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soviet Black sea Fleet Heritage

After the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the 
newly founded independent states faced the issue 
of partition of the USSR Armed Forces, including 
the land and naval military bases. On 30 December 
1991, in Minsk, the leaders of the post-Soviet in-
dependent countries agreed that they would estab-
lish their own military forces on the basis of units 
of the former USSR Armed Forces that were sta-
tioned on the territory of the respective countries, 
with the exception of “strategic” (nuclear) forces 
that should have remained under the unified com-
mand of the Commonwealth of Independent States 
(CIS) – a regional intergovernmental organisation 
founded by the former USSR republics.

In accordance with this logic, Ukraine should have 
inherited those units of the Soviet Black Sea Fleet 
that were deployed on the territory of Ukraine, in-
cluding in the Crimean Peninsula with the major 
naval basis in the city of Sevastopol. On 5 April 
1992, the president of Ukraine, Leonid Kravchuk, 
issued the Decree On the transfer of the Black 
Sea Fleet under administrative subordination 
of the Ministry of Defence of Ukraine. But Mos-
cow strived to preserve control over the Black 

Sea Fleet, and just in two days after Kravchuk’s 
Decree, on 7 April 1992, Russian president Boris 
Yeltsin, issued the Decree On the transition of the 
Black Sea Fleet under the jurisdiction of the Rus-
sian Federation [1]. 

Some of the Black Sea Fleet officers and war-
ships’ crews began to take an oath of allegiance 
to Ukraine, while some others – to Russia; the 
general atmosphere of relations in the fleet dete-
riorated. To avoid possible confrontation, Ukrai-
nian and Russian presidents cancelled the above-
mentioned decrees, and at the meeting on 23 June 
1992, they agreed to avoid unilateral steps and to 
hold negotiations on the issue of the post-Soviet 
Black Sea Fleet heritage [2]. On 3 August 1992, 
the presidents signed Agreement between Ukraine 
and the Russian Federation on the principles of 
formation of the Naval Forces of Ukraine and the 
Naval Fleet of Russia on the basis of the Black Sea 
Fleet of the former USSR. It was agreed that the 
former USSR Black Sea Fleet to be divided be-
tween Ukraine and Russia (Article 1); during the 
following three years of “transitional period”, the 
Fleet to be governed by Joint Command “appoint-
ed upon a consensus” of Ukrainian and Russian 
presidents (Articles 2, 3 and 4), the Fleet personnel 
to consist of Ukrainian and Russian conscripts in 
equal proportions (50% by 50%) who take oath to 
the state of their respective citizenship (Articles 5 
and 6); during the transition period, Ukraine and 
Russia to jointly use the existing system of naval 
basing and logistical support (Article 8) [3].

On 17 June 1993, presidents of Ukraine and Russia 
signed the Agreement on urgent measures for the 
formation of the Naval Forces of Ukraine and the 
Naval Fleet of Russia on the basis of the Black Sea 
Fleet. It was envisaged that the Fleet to be divided in 
equal proportions (50% by 50%) between Ukraine 

Maksym KHYLKo, oleksandr TYTArCHUK, 
East European Security Research Initiative Foundation, 
Ukraine

Challenges Posed by Presence of the Russian 
Black sea Fleet on the territory of Ukraine: 

Historical and Political Background 



28

FoCUs on: UnDeRestIMAteD tHReAts

and Russia (Article 2); the bilateral Interstate Com-
mission to be established for negotiating the practi-
cal issues of partition of the Fleet and conditions 
for basing of the Naval Forces of Ukraine and the 
Naval Fleet of Russia (Article 4) [4]. 

In practice, the “Joint Command” of the Black 
Sea Fleet followed instructions only from Mos-
cow. Without consultations with Kyiv, some mod-
ern warships and equipment were redeployed to 
the other fleets that were under the sole Moscow 
control (e.g., one of the most modern and valu-
able Soviet warships, the aircraft carrier Admiral 
Kuznetsov was redeployed from the Black Sea 
Fleet to the Russian Northern Fleet). Warships 
with Ukrainian crews were often deprived of pos-
sibility to use the navigation and hydrographic 
equipment of the Black Sea Fleet [5; 6], the con-
scripts of Ukrainian citizenship were put under 
moral pressure by Russian officers and often un-
justly dismissed from service [7; 8].

negotiations Amid Moscow’s Pressure

Ukraine-Russia negotiations on fleet took place 
against the backdrop of constant Moscow’s po-
litical and economic pressure on Kyiv, Russia’s 
attempts to gain full control over the whole post-
Soviet Black Sea Fleet and simultaneous support 
of the pro-Russian separatist in the Crimea aim-
ing at separation this Autonomous Republic from 
Ukraine and its unification with Russia. Thus, on 
21 May 1992, the Russian parliament (Supreme 
Council) passed Resolution on the legal assess-
ment of decisions of the highest state authorities 
of the RSFSR to change the status of the Crimea 
adopted in 1954. The decisions of 1954 on trans-
ferring the Crimea from the Russian SFSR to the 
Ukrainian SSR was declared as legally invalid [9]. 
On 9 July 1993, the Russian parliament also passed 
Resolution on the status of the city of Sevastopol, 
declaring the “Russian federal status of the city of 
Sevastopol” [10]. On 5 December 1996, the up-
per house of the Russian parliament (Federation 
Council) adopted Statement on the status of the 
city of Sevastopol, calling Ukraine to negotiate on 
the “Russian status of the city of Sevastopol” [11]. 
There were also many other similar declarations 
and statements of the Russian state bodies and 
officials. Russian officers of the Black Sea Fleet 
participated in separatist activities in the Crimea, 
especially in the city of Sevastopol, e.g. the prem-
ises of the Black Sea Fleet headquarters were pro-

vided for separatist meetings; Russian fleet offi-
cers openly supported separatist “president” of the 
Crimea Yuriy Meshkov [6; 12].

Russia linked negotiations on fleet to the issues of 
oil and gas supplies to Ukraine and often threat-
ened to cut off such supplies [6; 13]. Moscow also 
linked settlement of the fleet issues to the signing 
of the bilateral Treaty on Friendship, Cooperation, 
and Partnership between Ukraine and the Russian 
Federation. (This treaty, finally signed on 31 May 
1997, three days after signing the agreements on 
partition of the Black Sea Fleet and conditions for 
Russian Fleet staying on the territory of Ukraine, 
was important for Kyiv because it provided that 
both countries “respect the territorial integrity of 
each other and confirm the inviolability of the ex-
isting borders between them”, and build their bi-
lateral relations on principles of “non-use of force 
or threat of force, including economic and other 
means of pressure, the right of peoples to freely 
dispose of their destiny, non-interference in inter-
nal affairs” [14].)

Agreements on Division of the Fleet

Long and difficult negotiations resulted in Ukraine-
Russia Agreement on the Black Sea Fleet, signed on 
9 June 1995, in Sochi, by presidents Leonid Kuch-
ma and Boris Yeltsin. According to this agreement, 
the property of the Black Sea Fleet to be divided 
in equal proportions 50% by 50% (Article 3), but 
Ukraine to receive only 18.3% of all ships and ves-
sels of the post-Soviet Black Sea Fleet while Rus-
sia to receive 81.7% (Article 4); the main base of 
the Russian Black Sea Fleet with its headquarters 
to remain in the city of Sevastopol (Article 2); the 
Mixed Ukrainian-Russian State Commission had 
to develop the specific parameters of partition of 
the Fleet’s objects (Article 11) [15].

The terms of the abovementioned Sochi agreement 
shaped the basis for three major Ukraine-Russia 
agreements, finally signed on 28 May 1997, in 
Kyiv, namely: 1) Agreement on the status and 
conditions of presence of the Russian Federation 
Black Sea Fleet on the territory of Ukraine [16], 
2) Agreement on the parameters of partition of 
the Black Sea Fleet [17; 18], 3) Agreement on the 
mutual payments related to partition of the Black 
Sea Fleet and presence of the Russian Federation 
Black Sea Fleet on the territory of Ukraine [19]. 
In particular, the agreements set the strength of the 
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Russian Black Sea Fleet deployed in the Crimea, 
specified the places, land plots and objects of in-
frastructure to be used by Russian Fleet, as well 
as basic conditions for such deployment and us-
age. The agreements also outlined the contours for 
settlement of legal issues related to the presence of 
the Russian naval base in Ukraine, issues related 
to human rights, social security, environmental 
protection, etc. Agreements were concluded for 20 
years, with possibility of further prolongation for 
the further five-year periods. 

In order to guarantee the temporal status of the Rus-
sian Fleet’s deploying in the Crimea, the Constitu-
tion of Ukraine, adopted on 28 June 1996, stated 
that “location of foreign military bases shall not be 
permitted on the territory of Ukraine” (Article 17). 
Transitional Provisions of the Constitutions envis-
aged that “the use of existing military bases on the 
territory of Ukraine for the temporary stationing 
of foreign military formations is possible on the 
terms of lease, by the procedure determined by 
the international treaties of Ukraine ratified by the 
Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine” (Paragraph 14 of the 
Transitional Provisions) [20]. 

It should be noted that the assessment of value of 
the Black Sea Fleet warships and infrastructure 
objects was carried out in 1995-1996 by the Ukrai-
nian-Russian commission under the conditions of 
constant pressure of Moscow that was threatening 
to cut off oil and gas supplies to Ukraine. Due to 
that pressure, Kyiv had nothing but to abandon its 
initial intention to calculate the costs of lease of 
18,232.62 hectares of land and 4,591 buildings 
in accordance with the international practice [21; 
22], and to agree on dozens of times less lease cost 
of $97.75 million annually (counted as repayment 
of a part of the Ukrainian state debt before Russia) 
[19].

In 2007-2009, Kyiv attempted to address the is-
sues of proper inventory of the land plots and in-
frastructure objects in the Crimea leased by the 
Russian Black Sea Fleet, but Moscow disagreed 
to negotiate on these issues. Moscow also ignored 
Kyiv’s protests against usage of the Russian Black 
Sea Fleet warships in the Russian-Georgian war of 
2008, as well as Kyiv’s demands to withdraw the 
Russian FSB agents from the Crimea [23]. During 
the presidency of Victor Yushchenko, the Ukrai-
nian government declared that the agreements 
of 1997 would not be extended and the Russian 

Black Sea Fleet would have to withdraw from the 
territory of Ukraine after 2017 [24].

Just in two months after Viktor Yanukovych be-
came president of Ukraine, he signed with his Rus-
sian counterpart Dmitry Medvedev the Agreement 
on the issues of the Black Sea Fleet's presence on 
the territory of Ukraine. The agreement, signed on 
21 April 2010, in Kharkiv, extended three Ukraine-
Russia agreements on fleet of 1997 for the next 25 
years beyond 2017 (until 2042) with possibility of 
further renewals for the five-year periods (Article 
1). The annual rent for the Russian Black Sea Fleet 
staying on the territory of Ukraine was defined as 
$100 million plus a gas price discount at $100 per 
each thousand cubic meters when gas price is $333 
and higher, or 30% discount when gas price is low-
er than $333 (Article 2) [25].

Unsolved Legal and Practical Issues

Many legal and practical issues of the presence of 
the Russian Black Sea Fleet and related militaries 
and equipment on the territory of Ukraine (such 
as movements of the Russian military units out-
side their deployment sites, taxation and customs 
clearance of the imported materials and technical 
equipment, registration of residence places of the 
Russian military personnel and civilians etc.) have 
never been clearly settled due to Moscow’s con-
stant delaying and blocking of the corresponding 
negotiations. Ukraine’s attempts to settles these 
issues failed both during the Viktor Yushchenko 
presidency (2005-2010) as well as during the rule 
of his pro-Russian successor Viktor Yanukovych 
(2010-2014). 

Only on 17 December 2013, in the midst of Euro-
maidan protests in Ukraine, the Russian-Ukrainian 
Interstate Commission headed by Viktor Yanu-
kovych and Vladimir Putin decided to instruct the 
Governments of both countries “to accelerate the 
inventory work on the land plots and real estate 
objects located on them, used by the Black Sea 
Fleet of the Russian Federation on the territory 
Ukraine” (Point 21), “to complete the preparation 
for signing of the draft intergovernmental agree-
ments: on the coordination of movements related 
to the activities of the military units of the Black 
Sea Fleet of the Russian Federation on the territory 
of Ukraine, outside their deployment sites; on the 
procedure for crossing the state border of Ukraine 
by warships, support vessels, aircraft, and military 
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personnel of the Black Sea Fleet of the Russian 
Federation; on registration at the place of resi-
dence (stay) of military personnel and civilians of 
the Black Sea Fleet of the Russian Federation and 
their family members in the migration authorities 
of Ukraine” (Point 22); “to regulate the taxation 
of the structural units of the Black Sea Fleet of the 
Russian Federation and the customs clearance of 
materials and technical equipment imported in the 
interests of the Fleet into the territory of Ukraine” 
(Point 23), etc. [26]. But this work has never been 
implemented.

In February-March 2014, taking advantage of the 
temporal vacuum of power in Ukraine due to es-
cape from the country of then-president Viktor 
Yanukovych, Russian militaries, mainly from the 
Black Sea Fleet forces, occupied the Crimea and 
the city of Sevastopol and captured all the Ukraini-
an naval infrastructure in the peninsular and 54 out 
of 67 Ukrainian naval ships [27]. On 18-21 March 
2014, the Russian Federation annexed the Crimea. 
On 31 March 2014, upon the proposal of presi-
dent Vladimir Putin, the Russian parliament (State 
Duma) denounced all treaties and agreements with 
Ukraine on the Black Sea Fleet [28]. On 22 No-
vember 2018, the Ukrainian parliament amended 
the Constitution of Ukraine deleting the Paragraph 
14 of the Transitional Provisions which envisaged 
the possibility for the stationing of foreign military 
bases on the territory of Ukraine [29]. 

Conclusions

As the post-Soviet leaders agreed to establish 
military forces of their respective countries on the 
basis of units of the former USSR Armed Forces 
stationed on their territories, Ukraine should have 
inherited the units of the Soviet Black Sea Fleet 
that were deployed on its territory, including in the 
Crimean Peninsula and the city of Sevastopol, – 
the same way as Russia inherited units of the So-
viet Fleets deployed on the territory of the Russian 
Federation. 

Despite the disproportionately large contribution 
of the Ukrainian SSR to building of the all Soviet 
Navy, Kyiv has not claimed the parts of the Soviet 
Northern Fleet, the Pacific Fleet, the Baltic Fleet 
and the Caspian Flotilla. In contrast, Moscow not 
only claimed the parts of the Black Sea Fleet de-
ployed on the territory of Ukraine, but also used 
the time of negotiations to redeploy the most mod-
ern and valuable warships and equipment from the 
Black Sea Fleet to the other fleets deployed out-
side of the Ukrainian territory.

Ukraine-Russia negotiations on fleet took place 
against the backdrop of Moscow’s political and 
economic pressure on Kyiv, including blackmails 
to cut off oil and gas supplies to Ukraine, attempts 
to gain full control over the whole post-Soviet 
Black Sea Fleet and support of the pro-Russian 
separatist in the Crimea.

Agreements on division of the Black Sea Fleet, fi-
nally signed in 1997, left unsolved a lot of legal 
and practical issues of the presence of the Russian 
Black Sea Fleet and related militaries and equip-
ment on the territory of Ukraine. Due to Moscow’s 
constant delaying and blocking of the correspond-
ing negotiations, these issues have never been 
settled, causing a number of incidents of a legal 
nature and violations of the Ukrainian legislation 
including the human rights violations.

The illegal annexation of the Crimean Peninsula by 
the Russian Federation in March 2014, followed 
by the denunciation of all Russia-Ukraine treaties 
and agreements on the Black Sea Fleet, led to the 
disappearance of legal ground for deployment of 
the Russian fleet on the territory of Ukraine. Be-
sides, after the annexation of the Crimea in 2014, 
Russia began the intensified militarisation of the 
peninsular actually turning it into the enormous 
military fortress. These actions disrupt the military 
balance in the whole Black Sea region increasing 
security threats to the countries of the region and 
challenging free navigation and shipping.
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