
But .. for now … the Baltic is Calm

We are entering the Baltic Cauldron … where Geography meets Geopolitics





Our position at 11 am today



It is a Small Sea … But With Big Consequences

It borders Russia … connecting 10 Nations



There is an Illusion of Calm Above the Baltic

The Baltic appears peaceful … ships are in transit



And Beneath the Surface

Energy pipelines, power cables and fibre-optic data links are working seamlessly



Connecting societies … or so we expect!



Geopolitical Tensions

Russian Strategic Interest

Hybrid Warfare Threats

There are Key Risks in the Baltic

So it is a a good time to think about …



The Strategic Importance
of the
Baltic

NATO's Northern Defence Frontier

Analysing the critical role of the Baltic region in the
European Security and Defence Architecture



My
Experience



Why the Region Matters

Around 15% of global seaborne trade originates from,
terminates in, or transits through the Baltic Sea

Geography Energy Trade Alliance Credibility



The Baltic - Key to Russian Oil Exports

The Baltic export corridor, particularly Primorsk and Ust-Luga, has become a strategically important target. 

Together, these two ports alone account for roughly 50% of Russia's total seaborne oil exports



Access to the Baltic runs through the narrow Danish Straits -
Skagerrak, Kattegat, Øresund, Great Belt and the Little Belt 

This gives NATO and Denmark significant leverage over Russian naval transit to and from the
North Sea and so the Atlantic Ocean

It Has Choke Point Geography



What 400 Ships a 
Day Looks Like



The Choke Point

Baltic Sea SystemNorth Sea System





The Øresund Bridge (The Bridge)

A combined railway and motorway cable-stayed bridge that connects Copenhagen, Denmark, with Malmö, 
Sweden. Spanning the Øresund strait, the overall link stretches nearly 16 kilometres (10 miles). Opening in 
July 2000, it stands as one of Europe's most significant engineering achievements, creating a continuous 
land connection between Central Europe and the Scandinavian Peninsula



The Great Belt Bridge

Opened in 1998, the Great Belt Fixed Link is an 18-kilometre (11 miles) engineering marvel that connects the 
Danish islands of Zealand (Sjælland) and Funen (Fyn) across the Great Belt strait



The Little Belt



It it a Economic and Logistics Hub

The region hosts major trade routes for Scandinavian, Baltic states,
German, and Polish ports, and is increasingly important for energy
security (LNG terminals)



Busy Trade and Energy Routes



The Baltic Sea's maximum depth is at the Landsort Deep, off the Swedish coast, reaching 

approximately 459 metres (1,506 feet). The average depth is much shallower, around 55 

metres

Baltic Sea Water Depths



The Straits have depths often well under 20 metres in places, with some channels closer to 8-9 metres, far 
too shallow for most submarines to transit fully submerged without risk of grounding or exposing the hull 
Width and traffic density. Denmark, Sweden, and NATO maintain extensive sonar arrays, seabed sensors, and 
routine maritime patrol aircraft and naval patrols across these chokepoints, plus allied submarines and 
surface units regularly monitor the area

The So What - Restricted Submarine Operations



10 German A212 Class SSKs (operate mainly in the North Sea)

Submarine Fleets in the Baltic Sea
1 Polish Kilo Class SSK
(Ordered 3 new Saab built A26s for delivery by 2038)

3 Swedish Gotland Class SSKs 2 Russian SSKs



Dense concentration of subsea cables, gas pipelines, and
interconnectors makes the Baltic a focal point for hybrid
warfare, sabotage concerns, and the ‘shadow fleet’ issue

So What - Critical Infrastructure Vulnerability 



The Baltic Sea Underwater Pipeline and Cable Network 



- More than 95% of data is carried around the world in (nearly a million miles of) fibre optic cables, 
carrying terabytes per second rather than megabytes per second by satellite at the speed of light … 
important given about 1.7 Mb of data is created per person per second
- For context: 1.6 million km is roughly four times the distance from the Earth to the Moon, or enough to 
wrap around the equator 37 times; and 90% of all global data has been created in just the last two years

Importance of the Seas Below



… Came as No Surprise Therefore When …
In September 2025 a Russian Shadow Fleet tanker 
the Boracay was implicated and directly detained by 
French authorities. Analysis of maritime tracking data 
placed the Boracay within 50 nautical miles of Copenhagen



… Nor This … in September 2022

Who Did It?  This remains legally unresolved, but the weight of 
recent reporting (Der Spiegel, the Italian arrest, German warrants) 
points toward a Ukrainian special-operations team, with unresolved 
questions about how much Kyiv's political leadership and 
Washington knew or sanctioned in advance



Russia is Nefariously Undermining Europe

Locations in Europe considered to be sites of Russian directed/back sabotage



NATO to the Fore!

The Baltic Sea is now largely surrounded by NATO territory, with Kaliningrad as the sole non-NATO coastline

This gives the Alliance strategic depth

- Eastern Baltic encirclement
- Control of Baltic Sea choke points
- Enhanced intelligence and surveillance

Russia retains a Baltic coastline through Kaliningrad but, geographically and operationally, that coastline is now the 
exception - not the rule

That changes the balance of surveillance, reinforcement, and maritime control
across the entire region



The Growth of NATO



Scores on the Door - NATO’s Advantage



Scores on the Door - NATO’s Advantage





Ensuring NATO Engagement

11 strategic ports in the Baltic

Multinational battalions
in four NATO countries

20+ navies and 50+ aircraft
committed to defence

50% of troops from new members

A test case for NATO unity and
deterrence in its new 32-member reality



Kaliningrad

Baltic Sea

The Kaliningrad Problem

Tiny but strategically outsized - at roughly 15,000 square kilometres (smaller than Northern Ireland) and with a 

population of under a million, it punches far above its weight strategically, sitting astride the Suwałki Gap, the narrow 

land corridor between Poland and Lithuania that's seen as NATO's most vulnerable point for a potential Russian move 
to link up with Belarus

Klaipeda

Gdansk



A Forcing Function? - Ethnic Russians in the Baltic



The Kaliningrad Question

Kaliningrad changes the geometry of the Baltic

- Heavily militarised exclave
- Missile and air defence hub
- Forward operating base on NATO’s flank
- The Gulf of Finland, home to 40% of Russia’s seaborne oil exports, is now mostly covered with ice from 
December to March

Kaliningrad allows
Russia to project power westward without moving its mainland forces.





Means NATO Warning Time Has Shrunk

- MiG-31 + Kinzhal deployment
- Have Hypersonic missile capability, providing very much reduced reaction window

Modern conflict is no longer about distance - it is about time



The Hypersonic Missile Threat



The Ukraine Element

As of 3 June 2026, Ukraine demonstrated that it is able to target the Russian Baltic Fleel

Kaliningrad which so far has been out of reach of Ukrainian UAVs.
This sanctuary for the Baltic Fleet is due to the Kaliningrad Region being surrounded

 by NATO countries. Striking the Baltic Fleet at Kaliningrad would
 require Ukrainian UAVs to fly over NATO territory, an option

 which is politically not feasible



The Suwalki Gap - Geography is Power … but also Risk

A narrow land and rail link between Kaliningrad and Belarus that is only 45 miles (70 km) wide

- Short reinforcement timelines
- Limited depth
- Compressed decision space



NATO Response Force - Posture Adaptation

Baltic theatre 2024-2026

- Enhanced forward presence scaled up
- Multinational reinforcement plans activated
- Integrated air and maritime surveillance



NATO Air Policing - Providing Integrated Air and Missile Defence

Layered coverage with:

- Forward-deployed air defence systems
- F-35 and allied air integration
- NATO air policing continuity

From reactive defence to persistent surveillance
Airspace in the Baltic is monitored continuously, not episodically



Collaboration at its Best



Maritime Endeavours in the Baltic

Standing NATO maritime groups

- Persistent surface presence
- Submarine detection and tracking
- Protection of sea lines of communication

Control at sea underpins both trade and deterrence





So What is NATO is Doing to Protect Pipelines and Cables?

The Goal is to deter and respond - limit interference before it happens

Has resulted in expanded patrols, monitoring, coordination, and messaging to defend energy pipelines and cables

Critical Infrastructure Focus

Energy pipelines, power cables, data cables 
treated as key assets

Expanded Undersea Surveillance

ROVs and sea sensors detect 
suspicious activity

Clear Deterrent Message

Interference will be detected and 
have consequences

Increased Presence

More ships and maritime patrol aircraft 
increase deterrence



NATO - Bringing Regional Stability Through Deterrence

- Persistent presence
- Clear signalling
- Credible reinforcement
- Alliance cohesion

Deterrence in the Baltic is designed to prevent conflict, not provoke it
The Baltic is heavily monitored, heavily planned for and deliberately stabilised



These ships may be hard to see … 

but their impact on security, trade, and the environment is very real

How They Operate

Turn off AIS to ‘go dark’

Ship-to-ship transfers at sea

Constantly rename, reflag and 
hide ownership

Invisible Shipping - Real-World Consequences

What Are They?

Aging, poorly-maintained ships 
operating outside normal 
oversight

Sail without insurance, under 
false owners, or flags of 
convenience

Smuggle sanctioned oil and illicit 
cargo globally

Ghost Ships and Shadow Fleet

Why We Should Care

Undermine the purpose of 
sanctions and global laws

Are environmental disasters 
waiting to happen

Destabilise markets and 
maritime security



The Ghost Ship Problem

- The Ghost (or Shadow) fleet potentially encompasses over 1,200 vessels, controlled by Russia, allies such as Iran or 
China, or independent operators, but often bearing false registrations, flags, and improper insurance 

- According to S&P Global, the shadow fleet comprises around 978 tankers with a combined capacity of approximately 
127 million deadweight tonnes - roughly 18.5% of the global oil tanker fleet

- The average age of sanctioned shadow tankers is 21 years, compared with 14 years for the mainstream fleet

- Ships have increasingly adopted identity fraud tactics, including the use of "zombie" IMO numbers and even invented 
IMO numbers - a ship's unique seven-digit identifier, equivalent to a vehicle VIN

Maritime intelligence company Windward recorded 2,313 Russian-affiliated vessel visits to the Baltic Sea between 

February 2024 and February 2025 - but only 436 were sailing under the Russian flag



A Typical Ghost Ship Deployment

Typical Voyage Pattern

- Load in Russian  Oil Export Terminal (eg, 
Kronstadt
- Passage through European waters, switching 
off AIS
- Possible mid-ocean transfer to another Ghost 
Ship in the Shadow Fleet
- Passage through Suez Canal and Bab al 
Mendhab Strait
- Arrival in Mumbai for cargo off-load 





Arrest of the Russian Ghost Ship Smyrtos

The UK military intercepted and seized the sanctioned Russian 

shadow fleet  oil tanker Smyrtos in the English Channel on the 
night of Saturday 13 June 2026. Following the naval capture, 

the National Crime Agency (NCA) arrested a 38-year-old Indian 

national on suspicion of sanctions offences under UK Russia 

Regulations



The Baltic - What It Tells Us

A small sea, carrying outsized strategic weight

- Geography compresses distance - and warning time
- Russia applies constant military and hybrid pressure
- NATO is stronger, broader  and more integrated than ever
- Stability depends on credibility, unity and restraint

The next decade is unlikely to be quiet -
but it will be defined less by war than by continuous competition

In the Baltic, security is no longer about who is strongest -
it is about who manages risk best, every day



Thank You

Peace depends on our attention

The Baltic Sea is small … but its global consequences are not



Next Presentations

Dates and times published in the
Daily Times and on FredsPortal/TV

www.voyagerstories.com

Tue 28 Jul Thu 30 Jul








