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THE SOVIET MERCHANT FLEET 

NATO CONFIDEDTTLAL 
AT/89JNP/192 

Development snd   present   s t ruc ture  of the  Soviet   Merchant  Fleet  

I n   r e c e n t   y e a r s .  the tonnage of the Sovie t   merchant   f lee t  
has expande.d rapidly,from. 3.4 m i l l i o n   g o r o t o n s   i n  1962, t o   n e a r l y  
7 mil l ion  g , r ,  t o n s   i n  1964(1) Over the same per iod,  i ts s h a r e   i n  
t o t a l  wor ld  tonnage  has   r isen  . f rom 2,6A to 4,Y/LO. 

, .  

2, On 1st January,  1965, the t r a d z n g   f l e e t  numbered 1,620 
v e s s e l s  of over i,ooo g.r.tons,  namely: 

. .  

I 1,190 cargo   vesse ls ,  i.,e, 61% of t o t a l  tonnage; - 115 passenger  vessels;   i .eb 7% of  t o t a l  tonnage; - 315 o i l   t a n k e r s ;  i.e, 32% of  t o t a l  tonnage. 

The.Merchant   Fleet   as   an  ipstrument  of economic  s t ra tegy 

3 .  The r e c e n t   s p u r t   i n  the Sov ie t   sh ip   bu i l~d ing  programme 
r e f l e c t s  the desire f o r   s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y   i n   t h i s   s e c t o r .  If one' 
takes  the  whole  period 1950-64, i t  can b e   s e e n   t h a t  the 3.2 f o l d  
increase  i n  the to&à.ge of  the  merchant f l e e t  is no g rea t e r   t han  
the increase  in   Soviet   mari t ime freight t r a f f i c ,   o v e r   t h e  same 
pe.riod,  Although the share  of fo re ign   cha r t e red   ves se l s   i n   Sov ie t  
mar i t ime  t rade   has   dec l ined   in   recent   years ,  the absolu te  volume of 
f r e i g h t   c a r r i e d  by such .   vesse ls   has   increased ,  

4. Economical ly ,   se l f -suff ic iency is sh ipping  is d e s i r a b l e  
f rom  the   Sbvie t   po in t   o f   v iew,   s ince   f re ight   ra tes   on  the world 
market a r e   s u b j e c t   t o  wide f l u c t u a t i o n s ,  and  dependence on t h i s  
source of  t r a n s p o r t   c o n s t i t u t e s  a burden on the Soviet   balance of  
payments 

5. Se l f - suf f ic iency  i n  mari t ime  t ranspart  a l s o  has p o l i t i c a l  
advantages.   During  recent  years,   the  Soviet  Union has  taken a much 
c l a s e r   i n t e r e s t   i n  the developing   count r ies  of Asia ,   Afr ica   and 
La t in  America,  Ecmomic r e l a t i o n s  with these countries  have  been 
considerably  expanded, However, %he case   o f  Cuba has  shown t h a t  
the  Sovietw  cannot  alwa,ys  count on the  use of fo re ign   cha r t e red  
v e s s e l s   i n  the i r  t rade  w i t h  t hese   coun t r i e s .  

(1) These  f igures   are   taken frsm Lloyds Register of Shipping, and 
refer only t o  s h i p s  of more than  1,000 goretonso  According 
t o  o f f i c i a l   S o v i e t   s o u r c e s ,  which refer  t o  a l l   s h i p s   o v e r  
100 g.r.tons, the Soviet  merchant f l e e t  t o t a l l e d  8,9 m i l l i o n  
g o r e t o n s   i n   J a n u a r y  1964, but   no   comparable   f igures   a re   ava i l -  
a b l e   f o r   e a r l i e r   y e a r s .  . . , . .. . 
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6. From a ml,:lital?y po in t  of view, there. a r e  the advantages , .a 

to   be  der ived  f rom  the  use of o s t ens ib ly   non-mi l i t a ry   ves se l s   fo r  
espionage  purposes, the need to  t r a n s p o r t  weapons  and m i l i t a r y  
equipment t o  c l i e n t   c o u n t r i e s ,  and the d e s i r a b i l i t y  of a general  
i n c r e a s e   i n   l o g i s t i c   r e s o u r c e s o  

7 ,  Fina l ly ,   qu i t e   apa r t   f rom .the d e s i r e  .for se l f - su f f i c i ency ,  
i t  should be noted   tha t   un t i l   recent ly   Sovie t   merchant  ships  were, 

on  average,  too  old,  too s m a l l  and too  slow, There was t h u s  a r e a l  
need f o r  a thorough  modernisation of the merchant f lee t ,  

Problems a'nd 'prospec& 
. . . .  _ .  . .  . . , . .  

8. One of the problems  which,  has  ari,sen in  connection with 
the Sovie t  ship bu i ld ing  programme is. tha:t.  $he.. expansion .&rf pqr t  
f a c i l i t i e s  has n o t  kept pacd with, t ha t - .  of' shippin'g"  tonnage, With 
the r e s u l t   t h a t   s h i p p i n g   c a p a c i t y  i s  n o t   F u l l y   u t i l i s e d .  This 
a p p l i e s   p a r t i c u l a r l y   t o  the B h c k  Sea ports o f  .Novorossisk,  Tuapse, 
Odessa  and  Batumi, It  w i l l  r equi re   bo th  time and  heavy c a p i t a l  . 

expendi ture  before t h i s  problem  can  be  sat isfactor i ly   solved.  

. .  

. .  

. .  

go ' Secondly,  the  Soviet, ship bu i ld ing  prbgramme is heav i ly  
~ . .  

dependent on fo re ign   supp l i e r s ,  O f  the. new. tonnage  del ivered  in  
1964, n e a r l y   h a l f  was b u i l t  i n  the Free World. However, while sub- 
s t a n t i a l   o r d e r s   a r e  s t i l l  being  placed  outs ide.  COMECON i t  is l i k e l y  
t h a t  the Soviet  iJniori"wii1 become progressively-   le6s   'dependent-  Upon"'..' 
impor ts  of  ships from the  West. Present   information on ship orders  
for the next f i v e   y e a r s  suggests t h a t  the S0vie.t Union i t s e l f   a n d  . . 

East European Communist coun t r i e s  w i l l  each  pr0vid.e  about 40% and. . . 

the r e s t -  o f  the world, mainly  Yugoslavia  and  Finland, about 20% . .  . 

.loo. Apart  from the i r  p u r e l y   p o l i t i c a l   a s p e c t s ,  intra-COMECON 
orders  have the advantage of pe rmi t t i ng  the r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n   o f  pr.0- . 
duct ion  and p robab ly   f ac i l i t a t e   t he   p rob lem of monetary  settlement, , : 

Furthermore, they provide the  Soviet  Unisn with an   add i tbna l  means 
of pu t t i ng   p re s su re   en   coun t r i e s  whose sh ipyards ,  despite the r ap id  
growth of the i r  own merchant f lee t s  dur ing   recent   years (1) ;e re  t.0 8 . , 

considepahle  extent  engaged in f u l f i l l i n g   S o v i e t   o r d e r s ,  . .  . . .,. 

11, New d e l i v e r i e s  of ships  t o  the Soviet  merchant f l ee t  a r e  
e x p e c t e d   t o   t o t a l   & o u t  6 mi l l ion   g . r , tons   dur ing  the next   f ive  years . .  
About a q u a r t e r  o f  t h i s  new tonnage w i l l  be used t o R p l a c e   o l d   s h i p s  
due t o  be scrapped, s o  t h a t   t h e   p r o p o r t i o n  of' modern ships i n  the 
t o t a l ,  which i s  a l ready   very  high ( i n  1964,  over ha l f  t h e   t o t a l  
tonnage was less than   f i ve   yea r s  old, compared with .about a q u a r t e r  
for the wor+ld a s  a whole), will i n c r e a s e  *theri 

(1) By mid-1965 the t o t a l  tonnage of the combined merchant f leets  
of Poland, .the Soviet-occupied Zone of Germany,. Bulgar ia ,  
Czechoslovakia, Rumania and  Hungary amounted t o  1.9 m i l l i o n  
gor.to,nso 
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12,  The poss ib i l i ty   tha t   over - inves tment  may even tua l ly  
l e a d   t o  a su rp lus  of Soviet   shipping  cannot  be excluded, but i t  is 
unl ike ly   tha t   such  a s i t u a t i o n  w i l l  develop  befere the l a t e  1970s. 
Nevertheless a s  a consequence o f  t h e  growth o f  i ts merchant f l ee t ,  
the  Soviet  Union is l i k e l y  t o  make i ts  presence   increas ingly  f e l t  
a s  a compe t i to r   i n  the internat ional   shipping  business .   But  this 
does   no t   ru l e   ou t   t he   poss ib i l i t y  of cer ta in   co-opera t ion  agree- 
ments,  and  the  Soviet  Union may wel l   increase  i ts  e f f o r t s  t o  j o i n  

and   pa r t i c ipa t e   i n   i n t e rna t iona l   and  regional shipping  conferences,  
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