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Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014 has stimulated new wave of interest in the pen-
insula. However, most of the publications on the annexation are focused on the mili-
tary issues, identity, and domestic politics." At the same time, the broader context of
the annexation and its aftermath for the whole Black Sea region, including the issues
of logistics, infrastructure, and global food security have been left unexplored. Russia’s
full-scale invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022 revealed how important these is-
sues are not only for the Black Sea littoral states but for many faraway countries too.

After the annexation of Crimea in March 2014 Russia faced three main problems in
sustaining the peninsula: transport connections, electricity, and water supply. Crimea
was heavily dependent on mainland Ukraine for food, and totally dependent on gas,
electricity, and water supplies.

In order to supply Crimea by land, Russia needed to establish its control over a
large portion of eastern Ukraine with the Kharkiv-Lozova—Dzhankoi-Simferopol rail-
way line and the M-18 Kharkiv-Zaporizhzhia—Melitopol-Simferopol highway. In early
April 2014, Russia attempted to trigger the series of secessionist insurgencies in south-
eastern Ukraine. In this part of Ukraine, the Party of Regions—the party of the ousted
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president Viktor Ianukovych (2010 —-14)—dominated the regional and municipal coun-
cils. On April 17 2014, President Putin, in a question-and-answer session with Russians
in a TV broadcast, referred to southeastern Ukraine as “Novorossiia” (“New Russia”)—
a term that had been out of use for almost a hundred years. Putin claimed that these
territories had never belonged to Ukraine and had been incorporated into it by the So-
viet authorities in the 1920s.?

Russian leadership and mass media demanded a federalization of Ukraine with
more autonomy for southeastern Ukraine—Odesa, Mykolaiv, Kherson, Zaporizhzhia,
Dnipropetrovsk, Donetsk, Luhansk, and Kharkiv, regions constituting the industrial
powerhouse of Ukraine. Of particular importance for Russia are the military and aero-
space industries in Dnipropetrovsk and Kharkiv. Connecting Crimea with mainland
Russia via the areas of a “Novorossiia” protectorate would make it much easier for Rus-
sia to move goods and people to and from Crimea. Furthermore, turning these areas
into Russia’s protectorate would allow Russia to establish control over all coastal
lines with sea ports and to reduce Ukraine to a landlocked agrarian country. The
main aim of this plan was to turn Ukraine into a fragile confederation of Ukraine prop-
er and “Novorossiia” without annexed Crimea. Russia’s plan was modeled on Bosnia
and Herzegovina, which was reshaped in accordance with the Dayton Agreement of
1995.°

The pro-Russian insurgency—the so-called “Russian spring,” inspired and backed
by Russia in southeastern Ukraine—had mainly failed by the late spring of 2014. Local
political and business elites did not support the insurgency, while local pro-Russian
groups were not numerous and entirely marginal. It was only in the Donetsk and Lu-
hansk regions that the insurgents succeeded in taking some administrative buildings
and police stations, thereby obtaining arms and establishing their militia and quasi-
mayors, who co-existed with local authorities responsible for municipal issues. Howev-
er, in the Donetsk and Luhansk regions, the local political and business elites did not
take part in the insurgency, and instead preferred to escape to Kyiv. Local pro-Russian
secessionist groups were marginal and unpopular prior to the 2014 turmoil. The main
reason for the initial success of the insurgency was the mass infiltration of Russian
commandos, Cossacks, nationalists, and adventurers conducting Russia’s proxy war
in the Donbas and pretending to speak on behalf of local residents. Nevertheless,
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due to the advance by the Ukrainian armed forces in early July, the military defeat of
the insurgents was unavoidable. In order to save the remnants of the defeated insur-
gents, the regular detachments of the Russian Army invaded Ukraine’s east in mid-July
and late August 2014.

Thus, Russia established two statelets there—the “Donetsk and Luhansk People’s
Republics”™—which occupied about 30 percent of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions.
The statelets were totally dependent on Russia’s military, financial, and economic sup-
port, and their purpose was to act as a smokescreen for Russia’s covert military pres-
ence in the Donbas. Furthermore, Russia’s plan was to use the statelets as a “Trojan
horse” for causing permanent trouble in Ukraine in order to prevent its development
as a pro-Western democracy. Finally, defense of the statelets from alleged Ukrainian
aggression could be used as a pretext for Russia’s further political and military inter-
ference in Ukraine’s foreign and domestic politics. Russia had already employed the
same model in Moldova and Georgia via military and political support for the respec-
tive breakaway regions of Transnistria and Abkhazia and South Ossetia.

1 The Power Bridge: Electricity Supply to Crimea
after the Annexation

After the annexation of Crimea by Russia, Ukraine continued to supply the peninsula
with food and electricity. Meanwhile, Russian authorities in Crimea persecuted numer-
ous pro-Ukrainian activists and those who were found not to be loyal to the Russian
occupational administration. Many were imprisoned while others were forced to
leave the peninsula for mainland Ukraine. The well-organized community of the Cri-
mean Tatars became the main target of the Russian security service (FSB). Some Cri-
mean Tatar activists escaped from Crimea and demanded from the Ukrainian author-
ities more radical measures to raise the costs of annexation to Russia. However, the
Ukrainian government was reluctant to undertake a more radical blockade of Crimea
because in that case Russia would definitely have escalated the military conflict in the
Donbas, partly frozen in March 2015 due to the Minsk 2 agreement (February 12, 2015).

On September 20, 2015 Crimean Tatar activists began blocking the roads and sus-
pending reciprocal cargo transport between Crimea and mainland Ukraine. On Novem-
ber 20 and 21, 2015, four pylons were damaged and downed, grounding a transmission
cable and completely cutting off the power lines sending electricity to Crimea. The Cri-
mean Tatar activists denied responsibility, though they did not distance themselves
from the act either.* In the following days they prevented Ukrainian workers and po-
licemen from accessing and repairing the pylons. The Ukrainian authorities showed lit-
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tle urgency in restoring the power supplies. In early December, Ukraine restored the
electricity flow to Crimea through only one of the four power lines. Russia-backed in-
surgents in the Donbas area stopped coal deliveries to Ukrainian power plants in re-
sponse, but Ukraine had already managed to store enough coal for the winter. Vladimir
Putin instructed the Russian government not to sign a new power contract in Crimea
with Ukraine, while the previous one would expire on December 31, 2015.3

On December 2, 2015 Putin visited Crimea and launched the “power bridge” con-
struction. Russia hired a Chinese firm, Hengtong, to supply the power cables to be
laid across the Kerch Strait.® The power bridge was built from the Rostov nuclear
power station (built in 1979-2018) in Volgodonsk, Russia to Simferopol, Crimea. An
electricity cable was laid along the bottom of the Kerch Strait to connect Crimea
with Russia’s southern Krasnodar region. Construction works were finished on May
11, 2016.

The German company Siemens sold seven gas turbines to Russia in 2015 and 2016,
but four of them were installed in new gas-fired power plants in Russian-annexed Cri-
mea, violating the EU sanctions.” Two new power stations were built by October 2018:
Balaklavskaia (Sevastopol) and Tavricheskaia (Simferopol). Along with the modernized
Sakskaia power station (Saky), they contributed to the full supply of electricity to Cri-
mea.

2 The Crimean Bridge

After the annexation of Crimea, Russia could not use Ukrainian railways and highways
(Kharkiv-Simferopol) for transit of cargoes and passengers, not to mention troops and
military equipment. Ukrainian trains have not gone to Crimea since December 27, 2014.
On the other hand, using the Kerch Strait ferry line had its limitations: Ferry traffic
was often halted due to bad weather. Following the failure of Putin’s “Novorossiia”
project in the summer of 2014, the construction of a bridge across the Kerch Strait be-
came the top priority for Russia.

The idea of an international bridge had been considered by the governments of
Russia and Ukraine long before the annexation. Presidents Ianukovych and Medvedev
signed a memorandum of mutual understanding on the construction of the bridge on
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November 26, 2010, and an agreement on its construction was signed as part of the Uk-
rainian-Russian action plan of December 17, 2013. In April 2014, the Ukrainian govern-
ment gave Russia six months notice of its withdrawal from the now-defunct bilateral
Kerch Bridge agreement. Since then, the Ukrainian government has actively con-
demned the Russian construction of the bridge as illegal because Ukraine, as a coastal
state with regard to the Crimean Peninsula, did not give its consent to such an under-
taking.® In January 2015, the multibillion-dollar contract for the construction of the
bridge was awarded to the Russian company Stroigazmontazh, owned by Putin’s
close confidant Arkadii Rotenberg. The initial cost of construction was estimated at
228.3 billion Russian rubles.” However, the costs ultimately ran higher than anticipated,
coming in at more than 4 billion US dollars."

The construction of the bridge commenced in February 2016. The road bridge was
inaugurated by Russian President Vladimir Putin on May 15, 2018 and opened for cars
on May 16 and for trucks on October 1. The rail bridge was inaugurated on December
23, 2019 and the first scheduled passenger train crossed on December 25, 2019. The
bridge was opened for freight trains on June 30, 2020.

The Crimean Bridge, also called the Kerch Bridge, is a pair of parallel bridges, one
road, one rail, spanning the Kerch Strait between the Taman Peninsula of Krasnodar
Krai in mainland Russia and the Kerch Peninsula of Crimea.

Just as the bridge connects the Russian mainland and Crimea, it also divides the
Sea of Azov from the Black Sea, arching over the very narrow Strait of Kerch. The con-
struction of the Crimean Bridge led to the partial blockade of the Sea of Azov and has
given Russia means for a further strangulation of the Ukrainian economy.

Ukraine has two major ports on the Sea of Azov through which it exports steel and
agricultural products—wheat and sunflower seeds. The Mariupol Sea Port is the main
export hub for the industrial region of the Donbas. The sea port is also used for export
from Mariupol’s two huge iron and steel works—Azovstal and Illicha. The Mariupol Sea
Port had a capacity of 18.8 million metric tons (20.7 million short tons) per year, and its
cargo turnover in 2016 amounted to 76 million metric tons (84 million short tons). Ber-
diansk Sea Port is a hub for agriculture export from southern Ukraine.

The technical parameters of the Crimean Bridge prohibits Panamax class vessels
from entering the Kerch Strait and shipping cargoes to and from Mariupol and Ber-
diansk—Ukraine’s main ports on the Sea of Azov. The main span of the bridge is 33
to 35 meters (108 to 115 feet) above sea level, while an average Panamax class vessel
has an overall height of up to 45.87 meters (150.5 feet). Panamax is the term for the
size limit for ships travelling through the Panama Canal. These vessels have an average
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capacity of 65,000 deadweight tonnage (DWT), and are primarily used in transporting
coal, crude oil, and petroleum products. Subsequently, Ukrainian Azov ports have lost
30 percent of their maritime cargo due to lower bridge clearances."!

Control of the Kerch Strait has enabled Russia to slow maritime trade and impede
international shipping. Since the end of May 2018, Russian naval patrols have been halt-
ing and harassing Ukrainian (as well as third-party) state cargo vessels. Shippers, de-
layed by inspection, are losing between 5,000-15,000 US dollars per hour as a result
of the Russian checks. The Russian strategy is to make imports and exports from
both ports economically unprofitable.'* By October 2018, the bridge had reduced Ukrai-
nian shipping from its Sea of Azov ports by about 25 percent."®

3 Incident in the Strait of Kerch

According to a 2003 agreement between Ukraine and Russia, Ukrainian- and Russian-
flagged ships, both merchant ships and state non-commercial vessels, have a right to
free navigation in the Strait of Kerch and Sea of Azov, which both sides consider
their own internal waters. However, after the construction of the Crimean Bridge, Rus-
sia tried to establish unilateral control over passage through the Kerch Strait and the
Sea of Azov.

On November 25, 2018, in the Kerch Strait the Russian Federal Security Service
(FSB) coast guard fired upon and captured three Ukrainian navy vessels—a tug and
two small gunboats—after they attempted to transit from the Black Sea into the Sea
of Azov through the strait on their way to the port of Mariupol. The attack took
place in the Black Sea more than 12 nautical miles off the coast of Russian-occupied
Crimea—that is, in international waters. The Russian action was indefensible, particu-
larly as the Ukrainian ships clearly were heading away from the Kerch Strait when at-
tacked.™

Russia’s November 25 attack on the Ukrainian ships was a test of how the West
would respond. Foreign ministers of many NATO members had expressed their deep
concern. According to Steven Pifer, the former US ambassador to Ukraine (1998-
2000), “Washington had nothing to say on the 25th. The next day, Ambassador to the
U.N. Nikki Haley and Secretary of State Mike Pompeo made strong statements, but Pres-

11 Roger Hilton, “Russia’s Strategic Miscalculation in Blockading the Sea of Azov,” European Leadership
Network, November 27, 2018, https:/www.europeanleadershipnetwork.org/commentary/russias-strategic-
miscalculation-in-blockading-the-sea-of-azovy.

12 Yuri Zoria, “Is Russia Preparing to Attack Mariupol by Blockading Ukrainian Azov Sea Ports?,” Euro-
maidanpress, July 18, 2018, https:/euromaidanpress.com/2018/07/18/is-russian-blockade-of-ukrainian-
azov-ports-preparation-for-attack-on-mariupol/.

13 Lourie, “Putin’s Bridge over Troubled Waters.”

14 Michael Cruickshank, “Investigating the Kerch Strait Incident,” Bellingcat, November 30, 2018, https:/
wwwhbellingcat.com/news/uk-and-europe/2018/11/30/investigating-the-kerch-strait-incident/.



Straits, Bridges, and Canals — 727

ident Donald Trump almost immediately undercut them when he seemed to take a
neutral position.”*®

Russian President Vladimir Putin accused Ukraine’s president, Petro Poroshenko,
of trying to boost his ratings ahead of presidential elections in March 2019 with a naval
confrontation off Crimea.'®

Ukrainian vessels, the Yani Kapu, Berdiansk, and Nikipol, were impounded at a
Russian facility in Kerch and the ships’ crews imprisoned in Lefortovo Prison in Mos-
cow. On May 25, 2019, the International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea decided that
Russia immediately release the three captured ships and twenty-four captured Ukrai-
nian servicemen.'” However, Russia defied that decision. It was not until September 7
2019 that all twenty-four sailors were returned to Ukraine during a mutual exchange of
prisoners with Russia. On November 18, 2019, the captured ships were returned to Uk-
raine."®

4 The North Crimean Canal and Water Supply

The North Crimean Canal was constructed in 195771 to supply water from the Dnipro
River to the Crimean Peninsula via the Kherson region in southern Ukraine. The canal
provided Crimea with 85 percent of its water supply. Crimean agriculture was thus
heavily dependent on irrigation. After the Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014, a
dam was built in Ukraine across the entire canal south of Kalanchak, about 16 kilome-
ters (10 miles) north of the Crimean border. The dam caused a massive shrinkage in the
area under cultivation in Crimea, from 130,000 hectares in 2013 to just 14,000 in 2017 An
empty canal and an almost dry reservoir resulted in widespread water shortages, with
water only being available for three to five hours a day in 2021.

Russia launched a 50-billion-ruble (680-million-dollar) program to bolster Crimea’s
supplies, repairing crumbling infrastructure, drilling wells, and adding storage and de-
salination capacity—with limited impact, however. The water shortages threaten to un-
dermine President Vladimir Putin’s promise of a better life for Crimeans under Russi-
an rule. In the spring of 2021, Russia deployed tens of thousands of troops and
advanced weapons to Crimea. It became evident to diligent observers that Russia is
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looking to seize the canal as well as adjacent territory to connect Crimea with the
breakaway regions of Donetsk and Luhansk."

On February 24, 2022 Russian troops advancing from Crimea occupied the town of
Tavriisk and established control over the North Crimean Canal.?’ Two days later, Rus-
sian forces used explosives to destroy the dam that had been blocking the flow since
2014. The flow of water to Crimea was restored by the end of March 2022.

5 Military Operations in the Black Sea and Sea of
Azov in Spring-Summer 2022

In the first week of the full-scale invasion in 2022, the Russian army occupied the Uk-
rainian port cities of Kherson (March 2) and Skadovsk (March 9) on the Black Sea. It
also occupied Berdiansk (February 27) and besieged Mariupol, both on the Sea of Azov.

The siege of Mariupol became the most devastating and fierce battle of the ongoing
war. Russian forces constantly and deliberately shelled critical civilian infrastructure
in the city, leaving it without water, heating, or power and preventing bringing supplies
or evacuating people. This kind of warfare has its origins in the Warsaw Uprising and
the Warsaw Ghetto fight, where the German army sought to literally crush the defend-
ers under the collapsing city rather than wage a military battle.”* On March 9, Russian
planes dropped several bombs on Mariupol’s maternity hospital number 3, destroying
the building. On March 11, the Russian troops destroyed and captured the town of Vol-
novakha, cutting off Mariupol from any relief by the Ukrainian forces. On March 16, the
Russian air forces bombed the Dramatic Theater in Mariupol, where a large number of
civilians had taken their shelter. Estimates of civilian deaths vary. On 25 March, Mar-
iupol City Council estimated that about three hundred people had been killed as a re-
sult of the airstrike. By March 18, Mariupol had been completely encircled and fighting
reached the city center, hampering efforts to evacuate civilians. On March 20, an art
school in the city, sheltering around four hundred people, was destroyed by Russian
bombs. On March 24, Russian forces entered central Mariupol. On April 21, 2022, Rus-
sian president Vladimir Putin stated that the city of Mariupol was under Russian con-
trol. On May 16, 2022, the last remaining Ukrainian troops in the Azovstal steelworks
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raine and Allies,” Financial Times, April 23, 2021, https:/www.ft.com/content/65e2bdb6-6c1d-4033-b677-
a07bb34716ae.
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surrendered as Russia secured complete control over the city. Ukrainian authorities
stated that about 90 percent of buildings in Mariupol had been damaged or destroyed.
Azovstal, Ukraine’s biggest steelworks, was totally destroyed by Russia’s airstrikes. The
number of civilian casualties is estimated at 22,000 residents.”* Mariupol’s population
was estimated to be 431,859 in 2021. Following its capture, the population is now esti-
mated to be less than 100,000. Malnourished and traumatized civilians keep dying due
to a lack of even basic life-saving medicines.

On March 4, Russian troops entered the suburbs of Mykolaiv but were forced to
withdraw shortly after. In early June, Russians established control over the Kinburn
Peninsula and launched an unsuccessful offensive on a small port city of Ochakiv on
the opposite shore of the Dnipro-Bug Estuary.

On February 24, 2022, the Russian navy had seized Zmiinyi (Snake) Island, defend-
ed by thirteen Ukrainian border guards. The island is situated 37 kilometers (23 miles)
to the east of the Danube Delta and 120 kilometers (75 miles) to the south of Odesa. The
rocky island has strategic significance for traffic in the northwestern part of the Black
Sea, overlooking sea lanes to the main Ukrainian ports of Odesa, Chornomorsk (for-
merly Ilichevsk), and Pivdennyi (formerly Iuzhnyi) as well as the Danube Estuary.”®
Russian forces had installed multiple rocket launchers on the island. As an outcome
of a series of devastating artillery and missile attacks between June 20-30, Russian
troops were forced to abandon the island.**

On June 20 and 26, 2022, Ukraine fired on the gas drilling platforms in the Black
Sea between Crimea and Snake Island.*® Ukraine had built the platforms in 2012. How-
ever, in March 2014 Russia seized the platforms and established its soldiers and radar
systems there. The strikes took out several modern air defense and radar systems, es-
sentially ending Russia’s dominance of the sea and air in the northwestern part of the
Black Sea.

As of September 1, 2022 Russia controls the entire Ukrainian shore of the Sea of
Azov, and most of the Ukrainian Black Sea littoral. However, Ukraine maintains its con-
trol over the main Black Sea ports in Odesa, Chornomorsk, and Pivdennyi as well as a
port in Bilhorod-Dnistrovskyi in the Dniester Estuary, and the ports of Izmail and Reni
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https:/en.interfax.com.ua/news/general/834794.html.
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in the Danube Delta. The port of Mykolaiv is under Ukrainian control, though it can’t be
operated due to the Russian troops on the Kinburn Peninsula.

6 Ukrainian and Russian Navy Losses in Spring-
Summer 2022

One of many reasons behind Russia’s initial success in the southern theater and failure
in the north of Ukraine could be considered to be the Russian Black Sea Fleet, enforced
by many warships sent from the Baltic and North Fleets just before the invasion. When
Russia launched its full-scale invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022, the Crimea-
based fleet was at the center of the action, launching Kalibr cruise missiles at military
and civilian targets deep in the country, blocking access to the country’s ports, and
threatening an amphibious landing at Odesa.

In March 2014, all of the larger ships of the Ukrainian navy were captured by the
Russian forces in Sevastopol harbor and Donuzlav Bay, Crimea. Thus, the Russian Black
Sea Fleet has been strong enough to hold the outnumbered and outgunned Ukrainian
navy at bay.

In the early weeks of the full-scale Russian invasion of 2022, the Ukrainian navy
lost most of its high-profile warships. On March 7, 2022, the Ukrainian flagship the Het-
man Sahaidachny, the only frigate possessed by the Ukraine navy, was scuttled by its
crew in the port of Mykolaiv to prevent its capture by the advancing Russian troops.*
On June 10, 2022, the Ukrainian anti-submarine corvette Vinnytsia was sunk in the port
of Ochakiv.?’ Some cutters and patrol boats were destroyed by Russian airstrikes.?®

However, the Russian navy has suffered much heavier losses. Despite the absence
of its own navy, the Ukrainian forces were able to destroy Russian warships with mis-
sile strikes. On March 24, 2022 Russian large landing ships—the Saratov, the Novocher-
kassk, and the Tsesar Kunikov—were targeted by Ukrainian missiles in the port of Ber-
diansk. The ships delivered ammunition, armored vehicles, and military equipment
from Crimea to the Russian forces besieging Mariupol. Due to the numerous explosions
on bhoard, the Saratov sunk in a few hours while two other ships suffered less severe
damage.*® Russian officials and media have hushed up these losses. Only on July 1, 2022
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did Russian media report the salvage of the Saratov in Berdiansk.*® Finally, on August
19, 2022 some secondary local media reported that in the sea port of Berdiansk a me-
morial plaque had been erected to commemorate four Russian sailors of the Saratov
who had been killed.*!

Russia’s flagship Black Sea missile cruiser, the Moskva, was targeted by two Ukrai-
nian Neptune anti-ship missiles on April 13, 2022. The next day the Moskva sank in the
Black Sea. The Russian defense ministry said ammunition on board exploded in an un-
explained fire. Russian officials and media suppressed the losses among the five-hun-
dred-strong crew.** In the course of the war, the Moskva had provided anti-aircraft sup-
port to the Russian warships launching missiles to destroy numerous targets in
Ukrainian cities. Thus, the sinking of the Moskva made the Russian navy more vulner-
able and less effective. Two weeks later; on April 30, a Russian missile strike knocked
out the newly-constructed runway at Odesa’s airport,*® making it impossible for Russi-
an military aircraft to land at Odesa airport. One can therefore suppose that after the
sinking of the Moskva, the Russian military leadership finally abandoned its initial
plan to seize Odesa from the sea by naval and airborne assault.

These losses have forced the Black Sea fleet to stay well offshore, and out of the
fight, for months and, in a way, helped to break the blockade of Ukrainian ports in
late July and ease the global food crisis.

7 Ukrainian Missile and/or Drone Attacks on
Crimea in July-August 2022

Since early July 2022, Ukrainian forces have pursued a new strategy for attacking key
military targets deep inside Russian-occupied territory in southern Ukraine. This be-
came possible due to the shipment of US drones and missiles.

On June 1, 2022 the administration of the US president declared its plans to offer to
Ukraine the General Atomics MQ-IC Gray Eagle drones with Hellfire missiles.** The
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drones and M142 High Mobility Artillery Rocket Systems, or HIMARS, are part of the
sixteenth package of military equipment sent to Ukraine by the United States.*®

In July and August 2022, the Ukrainian forces used US HIMARS multiple rocket
launchers to hit as many as fifty arms stores in the east and south, as well as bridges
across the Lower Dnipro, jeopardizing vital supply lines from Crimea to Kherson.

On July 31, the Russian Navy Day celebrations in Sevastopol were cancelled after a
drone strike on the headquarters of the Russian Black Sea Fleet injured six people.

On August 9, at least six explosions hit the Saky military air base in Novofedorivka,
Crimea, in nearly an hour. Satellite images revealed that from eight to ten Russian mili-
tary jets were destroyed. The blasts had significantly degraded the aviation capability
of the Russian navy’s Black Sea Fleet.*

On August 16, the blasts in the Dzhankoi area, Crimea, destroyed an ammunition
depot and damaged a power station and a railway.*’

On August 18, four explosions were reported in the Belbek military airbase outside
of Sevastopol. The same day, the drone attacks were prevented by Russian air defense
in Kerch, Ievpatoriia, and Sevastopol harbor.*® On August 20, a drone hit the roof of the
headquarters of the Russian Black Sea Fleet in Sevastopol.

Overall, since the start of the war the fleet’s leaders have failed to adjust and have
revealed its structural deficits in terms of training, professionalism, adherence to safe-
ty procedures, and adaptability.** On August 16, the commander of the Black Sea Fleet
was replaced by a new one.
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8 Global Food Security and Grain Export from the
Black Sea

For centuries, the Black Sea has been an important region for geopolitics and global
food security. Grain export from the lands of present-day Ukraine (ancient “Greater
Scythia”) was extremely important for ancient Athens,* late medieval Genoa and Ven-
ice,* and the modern Mediterranean.*? In the last two decades, Ukraine has become
one of the key exporters of grain-wheat, barley, corn, and sunflower seeds—to the Mid-
dle East (mainly Lebanon and Syria) and some parts of Africa (mainly Egypt and Ethio-
pia).

The Russian invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022 stuck sixty-nine foreign ves-
sels in Ukrainian ports.*® Russia’s blockade of Odesa and other ports has produced
some of the gravest global consequences, undermining a global food distribution net-
work. Prices for food staples on world markets have soared—wheat cost about 50 per-
cent more in May than it did in February. Ukraine says the Russian navy is preventing
it from shipping grain and other exports and accuses Russian occupation forces of
stealing grain from Ukrainian farms in the occupied east and south of the country.

Then, in May—July 2022, Ukraine, Poland, and Romania cobbled together new trans-
port networks using trains, trucks, and river barges on the Lower Danube, raising ex-
ports of Ukrainian food to nearly three million short tons (2.7 million metric tons) per
month—still far below pre-war levels.

The blockade of Ukraine’s grain has caused a global food crisis with wheat-based
products like bread and pasta becoming more expensive, and cooking oils and fertilizer
also increasing in price. It could lead to famine, political unrest, and a new wave of
migration from the global south to Europe. Western officials have accused Putin of
using hunger as leverage for sanctions relief.**
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On July 22, 2022, in Istanbul, Ukraine and Russia signed “mirror” deals that will
allow Ukraine to resume exports of grain through the Black Sea. The deal—which
took two months to reach—is set to last for 120 days, with a co-ordination and moni-
toring center to be established in Istanbul, staffed by UN, Turkish, Russian, and Ukrai-
nian officials. It can be renewed if both parties agree.*®

Russia has also benefited from the deals—the Western sanctions imposed on Rus-
sian cargo vessels have been lifted. The European Union published legally binding clar-
ifications that banks, insurers, and other firms were permitted to participate in the ex-
port of Russian grain and fertilizers, and that its sanctions did not affect the key
Russian port of Novorossiisk on the Black Sea.*®

According to diplomats, the deal comprises the following:

— Russia will not target ports while shipments are in transit.

— Ukrainian vessels will guide cargo ships through waters that have been mined.

—  Turkey—supported by the United Nations—will inspect ships, to allay Russian
fears of weapons smuggling.

- Russian exports of grain and fertilizer via the Black Sea will be facilitated.*’

Global grain markets reacted immediately to news of the deal. The price of wheat fu-
tures fell by more than 5 percent on July 22 to around 760 US dollars per bushel.

The deals could help free more than twenty million metric tons (twenty-two mil-
lion short tons) of grain stuck in Ukraine’s blockaded Black Sea ports. According to
UN officials, the deals could quickly bring five million metric tons (5.5 million short
tons) of Ukrainian food to the world market each month, freeing up storage space
for Ukraine’s fresh harvests.

In one month since the first vessel sailed under the deal on August 1, 2022, more
than eighty ships have carried over 1.6 million metric tons (1.8 million short tons) of
agricultural products from Ukraine.*®

Turkey became the main beneficiary of the grain deal. Of the sixty-nine ships at
Ukrainian ports, twenty-six were either Turkish-flagged or owned. The other ships de-
parted from Ukrainian ports for Germany, Djibouti, China, France, South Korea, India,
the Netherlands, the UK, Iran, Ireland, Spain, Israel, Italy, Libya, Lebanon, Egypt, Ro-
mania, Somalia, Sudan, and Greece.
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Of the eighty-six ships which will go to the ports in Ukraine for the first time after
the opening of the grain corridor, thirty-five are Turkish-flagged, Turkish-owned, or op-
erated by Turkish businesses.*

9 The Bosporus and the Dardanelles Straits, the
Montreux Convention, and Turkey’s Role in the
Russo-Ukrainian War

While Turkey supports Ukraine’s territorial integrity, it continues to keep the Bosporus
Strait open for Russian warships. On February 8 and 9, 2022 six Russian landing war-
ships of the Baltic Fleet and the Northern Fleet passed the Bosporus to the Black Sea to
take part in pre-announced military drills with more than 140 military vessels involv-
ing more than 10,000 military personnel.*® In fact, they were deployed in the Russian
attack on Ukraine two weeks later.

On the morning of February 24, 2022, Ukraine’s ambassador to Ankara asked Tur-
key to close the Bosporus and Dardanelles straits to Russian warships in accordance
with the Montreux Convention of 1936, which guarantees freedom of passage for civil-
ian vessels but limits the passage of military vessels in times of conflict.** Under nor-
mal, peacetime rules, the convention regime guarantees the general right of warships
of all states to transit the straits, but with a bias toward the six Black Sea riparian
states (Georgia, Turkey, Bulgaria, Romania, Ukraine, and Russia). To transit, warships
of all other states must not have a displacement greater than 15000 metric tons
(16,535 short tons) and may not stay in the Black Sea longer than twenty-one days.
Black Sea states are exempt from these restrictions.

The same day, the Turkish foreign minister Mevlit Cavusoglu said Turkey was
studying Kyiv’s request but stated Russia had the right under the Convention to return
ships to their home base, in this case, the Black Sea.’* “We came to the conclusion that
the situation in Ukraine has transformed into a wax,” said Foreign Minister Mevliit Cav-
usoglu, speaking on CNN Turk on February 27 “We will implement all articles of Mon-
treux transparently.”®® On February 28, 2022—five days later—Turkey finally declared
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its decision to close the Black Sea straits for Russian warships during the Russian-Uk-
rainian war. Why did it take five days to make the decision? One can suppose that the
Turkish leadership waited for an outcome of the invasion—if Russia’s blitzkrieg had
been successful, then there would have been no need to close the straits and destroy
good relations with a victorious Russia. However, on February 28, in Russia-Ukraine
first negotiations in Homel (Belarus), the Ukrainian delegation declared Ukraine’s in-
tention to fight instead of surrender as Russia expected. It was only afterwards that
Turkey demonstrated its observance of the Montreux Convention, albeit in a very spe-
cial way.

Nevertheless, Turkey still allows Russia to covertly deliver heavy weapons through
the Bosporus strait. On August 29, 2022, Ukraine’s deputy minister of foreign affairs,
Mykola Tochytskyi, expressed to the Turkish ambassador the Ukrainian side’s concerns
in connection with the available information regarding the transportation of S-300 mis-
sile systems from Syria to Russia via the Bosporus strait by the ship Sparta II, chartered
by the Russian ministry of defense. Tochytskyi drew the ambassador’s attention to the
fact that “according to the provisions of the Convention regarding the Regime of the
Straits of July 20, 1936, the specified vessel falls under the definition of a warship for
the purposes of this Convention.”**

Russia is the main beneficiary of the Montreux Convention. Ever since the Cri-
mean War of 185355, when Russia’s ports on the Black Sea were attacked by British
and French warships, Russia/the USSR has been concerned to prevent it from happen-
ing in the future. During World War II, the Convention prevented the Axis powers from
sending naval forces through the straits to attack the USSR.

It is worth mentioning that in August 2008, when Georgia was invaded by Russia,
and the Russian navy maneuvered in vicinity of Georgia’s shore, Turkey rejected an
American request to move warships to the Black Sea, citing tonnage limits on naval ves-
sels sent from outside the region.*®

But perhaps even more remarkably, among the NATO countries Turkey is the only
one not to have imposed the sanctions on Russia, either in 2014 or in 2022. Russia was
Turkey’s tenth largest export market in 2021 and supplies around 40 percent of its nat-

26/card/turkey-says-war-exists-in-black-sea-allowing-it-to-block-russian-navy-uDQCa9dMZsNGZLQsfWYg;
“Turkey to Implement Pact Limiting Russian Warships to Black Sea,” Reuters, February 28, 2022, https:/
www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/turkey-implement-international-pact-access-shipping-straits-due-uk
raine-war-2022-02-27/.

54 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Ukraine, “Comment Regarding the Passage of the Ship ‘Sparta II’
through the Bosphorus Strait,” August 29, 2022, https:/mfa.gov.ua/en/news/komentar-mzs-ukrayini-
shchodo-prohodu-sudna-sparta-ii-cherez-protoku-bosfor.

55 Thomas Seibert, “US Request Puts Turkey in a Bind,” The National News, August 21, 2008, https://
www.thenationalnews.com/world/the-americas/us-request-puts-turkey-in-a-bind-1.588848; “Russia Warns
Turkey on U.S. Ships in Black Sea,” Hiirriyet, August 28, 2008, https:/wwwhurriyet.com.tr/gundem/rus
sia-warns-turkey-on-u-s-ships-in-black-sea-9766567, “Pact on Passage of Warships in Black Sea Makes
Turkey Key Actor,” Daily Sabah, February 23, 2022, https:/www.dailysabah.com/politics/diplomacy/
pact-on-passage-of-warships-in-black-sea-makes-turkey-key-actor.



Straits, Bridges, and Canals —— 737

ural gas needs. For Turkey, Russia has been an important trading partner (32.5 billion
US dollars as of 2021), a key source of foreign investment (more than 10 billion US dol-
lars), and a colossal source of tourists (Russians account for almost five million visits,
or 10 percent of all foreign tourist visits).*®

Some NATO diplomats suggest that Turkey is serving as Moscow’s stalking horse
within the alliance’s ranks.

10 Conclusion

As a consequence of the successful annexation of Crimea in 2014, Putin’s ratings sky-
rocketed in Russia. However, it was not easy to incorporate the peninsula into Russia
because Crimean critical infrastructure was well integrated into Ukraine’s.

By the end of 2019, Russia had managed to integrate Crimea’s power and transport
infrastructure into its own. However, the issue of water supply has no other solution
than getting water from the Dnipro River through the North Crimean Canal, blocked
by Ukraine in 2014.

Every summer Crimea is visited by a huge number of Russian tourists exceeding
the number of local residents. Following the annexation, many wealthy Russians
bought real estate in the Crimean riviera and settled there. A huge number of Russian
officials and military personnel have settled in Crimea along with their families since
2014. The growing population, the seasonal inflow of tourists, and mushrooming mili-
tary bases have demanded more electricity, food, and water supply. As a strongman
and authoritarian leader of a superpower, Putin refused to negotiate publicly the sup-
ply issues with Ukraine. The efforts to force Ukraine’s concessions through a military
escalation in the Donbas failed too. This made inevitable the Russian military invasion
of southern Ukraine. By 2022, the peninsula had been turned into a base for the assault
on southern Ukraine. On February 24, Russian troops moved into Ukraine from Cri-
mea, spreading east towards Mariupol and west towards Kherson, Mykolaiv, and
Odesa, threatening to cut off Ukraine’s maritime access, which would inflict huge eco-
nomic damage on the country.

In the north of Ukraine, Russian troops failed to seize Kyiv, Kharkiv, Sumy, and
Chernihiv. It was a huge strategic blunder and in early April 2022 Russian forces
were withdrawn back to Russia.

In contrast, the Russian invasion of southern Ukraine was rather successful. Here
Russian armed forces pursued realistic objectives: 1) the Nova Kakhovka dam on the
Dnipro River as starting point of the North Crimean Canal; 2) the Zaporizhzhia nuclear
power station in Enerhodar; 3) Melitopol as a main logistics hub connecting the south
and east of Ukraine with Crimea. All these towns as well as the sea ports of Berdiansk
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and Skadovsk were seized within a few days without resistance. Russian forces were
well supplied from Crimea, the Russian navy supported the land forces from the
Black Sea, and in southern Ukraine the Russian air force dominated in the sky
while in the north the Ukrainian anti-aircraft defense was quite effective.

On the other hand, Russians lost almost three months for the siege of Mariupol
instead of using these troops in more important directions. Russian forces suffered
heavy losses in Mariupol in order to seize only the ruins of the city. As a consequence,
following the quick seizure of Kherson in Dnipro Estuary, Russian forces failed to de-
velop their assault on Mykolaiv and Kryvyi Rih.

Furthermore, Ukrainian forces were able to retake the initiative in the summer of
2022. With minimal resources, using their own military drones and missiles as well as
the HIMARS multiple rocket launch systems supplied by the US, Ukrainians were able
to attack Russian military ships, munitions stores, critical infrastructure, and military
air bases in the southern region and Crimea. As a consequence, the activities of Rus-
sian fleet were mainly reduced to the harbor of Sevastopol.

The Russia-Ukraine war has reminded the world once again how important the
Black Sea region is for global food security.



