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THE NORTHERN SEA ROUTE

The 1967 navigation scason on the Northern Sca Route
(NSR) has been heralded by a Soviet announcement
that transit of the route by commercial vessels of for-
cign countries will be permitted this ycar for the first
time.  Foreign vessels have previously been permitted
along only the western part of the route.  Although the
prospects for greatly expanded use of the route for
through traflic this scason appear to be dim, potential
foreign users are not entirely lacking.  The principal sig-
nificance of the Soviet proposal may, however, be politi-
cal.  Since commercial vesscls transiting the NSR must
depend on the extensive Soviet icebreaking and weather
forccasting services, foreign usc of the route could serve
to reinforce Soviet claims to sovereignty over the Arctic
scas north of the USSR.  Even if use by foreign vesscls
is limited, the announced opening of the routc makes
good propaganda for the USSR since it can be inter-
preted in Japan and Europe as a Soviet wil]ingness to
extend areas of mutual cooperation. Also, on the 50th
anniversary of Soviet rule it dramatically underscores
Communist  scientific-cconomic  achievements in  the
polar regions.

Historical Background

The development of what is now the NSR dates back
to the quest for a Northeast Passage to the Orient in the
middle of the 16th century. Until the 1917 revolution
the only portions of the routc that were used regularly
for navigation were largely in the hands of foreigners,
often acting on the basis of concessions granted by the
czarist government. The newly formed Soviet Govern-
ment was interested in developing an cfficient transpor-
tation system along the northern, Siberian coast for both
cconomic and strategic reasons. It was felt that the
resources of an cnormous arca of hitherto uncxplontnb]e
tcmtory could be tapped if the river mouths along the
Siberian shore were made regularly accessible to mari-
time shipping, Turthermore, such a route would enable
Sovict ships to pass between European and Asiatic USSR
without crossing foreign, potentially hostile waters and
indeed almost without losing sight of the Soviet coast.
In 1920 a special committece for the NSR (Komsevero-
put’) was created for the purposc of organizing and
supervising trading ventures through the Kara Sea to the
estuaries of the Ob” and Yeniscy rivers.  These experi-
ments in commercial exploitation of the route, known as
the Kara Expeditions, were successful enough to en-
courage more cxtensive investment in the Arctic. As
part of the massive administrative rcorganization that
occurred during the First Five Year Plan a new gov-
ernment department—the Chicf Administration of the
Northern Sca Route  (Glavsevmorput-GUSMP )—was
created in 1932 to develop, equip, and maintain an
Arctic scalane.  Carrying out its mission in the 1930’,
GUSMP constructed port facilitics at 11 Arctic settle-
ments, formed an icebreaker flect, established extensive
weather- and ice-forecasting facilities, and developed
staging, dispatching, and controlling procedures for
shipping.  To increasc its knowledge of the Arctic en-
vironment and to train Arctic specialists, GUSMP sct
up its own research and training organizations, including
the Arctic Scientific Research Institute and the Hydro-

graphic Institute. At the same time GUSMT also sought
to stimulate northern cconomic development by conduct-
ing geological explorations for mincrals and operating
numecrous mining, fishing, and agricullur;ll cnterprises.
GUSMP’s empire expanded until 1938, when it extended
over more than a quarter of the USSR and controlled a
labor force of approximately 35,000 persons.

In following ycars, the Soviet Government gradually
dissolved the once omnipotent GUSMP by shifting its
many functions to appropriatc ministrics, Although
somc of these changes have coincided with “had™ years
on the sea route, they more likely reflect an attitude
that the route had developed into a normal shipping
operation and hence should be managed in a routine
way. The Ministry of the ‘Maritime Fleet is now re-
sponsible for overall operations on the NSR; its Ice-
breaker and Arctic Flect Administration in Murmansk
has direct control of navigation on the route.  Shipping
on the northern rivers is controlled by the Ministry of
the River Fleet. Weather and ice forecasting, as well
as Arctic scientific rescarch, is the primary responsibility
of the Main Administration of the Ilydrometcorological
Scrvice. The Polar Department of the Ministry of Civil
Aviation is responsible for all nonmilitary air operations
in the Arctic.

Description of Route and Navigation Season

The NSR extends some 3,400 nautical miles* from the
Barents Sca in the west to the Bering Seca in the cast.
passing through a series of seas and straits but mostly
lying close to the barren Arctic mainland or the offshore
islands (sec main map). Ships generally move from the
Barcnts Sea to the Kara Sea through the Kara Strait
(Proliv Karskiye Vorota), which is 18 miles wide. At
times the 1.5-mile-wide Yugorskiy Strait (Proliv Yugorskiy
Shar) to the south can also be used, and in some vears
ships can go around the northern end of Novava Zemlya.
Passage from the Kara Sea to the Laptev Sca.is made
through the Vil'kitskiy Strait (Proliv Borisa Vil'kitskogo),
where four small islands restrict the width to 22 miles.
Between the Laptev Sca and the East Siberian Sca, pas-
sage is through cither the Laptev Strait (Proliv Dmitriva
Lapteva), 27 miles wide, near the mainland or the Sanni-
kov Strait (Proliv Sannikova ), 31 miles wide, to the north.
From the East Siberian Sea, passage to the Chukchi Sea
is made via Long Strait (Proliv Longa)—at 58 miles.
the widest strait on the route—and thence through the
Bering Strait.

The eastern and western segments of the NSR arc
generally navigable to merchant ships for about 4 months
annually, from carly July through late October. Icc
conditions along the central portion of the route, how-
ever, limit the period during which transit of the NSR
is feasible to a maximum of 8 to 10 wecks, usually com-
mencing in August, Throughout the scason, traffic is
heaviest at the eastern and western cnds of the route:
relatively few Sovict cargo ships transit the entire route.

The warming influence of the Gulf Stream usually opens
the western end of the route first. Operations gomm”
begin in mid-June, with an iccbreaker cutting a path
through the Kara Sca to the estuary  of the Y ‘enisey
River.  Merchant ships follow in convoys of 2 to 10
vessels calling at the ports of Nar vnn-\Lu Novyy Port.
Dikson, Dudinka, and Igarka. Some go as far as Nord-
vik and Tiksi.

* Nautical miles are nsed in this memoranduni,
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At the castern end of the route, where ice conditions
are generallv more difficult. convoys assemble and start
out from Provideniva in late June. Pevek is the desti-
mation for most of these ships, although some traffic
reaches Nmbarchik and points as far west as Tiksi. At
the port of “Tiksi ocean cargo from the west and river
cargo from the south is transferred to lighters and
coustad vessels serving acnumber of smaller ports nearby.
A snall ports at the months of navigable rivers, also,
carga i dranstarred tooriver ships and barges, The
cntie NS s officially: declared open sometime during
the firet hadl of \nrfu\l when the major shipping laies
lonve heen eleared by either iechreakers or the reced-
weof e pack dees Navigation: conditions usually are
cpteen dor S to 10 weeks, during which 100 to 150
foee < anderway along the route. Sailing time from
“erae o Provideniva during this period ranges from

15 to 25 days, depending on ice conditions.  Near the
end of the navigation scason cach vear a convoy of
Soviet naval wvessels transfers units castward to  the
Pacific flect. The naval convoy has occasionally been
hung up by the ice and forced to remain in the Arctic
over the winter.

The length of the navigation scason, as well as the
movement of traffic on the route, is controlled by the
extent and thickness of sca ice, and this varies from vear
to year.  Within a navigation scason, weather may de-
teriorate and bottlenecks may develop nnexpectediy. nsa-
ally in the narrow straits.  Even in more open areas
shift in wind and seacurrents can quickly: move large
concentrations of sca ice into shipping lanes and com-
pletely curtail navigation.  Persistent fogs that are com-
mon (hnln;, the summer, as well as scattered <hoals, fur-
ther h;lm]wr nu\'ig;iti(m.
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Navigation Scrvices and Scientific Research

To operate a reliable shipping route in the extramncels
harsh Arctic cnmviromment the Soviets have made @ hnee
capital investment dn sapporting services, Nost i
nificant has heen the establishment o o Im\\z‘liul anel
cllicient Heet of icchreakers and icebreaker transparts
Twelve to difteen dcebreakers, including the 35,200
]mrw[nn\'m’ lIIl(‘l('ilI‘[H)\\’i‘l‘t‘(] icobreaker Lenin (which
was ont of commission in 1966), are generatly nsed on
the ronte to open sealanes and ta convov ships. This
fleet can cope with pack ice floes that durine the sume
mer mav remain 10 or more feet thick,  The Soviets
also ]ﬂ.’ﬁl to build two additional 30.000-horscpower
nuclear-powered icehreakers and three new conventional
jeebreakers T 19710 Sinee 1962 six Amgnema-class ice-
hreaker trunsports have been ]11[[ inta operation in the
polir seas. These new vesselscas wellas five older Lena-
class vesselss can ravel the NSB without continnons ice
breaker support. Tn lightice thev car act s icebreahers
for other ships.

A Jarge network of polar stations and weather stations
has been organized o provide essential current report
ing and long-range forecasts of weather and ice condi-
tions, as well as to perform basic environmental researeh
At present over 100 polar stations, incliuding 5 observa
torics. make meteorological, hvdrological. and in sonw
cases geophysical observations on.a reaular basis. The
stations are located not only long the mainland coast
but also in the islands, as far north at ST7-H'N.

Surveillance of ice conditions is accomplished both b
adreraft. based at some 50 airfields and by helicopters
that operate direetly off the decks of dechreakers, Air-
craft observers advise icebreakers and merchant ships
of Tocal ice conditions and direct them to zones of i
mnm ice concentration and leads throngh the jee. Re
gional ice reports and charts are compiled wt Eid bases
and transmitted by voice and photofacsimile to vessels
on the route. The iceweather forecastine service, as
well as “the icchreaker fleet, is adminidtered from the
three major ports—Dikson for the western sector, Tiksi
for the central sector. and Pevek for the castern sector.
A Dhvdrographic serviee has also heen actively charting
shallow waters and providing lights and buovage.

The USSR s conducting an ambitions program  of
basie scientific rescarch on the entive Arclic enviran
ment, Jargely under the direction of the \retic and
Antarctic Scientific Rescareh Institnte ioriginally the
Arctic Scientific Research Institute). This program in
cludes maintenance of the mneh poablicized drift e

stations and high-Tutitude airborne expeditions in the
Polar Basin. At the drift stations. teams ol scientists
and workers carry out meteorological. oceanoaraphic,
and - geophvsical  investigations  throughont the  vear.
Only one drift station, North Pole 150 is presentdy in
operation, but North Pole 16 is scheduled to he set ap
in the antunm of 1967, The high-latitude wirborne ox
peditions anmuallyv resapply and reman the drift st
tions and also lind parties Lo collect scientifie data from
nnmanned stations thronghout the basing Airhorne and
icehréaker groups also set out Drifting Automatic Radio
Metearological Stations ¢ DARMSS) and Driltine Auto
matic fadio Beacons (DARBSY an the deepack. During
recent winders lone traverses have been made, on foo!
aned by vchicles over the pack ice ofl the coast of central
and s casterns Siberia to study hath fec dvnamies and
bvdrological conditions. - These programs of husic en
cirommmentad resenrel Tove heen of v‘n‘.n'Linull valine i
iwprovies nosacation on the NSBoand in constroetine
snditirs bacilities o the Aretics Achiovements of the
)

prosranns ool s the aperational experience cained

the ol covnomment Tove carned the Sovicl seien

frcspeel movarons ficlds ond have aeilitaded

Coctivc aperadions i the Anaretie,

Phe direet cconamic costs of all Arctic operations have
been higlhi—three to Tour times more than costs of op-
crations in the developed arcas to the soath. To re-
tain personnel. wages must inclide special henefits and
arca allowances and are about 1.5 to 2.5 times higher
than in developed areas. Machines and equipment are
also more expensive because they wear faster, cven
though many are specially designed for operation at fow

temperatures.

Use of Route

The Soviet decision to permit transit of the NSR by
foreign cargo vessels and simultancously to initiate a
new Soviet cargo liner service hetween Fuarope and
Japan avas andonbtedly motivated in part by the desire
to obtain some revenue from the enormous’ Soviet in-
vestment in polar operations. Prospeets for any greatly
expanded foreign use of the NSR, however, appear to
be limited.

Although the distance between western: Burope and
Far Bastern ports north of Tlong Kong is shorter via the
NSR than via the Suez Canall the ronte’s trade potential
is greatly reduced by its short season and the physical dif
ficultics of navigation in the Arctic. An example is the
trip between London and Yokohama, which is 3.500 miles
sharter via the NSR than via the Suez Canal (see map
and graph at right).  The Soviets claim this distance ad-
vantage would effcet a saving of 13 days’ travel time he-
tween the two ports, hut Norwegian shipowners feel that
the Tower speeds throngh the ice would shorten the
run by only 8 days. Anyv savings would be substantially
offset by the high insurance rates that prevail for Arclic
navigation and by the icebreaker-acrial reconnaissance
service and pilotage fees that the Soviets intend  to
charge. A preliminary figure quoted to the Japanese by
the Soviets for icchreaker services is $13.000 for a 7.000-
ton general cargo vessel. Such a vessel would pav a fee
of about $7.000 {o transit the Sucz Canal. Other fac-
tors partly offsetting  the  distance advantage of the
route include the short navigation season, the necessity
of following a long, dangerous shipping Tane. the finan-

cial hazard of possible ice entrapment. and the inanffi-
cient service and repair facilitios availables Vessels
using the NSR omav have to curry additional reserve
stores. and some may require structural modifications
to withstand ice conditions.  FFurthermore, the NSR pro-
vides little or no opportimity for intermediate trade
stops, - major sonree of income for some shipowners,
Foven with these drawhacks the new ronte misht clicit
some interest in northern Farope, where distance savings
may he great enough to make the trip profitable. Ship-
ping between a porl in northern: Norway—Kirkenes for
example-——and  Japan would realize up to a 453 pereent
suving in distanee by using the NSR. For the Japanese
whose cconomy depends so- heavily on the import ol
rawe mrateriids, the NSRonav offer several trade oppor-
tonities. Ttems such as iron ore from northern Norway
apatite from the USSR Kola Peninsulia, and coal from
Poland might Le suitable hulk careo for the ronte. The
NSIis unlikely to attract shipowners from southern -
ropes becanse the distimee o the Orient is about U
e s thronol the Suer Canall Shipn\\'m-l\ handling
the Ticiv v volume of trade bhetween the cast coast of the
United States and Japa are also unlikelv 1o be interested
i the pomnte reduction in distance afforded by using
the NS vadher than the Panama Canal. )
Iiaddition to providing a0 seasonal - capahility tor
transdorring taab vessel the NSRcarries carea to and
fromn the Soviet Aretic Frefeht turmover Tor the route
arew o 156000 tare i T933 ta over 3.000.000 tons iy
Fact - “the NSE Toes hesn instramental in exploiting

trrcher vesorves ddone thie Yoniveyv aied Lot rivers, kel
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deposits ab Norilskeand tin deposits near "evek. The
tmber industre, which acconnts Tor the major share of
Aretic exports, is centered at the Yenisey port of loarka.
W hiere Smnl as well s British and Scudinavian
timber ships call annoadlve A recent development i
the timber trade has been the export of timber from
the Lena River area to Japan in Soviet ships. Fven
though tounage on the roule continnes lo- inerease,
domestic nse atone probably cannot pay for the enormouns
vestment in supporting serviees.

The decreasing importance of the NSR relative to
other tvpes of domestic lx';mx’pm'fu(iun wlso may have in-
decision to open the route to transit by
forcign vessels. "The southward orientation of Siberian
trade and development has been aceelerating during the
Settlements are heing supplicd and

[fnenced the

last decade or so.
resourees are being exploited via o transport
extending from the south into the sabarctic. Najor
vavigable rivers and new rail lines and pipelines now
link the subarctic and Arctie with the core of ceonomic
development along the Trans-Siberiun
aperates the vear round and handles in one week twice
the annual freight tarnover on the NSR. A subaretic
('()1'11})‘('.“'& sueli as those centered on Bratsk, Mirnvy, and
Yakutsk continue to develop, they will expand the sonth-
ward-oriented  trade arca and alford more competition
to the NSR. particulurly in the Laptey Sea and Yenisev
Gulf arcas.

network

railroad. which
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Arctic Sovereignty Problems

Implicit in the announeement of permission for foreign
nse of the entire NS is an assertion of Soviet authority
in the waters traversed, Like the ezarist governmment
hefore it the Soviet Government has advineed several
cliims to sovereignty in the Arctic. Tnoa 1926 decree
the USSR claimed all Lind and immovable iee forma-
tions within the lri:lm“lll'll' arcie bommded by the Saoviet
Arctic coast on the \nulh and the meridinns 3250031071
and 165719307 W, Exeluded Trom the sector were the
casternmost islands of the Svalbard Archipelago in Fu-
rope and  Little Diomede [sland in the Bering Strait.
which helong to Norwav and the United States, respec:
tivelv. I 1928 and 1930, Soviet writers imterpreted the
sector as extending to the open polar seas, inclnding
drift ice. Althongh the Soviet Government has not ex-
chided foreign vessels from this broad sector and has
not actively pushied the concept in recent years, it has
consislently demonstrated a strong proprictary interest in
the arcac Moreover, it continues Lo keep the sector con
cept alive by delimiting the sector onall Soviet miaps
with a x\mlml defined as “Polar Domain Nadeniye)
of the USSR

Soviet territorial waters per se were defined in 1927
as a1 2-mile zone hordering the entire Soviet coast. In
recent vears the USSR has stated emphatically that the
NSR passes through Soviet (unl()lnl and “internal”
walers, Spe cificallv me ntioned are the straits leading
to the Kara Sea. which are deseribed as “overl; apped” by
Soviet territorial waters (sce Fnlargements AL BLand €
The Laptev and Saimikov stradts, which unite the Laptey
and Fast Siberian seas, are said to belong “historicallv”
to the Soviet Union,

Althongh these claims have not been recognized affi-
ciallv: by other nations, neither have they been chal-
lenged aggressively, hecause the route has not heen vital
to world trade and because, in practice, transit of the
NSR s dependent on Soviet icebreaker and weather fore-
casting facilities. The United States recognizes terri
torial waters 1o a 3-mile limit and oflicially rejects the
12-mile zone claimed by the USSR, In practice, low-
ever. it observes the Soviet 12-mile zone. The United
States has not recognized the Soviet claim to the Laptey
and Sanmikov straits and has pointed ont that the Soviet
Government has no right o interfere with passage
through the straits. because the 1938 Geneva Conven-
tion on the Territorial Sca and Contiguons Zone giaran-
tees foreign vessels the right of innocent passage through
straits nsed Tor - international navigation: belween two
parts ol the high scas. The right of innocent passage
throngh straits and territorial waters s of eritical im-
portance along the NSR, since ice can often force a
ship to navigate within 12 and even 3 nantical miles of
the shore,

[1i recent vears the activities of US icebreakers, air-
cralt. sabnurines, and drift stations in the Soviet polar
sectar Tiae put Soviet attitudes and intentions regarding
sovercienty iy the polr sector to a practical test. The
Soviets have evineed no desire to push their broad sectos
ciain. bt they seem resolute in maintaining their an
thoritv: over coastal waters, When US activite has
decniv penctrated the sectore the USSR has Feacted
[EESHIN 1960 when
aSaniet fjehiter I\I;lll(‘ shot down o USAT RBAAT recons
e plime over the irents Seas The USSR al-

Yeord e 1 |:|.|m' Faad violated it adrspace at a point

\ serfous incident ocenrred i Julv

Vi owbes north ol cape an the northern ~ide of the
Feale Ponirenla. whereas the United States contended
thed dhe pdane did not come within 30 miles of Sovict
Ponrel o puee over cenareasy ever claimed as tenitorial
st ad e USSIHL

e rs o

POia 65 USs dcehroakers con

decie accanomapine sveve af ot \rehie seas
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traveled throneh waters claimed by the TSSIE ot did
nol nake acomplete transit of the ronte. The Soviels
maintained close sormveillance of the :\||i|)‘~_ and abthonoh
(h(“\' id not Il)l‘('il)[‘\‘ !'(‘|)<‘] the vessels, lf)('}' did ~.hn||11}
readtimm Soviet anthority in these waters through diplo-
matic notes, In 1963 the USCGC Northwind entered
the arca trom the cast and traveled uneontested to the
Laptev Sea via the Samnikov Strait. During the Tollow-
g summer the USS Burton Island. with o prior agree
ment to receive ice data from the Sovicet Hyvdrometeora
logical Service. traveled westward along the NSR as f
as CL2ANCI62THELL An eschange of diplomatic notes
during the vovage, however, resulted i a decision I
the United States not to transit the entire route at that
time. o 1965, after Tormally rejecting the Soviet el
to Arctic strails made in these notes, the United States
again sent the Northwind into the region, this time from
the west with the intention of transiting the NSR. Afte
conducting extensive occanographic survevs in the Kara
Sea and sailing to within 30 miles of the Vilkitskiy Strait
the vessel was damaged by ice and forced to return.
Plans for the Northwind to return to these waters in
1966 via the Sannikov Strait were canceled becanse of
the tense situwation in Vietnam,

Prospects

The Soviet invitation to world commerce ta use the
NSR reflects a distinet modification of carlior attitudes
and policics. For example. by opening the entire route
to foreign shipping the Soviets appear to have relaxed
their seonrity over a sensitive  area. The (I('l)lr)\»
ment of ()p(']‘;t(i()n;l} ICBN sites i the interior of the
country, however, has decreased the relative importance
ol manned. aireraft bases in the Avctic and the strategic
value of the Arctic area as a whole.  Military activity
along the NSRUis most sensitive in the western half,
where foreign ships were already permitted. althongh
under close Soviet control. - The presence of foreign
ships cast of the Yenisey estuary thus constitutes only
a minor threat to Soviet security—the possibilitv of ob-
serving  closed  ports and  monitoring  communication
facilities,

There is no douht that the Soviets expect to carn addi-
tional forcign exchange by the sorvice fees charged to
Torcign vessels and by their own new cargo serviee. AL
the same time they will highlight their status as a grow-
ing maritime power. The possibility is good that some
Seandinavian o Japanese shippers will try the ronte
this season to see il any material savings can he realized.
Until this practical experience is gained, it is impossible
to estimate the real potential of the NSR as an inter-
national shipping lane. Similarly, the exact nature of
the transit agreement will have to be studied and the
extent of Sovict control over 101'(’ign .\‘hipping must be
observed in practice before the sovereignty implications
can be evaluated definitively.

Convoy avsembling ot Provideniya
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