by CSSC 



 

Unofficial artist impression of what PLAN's future Type 075 LHD may look like (!) 

The Type 075 LHD is expected to have a displacement of 36,000 tons. In comparison, a Mistral-class LHD displaces 
21,000 tons full load, the Juan Carlos LHD 26,000 tons and the Wasp-class 40,500 tons. The Type 075 LHD should be 

able to deploy and accomodate up to 30x helicopters (Z-8, Z-9, Z-18, Ka-28, Ka-31) with 6x helicopter spots on the 

flight deck and the main elevator located at the stern. 

For self protection, the LHD is set to be fitted with 2x H/PJ-11 eleven-barreled 30mm CIWS and 2x HQ-10 short range 

SAM launchers. Finally, the contract for the new Type 054B frigates should be signed soon, while the extension work 
at the Shanghai shipyard will be completed by 2017 (construction of a future CATOBAR aircraft carrier will then be 

possible at this shipyard). Source : Navy Recognition 

Graphs of the week: ‘finally getting the Collins class we paid for’ 

Mark Thomson and Andrew Davies have been following the status of the Collins class submarines for some years now, 

and we’re happy to see the upbeat new installment of the Coles review(PDF). There’s some good news in the report—

which is possibly why it didn’t make much of a ripple in the press when it was released by the Defence and Finance 
ministers last week. 

Let’s start with the availability data. Defence stopped reporting submarine availability some years ago on national 
security grounds (coincidentally around the same time as theCollins availability hit its nadir), but there’s enough 

information in the public domain to create a fairly reliable time series. The new report allows me to update the 
chart we presented on The Strategist in May last year with a new data point for the predicted 2015–16 performance. 

 



The new report was actually completed back in March, so the figure for 2015–16 was a projection made on the basis 

of performance over the first nine months of the financial year. As far as we can tell, things seem to have run 
smoothly since then, so the estimate’s probably pretty accurate. The result of 963 unit ready days* is still short of the 

international benchmark, but it’s 17% better than the Navy’s target when the detailed plan was first pulled together 
back in 2012. All else being equal, the fleet’s on track to hit the benchmark in the 2016–17 financial year. 

That’s an excellent result, and better than even John Coles thought possible: ‘There are few, including myself, who 
would have confidently predicted in 2012 that the performance now delivered by the Collins Class would graduate from 

mediocre to excellent in less than four years at almost level funding. … A program once that was considered a “Project 

of Concern” should perhaps now be treated as an “Exemplar Project”, if such a category existed’. 

Coles’ comment about funding is important. One way to achieve increased availability would’ve been to inefficiently 

throw money at the problem, but that hasn’t been the case. Funding was increased by around 40% in the period after 
2011 compared to the preceding years, but the previous Collins funding was inadequate. 

When we took a detailed look at ADF support costs for a 2008 paper, we compared the support costs for the Collins 

fleet with the Anzac frigates. Per vessel, funding for Collins support was just 55% of the surface combatants. Given 
that the vessels are comparable in tonnage, and that the submarines are certainly no less complex, it’s not hard to 

understand why the Collins boats spent so much time out of the water in the 2000s. (That’s also an insight into Navy’s 
priorities back then, and probably explains why the submarine workforce was also poorly managed (PDF) at the time.) 

With adequate resources available, it’s now possible to manage the Collins fleet appropriately. While the overall effort 
costs more in total than in earlier years, the cost to the taxpayer of each operational day—which is what we’re paying 

for when all’s said and done—is falling. The figure below (reproduced from the new Coles report) shows that the cost 

effectiveness of the Collins support effort has increased markedly. Each unit ready day now costs 60% of the 2011 
price, and less than half of the 2009 price. 

 

There’s no magic at work here. We’re seeing the result of the disciplined and systematic approach that tasks like 

submarine support require, as well as the deconfliction of a once byzantine network of overlapping responsibilities—
which had the net effect of leaving no one responsible for what was a national scandal. The now methodical approach 

can be seen in the very elegant maintenance schedule for the six boat fleet which was developed by the Coles team. 

For now, things are looking good for the nation’s submarine fleet. The Collins fleet is in increasingly good shape, and 

there’s no reason to think that they won’t be around to see in the new submarines from around 2030. But it’s probably 

not too early to start thinking about the transition between the fleets. We badly botched the Oberon to Collins 
transition, and it has taken the best part of 20 years to recover the situation. 



One of the challenges that’ll have to be managed is keeping the submarine maintenance capability up to scratch. 

Depending on the sequencing of deliveries of the new boats, there could be a gap of around 10 years between the last 
major refit to a Collins boat and the first for the new fleet. Sometime between now and then we’ll need a plan to 

manage the gap - or we could be back to where we were before Coles and the wider submarine enterprise set about 
their good work. Source : The Strategist 

Spioenkop repairs underway with sea acceptance trials coming next month 
 

SAS Spioenkop suffered “a major mechanical defect” while 

deployed in the Mozambique Channel in August, with indications 
that repairs are progressing and she will start with sea acceptance 

trials in November. 

The Valour Class frigate stopped in Durban en route to taking up 

station in the busy sea lane in August for what at the time was 

said to be minor work. She departed Naval Base Durban and was 
due to spend 40 days on station as the major South African 

contribution to Operation Copper, the Southern African 
Development Community counter-piracy tasking. 

About four weeks later defenceWeb was reliably informed 

Spioenkop was “limping” back to Durban after experiencing 
operational defects. The SA Navy only responded to a 

defenceWeb enquiry yesterday on the status of the vessel. 

Navy media relations officer Captain Zamo Sithole said Spioenkop is busy with maintenance and repairs are “being 

undertaken”. “The present schedule, provided all goes according to plan, is that Spioenkop will commence sea 

acceptance trails in early November,” he said adding the next scheduled deployment of a Navy vessel for Operation 
Copper is “over the festive period”. The Armscor tender bulletin has been carrying basic information on a requirement 

issued in terms of reference ENLS/2016/163 for a “feasibility study requirement on frigate waterjet system”. The 
closing date for submission was October 12 and to date no more information has been put into the public domain. 

Unconfirmed reports at the time of Spioenkop going unserviceable had it there were problems with the vessel’s 
propulsion system, possible confirmation of which is the Armscor tender. Spioenkop is the third of the Valour class 

frigates acquired by the SA Navy to enhance its blue water capability as part of the 1998 multi-billion Rand arms deal. 

Her keel was laid down in February 2002, she was launched in August 2003 and commissioned in March the following 
year. 

Spioenkop has to date this year been to India to participate in that country’s International Fleet Review and was also 
the SA Navy’s sole representative in the Ibsamar exercise that followed the review. She also took an active part in the 

mid-year naval exercise Red Lion, part of the defence force-wide Exercise Ndlovu. 

The next deployment of a maritime platform to the Mozambique Channel for Operation Copper in December ties in 
with the revised approach to the operation. This has seen with withdrawal of a vessel on station 24/7, 365 as well as 

the withdrawal of SAAF assets from bases in Mozambique. The operation now runs of the basis of ship/aircraft/ship 
with a short period of both on station to forward on the ground intelligence and other operational information. 

This has seen the deployment of an offshore patrol vessel (OPV) for three weeks followed by a C-130BZ after it. The 
OPV was preceded by a C-47TP. Indications are one of the two serving offshore patrol vessels will be the next 

maritime platform to take up station in the Mozambique Channel, probably also for 40 days. Source : defenceWeb 

The current OC is Capt C.G. Maritz. This is good news indeed. The failure was material failure. 

Teekay Gas Carrier Attacked Near Key Shipping Lane Off Yemen 

Unknown assailants attacked a gas tanker off the coast of Yemen close to the Bab al-Mandab waterway in the latest 

flare up in an area through which much of the world’s oil passes, shipping and security officials said on Wednesday. 
The incident, the first attack on a commercial ship since July, followed missile attacks in recent weeks on military craft, 

including U.S. navy vessels, which were launched from Yemen that had already raised risks for merchant shipping. 

Shipping group Teekay said its LNG (liquefied natural gas) tanker Galicia Spirit “experienced a suspected piracy 

attack whilst off the coast of Yemen” on Oct. 25. “No third parties managed to board the vessel during the incident 

and all crew members are safe and have been accounted for,” Teekay said in a statement. 



 

Galicia Spirit. Photo: MarineTraffic.com/CBL 04-07 

 “As a precaution, the vessel had a Djibouti warship in attendance when heading away from the area. She has now left 

the high risk area without any further issues,” it added without further details. Maritime security sources said the 
incident occurred near Perim Island, which is about 14 km from the southern Yemeni coast and the site of a lighthouse 

for ships passing through the Bab al-Mandab. 

British maritime security firm MAST said a small vessel had approached the tanker and fired a rocket propelled 
grenade (RPG). “MAST understands that the vessel had no armed security team on board, and that the vessel 

sustained small arms fire as well as the RPG,” it said. “It is unclear whether this is a terrorist attack or piracy.” The 
Royal Navy’s UK Maritime Trade Operation said in a circular to mariners and seen by Reuters that the incident was still 

being investigated “as is the alleged use of RPG”. 

The UK Maritime Component Command, responsible for Royal Navy activity in the Middle East, said in a statement on 

Wednesday “details are still emerging as to the exact nature of the incident event and investigations are still on-

going”. While shipping companies have yet to divert ships, the stakes are high given nearly four million barrels of oil 
are shipped daily to Europe, the United States and Asia via the Bab al-Mandab as well as other commercial goods. 

Yemen’s civil war continues to escalate, pitting the Iran-aligned Houthi movement, backed by troops loyal to former 
President Ali Abdullah Saleh, against the internationally recognised government of Abd Rabbu Mansour al-Hadi, backed 

by Saudi Arabia. The United States carried out cruise missile strikes on Oct. 15 against radar sites in Houthi controlled 

areas of Yemen after two confirmed attempts to hit U.S. Navy destroyer USS Mason with coastal cruise missiles close 
to the Bab al-Mandab. The Houthi movement has denied firing on the USS Mason. 

The Houthis have confirmed a separate earlier attack on a United Arab Emirates vessel in the area. “While small boats 
were implicated in these military attacks, there is no evidence that they are connected with this latest incident,” said 

Michael Edey, head of operations with British security firm Dryad Maritime. “I would suggest that this attack was by 
locals from southern Yemen rather than the Houthis.” Source : Thomson Reuters 

Nasty but the tanks should be constructed to withstand an RPG-7 as far as I know. Who needs pirates 
when you have the Yemen falling apart. 

Iran's navy touts 'suicide drone' 

Iran's navy on Wednesday released a photo of what's being called a "suicide drone" that can be loaded with explosive 

materials and deliberately crashed into targets at sea and on land. The announcement was carried by Iran's semi-
official Tasnim news agency. While Iranian officials said the drone "can carry payloads of explosives for combat 

missions" and "collide with the target and destroy it, (whether) a vessel or an onshore command center" it also noted 
that the drone's primary purpose is maritime surveillance. 

It "has not been designed to be armed with missiles," Tasnim said. The small, pilotless aircraft can nevertheless fly for 

up to four hours and has a range of about 600 miles. It can fly as high as 3,000 feet and as low as 20 inches above 
the Earth's surface. Its camera can be used at night and in "damp sea conditions." 



 

Photo: AFP/Getty Images 

Tasnim did not release any photos of the drone in flight. Rather, it published a few pictures of it in an office atop a 
Persian-style rug. A water cooler is visible in the background. The news agency is considered to have close ties to 

Iran's paramilitary Revolutionary Guards. Earlier this month, Iranian media reported the Revolutionary Guards had, 
through reverse-engineering, built a drone similar to the RQ-170 Sentinel used by the American military. Source :USA 

Today 

Quote to a Reader 

1. An island with less than 1.5 million inhabitants (Mauritius) is properly equipped (2 x Dornier and an Islander) 
whereas SA has stuff-all. 

Makes you think. 

 

That sums up my feelings perfectly! 

AGS 

 


