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Introduction 

In the last weeks of August, various Italian news agencies reported on the pursuit of Russian naval units by 

the Italian Navy following the former entry into the Adriatic Sea1. After some rumours about an attempted 

blockade of the Otranto Channel to prevent the passage of the US aircraft carrier USS Harry Truman, the 

incursion of the Russian Navy was believed to be a test of the responsiveness of NATO units2, as well as an 

attempt to gather intelligence and a show of force. 

The incursion of the Russian fleet reflects an unstable situation in the Mediterranean Sea, a basin of primary 

strategic interest for Italy, at the centre of renewed competition for its control due to the partial US 

disengagement in the area. Russian dynamism is not the only source of concern, but rather the tip of an 

iceberg encompassing a multiplicity of threats that make an important region fragile. 

For a country like Italy, at the centre of the mare nostrum and with important political and economic interests 

in the region, the security and stability of the Mediterranean basin, as well as of the region itself, are of 

primary importance. For this reason, the Ministry of Defence3 has published the “Strategia di sicurezza e 

difesa per il Mediterraneo”. The document, issued in May 2022, designates the Enlarged Mediterranean as 

the area of primary strategic interest – it extends well beyond the Mediterranean Sea, from the northern 

continental seas to the Gulf of Guinea and the Persian Gulf. Planning must consider two dimensions: one 

cooperative, based on cooperation with the countries in the region; the other operational, developing those 

capabilities that enable an adequate level of maritime awareness - i.e. a situation in which the flow of 

information makes it possible to be fully aware of what is happening in a given area, allowing to rapidly 

intercept any threat coming from the maritime domain - and credible deterrence. Within this framework, the 

Italian Navy emerges as a key actor to protect national interests and guarantee the security of the country.  

This paper aims to illustrate what contribution can be made by the Italian Navy in both the cooperative and 

operational spheres, according to the operational theatres and the other actors that operate in them, taking 

advantage of its strengths and the doctrinal principles of the Armed Force. 

THE GEOPOLITICAL CONTEXT AND THE THREATS TO NATIONAL SECURITY 

It is not the first time that the press has reported the passage of Russian naval units near the Italian coasts 

or their transit in Mediterranean waters, provoking the rapid mobilisation of NATO units to monitor the 

evolving situation. This dynamic is the product of a rekindled rivalry between Moscow and the Atlantic 

Alliance, due to the growing Russian dynamism in the Mediterranean region. Indeed, Russia has expanded 

its sphere of influence over the years, getting to operate in Syria, Crimea, Libya and, with the help of PMC 

Wagner (private military company), in North and Sub-Saharan Africa. Adding the invasion of Ukraine and the 

related preparation in the Black Sea before the outbreak of the conflict, the picture that emerges is one of 

an expansive policy aimed at gaining influence in the Mediterranean region. To support these ambitions, the 

number of Russian naval units in the Mediterranean has been increased to around twenty4. 

The same expansive policy is being implemented by Turkey, which is increasingly preponderant in the region 

thanks to the combination of economic-military support to numerous states in North and Sub-Saharan Africa, 

normalisation of diplomatic relations with some states of the Arabian Peninsula (Israel above all), 

 
1 https://www.today.it/attualita/flotta-russa-adriatico-perche-cosa-e-successo.html 
2 Ibid.  
3 Ministero della Difesa, Strategia di sicurezza e difesa per il Mediterraneo, May 2022 
4 This figure refers to the pre-conflict period; an OSINT expert recorded a reduction in Russian naval units in the 
following months. For more details: http://www.hisutton.com/Russia-Marshal-Ustinov-SLAVA-Cruiser-Leaves-
Med.html 

https://www.today.it/attualita/flotta-russa-adriatico-perche-cosa-e-successo.html
http://www.hisutton.com/Russia-Marshal-Ustinov-SLAVA-Cruiser-Leaves-Med.html
http://www.hisutton.com/Russia-Marshal-Ustinov-SLAVA-Cruiser-Leaves-Med.html


 
strengthening of the navy, and unilateral appropriation of 'pieces' of the Mediterranean5, a source of tension 

especially with Greece and Cyprus. 

The game of the spheres of influence seems to be a zero-sum game – an impression obtained by observing 

the dynamics of the region. The States that are best at seizing the opportunity offered by contingencies and 

devising a plan capable of drawing under their aegis the needy countries (or actors) succeed in ousting their 

traditional interlocutors. Libya offers an explanatory example: since 2019, Turkey has become the main 

supporter of the Tripoli government thanks to its contribution against the offensive of the National Liberation 

Army (LNA), the army of the Cyrenaica government led by General Haftar. Since then, Italy and other 

supporters of the internationally recognised government have been relegated to a marginal role.  

The loss of influence in favour of systemic rivals or partners that are not fully aligned, e.g. Moscow and 

Ankara, entails the risk of not being able to influence the policies of a given actor; a risk that becomes a threat 

in specific circumstances, such as crises or wars. A dynamic that, as the Libyan case shows, is already in place, 

to a greater or lesser extent. The Enlarged Mediterranean is a region full of hotbeds of crisis: they range from 

failed states to inter-state tensions, passing through phenomena of terrorism, migratory flows and civil wars. 

A broad spectrum of interrelated threats that have repercussions on the security of Italy and its allies, forces 

them to play a leading role in stabilising the region. 

The sea is a fundamental aspect on which to focus the efforts. The Mediterranean and adjacent seas are the 

lifeblood of our country; a lifeblood whose contribution must be secured. A large share of the world's 

maritime traffic passes through the straits of Bab al-Mandab and Suez, along with a very dense network of 

submarine cables6. Both are exposed to threats of various kinds, which could block flows of goods and data 

and cause very serious damage to the economy and security of the States that depend on them.  

The seas of the Enlarged Mediterranean are not only an indispensable resource for the states overlooking it 

(and others); they are also vectors for illicit trafficking, including arms, drugs and human beings, run by 

criminal organisations and, in some cases, with the complicity of some States7. But all States are not just 

exposed to flows of various kinds that they are required to manage; they can influence the regional context 

in which they operate through the sea, historically a means of power projection par excellence. 

The Enlarged Mediterranean, a strategic area rich in opportunities and threats at the same time, calls on Italy 

to make a coordinated effort among its agencies to ensure that the latter does not jeopardise the former. 

The Italian Navy is to be considered a pillar for the stabilisation of the region; by cross-referencing its current 

characteristics with the challenges illustrated in the previous lines, one can determine ideal modes and areas 

of employment, referring to the dimensions listed in the “Strategia di sicurezza e difesa per il Mediterraneo”.  

THE OPERATIONAL DIMENSION: DETERRENCE AND FREEDOM OF NAVIGATION 

Contrary to what the plurality of seas included in the definition of the Enlarged Mediterranean might suggest, 

the challenges to address have common characteristics. The Gulf of Guinea, the Red Sea and the Black Sea 

are the Mediterranean 'gates' for maritime trade routes. The common problem is ensuring the security of 

 
5 The reference is to the establishment of an Exclusive Economic Zone widely contested by the other states overlooking 
the Eastern Mediterranean, and to the claim of some islands in the Aegean Sea unjustly - according to Ankara - assigned 
to Greece. In the first case, although the EEZ was defined by an agreement with the government in Tripoli, it was 
contested because of its size, which was deemed disproportionate. Moreover, the agreement was defined with a weak 
government that does not have de facto control over Libya, a situation that makes it more of a declaration of intent 
than a treaty with concrete effects. 
6 https://www.submarinecablemap.com/ 
7 The reference is to the repeated violations of the UN arms embargo in Libya, where both warring factions have 
received armaments from their respective “principals”.  
https://www.internazionale.it/opinione/pierre-haski/2020/09/04/libia-embargo-ignorato 

https://www.submarinecablemap.com/
https://www.internazionale.it/opinione/pierre-haski/2020/09/04/libia-embargo-ignorato


 
the routes, for which the solution requires a constant presence of the navy to deter hostile actions or counter 

them promptly. However, the Black Sea must be excluded from this discourse: the basin connected via the 

Bosporus and Dardanelles straits to the mare nostrum is at the time of writing inaccessible, due to the 

activation of a clause included in the Montreux Treaty of 1936 by Turkey following the outbreak of the 

Russian-Ukrainian conflict. This is not a contingent legal problem. The problem of freedom of navigation in 

the Black Sea relates to the export of grain from Russia and Ukraine, hampered by the ongoing conflict, and 

territorial claims over it. The common factor is Russia: the war unleashed against Kyiv paralysed the grain 

trade until guarantees were given by agreement on the safe passage of the ships in charge of transport; at 

the same time, the territorial claims relate to the Crimea, illegally annexed by Moscow, with the consequent 

change in the composition of the territorial waters. Assuming the stabilisation of grain export and the 

pacification of the area - which implies the end of the Russian-Ukrainian conflict - there are no dangers to 

freedom of navigation that do not come from Russia. Confronting Moscow in a basin in which it has 

established a significant military presence would hardly lead to results other than a nullity or overt war - a 

remote hypothesis and hardly a conscious choice. This statement can be understood in light of the situation 

in Crimea: freedom of navigation operations (FONOPs) was conducted by British and Dutch naval units in 

2021, which did not bring substantial changes. The reaffirmation of the non-recognition of the annexation of 

Crimea and its waters is merely a symbolic act. Russia does not intend to renounce its sovereignty over the 

peninsula, from which it can strike NATO naval units, as it signalled through the Ministry of Defence precisely 

during the Anglo-Dutch FONOP when it claimed to have fired missiles near deployed ships as a warning. The 

Crimea issue cannot be solved by this kind of operation, which seem to be more of a source of potential 

escalation to an overt NATO-Russia conflict. In the face of all this, it can be argued that the Black Sea does 

not require a continuous presence of the units of the Italian Navy8. 

The scenario is decidedly different in the Gulf of Guinea and the Red Sea. In the former, the main threat is 

piracy, a phenomenon that is also present east of Suez9, where it is added to other problematic situations. 

The first to be mentioned is the civil war in Yemen, where the Houthi rebel group has been involved in missile 

attacks on Saudi territory10 - a capability that could also pose a threat to naval units transiting the region. 

Attacks of this kind would discourage the transit of commercial ships in an artery of global trade, with serious 

repercussions on the entire distribution chain - as happened in the Black Sea. Adding to the unpredictability 

of the Yemeni rebels is Iranian dynamism. The Islamic Republic is their main provider of support, which is not 

limited to the supply of weapons: in fact, it seems that a ship sent to the waters in question, officially for anti-

piracy missions, was collecting intelligence to share with them11.  The strong rivalry between Tehran and the 

Saudi-led Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries is well known; the deployment of naval units with unclear 

purposes near the waters of its rivals could be another potential escalation factor that would discourage the 

transit of ships. In the face of all this, the need to have units ready to deal with any threat becomes compelling 

in these two regions, since, as already mentioned, the presence of naval units is itself an element of 

deterrence capable of preventing hostile acts - and possibly countering them quickly. The navy has responded 

promptly to these challenges: in the Gulf of Guinea, it has set up Operation Gabinia, a national operation, 

while east of Suez it contributes to the EU-sponsored operations Atalanta and Agenor, to which must also be 

 
8 To this one could also add that the Black Sea is relatively less important for Italy than the Gulf of Guinea and the Red 
Sea, and that, if deemed necessary, these missions could be carried out by NATO allies overlooking it. 
9 This definition is more correct to use in this context. The phenomenon of piracy is concentrated off the Somali coast, 
which is connected via the Gulf of Aden to the Red Sea. The other hotbeds of tension, as will be seen, connect these 
three seas, making the exclusive reference to the Red Sea improper. 
10 N. Pedde, Le partite del Mar Rosso, Limes, “Il mare italiano e la guerra”, n.8/2022, 170 
11 Ibid., 170-171 



 
added the constant presence of the four Esploratore-class patrol vessels in the northern waters of the Red 

Sea to monitor compliance with the Camp David Accords signed in 1978 by Egypt and Israel12. 

Italian naval units can make an important contribution thanks to two strengths. The first is political, due to 

the Navy's neutrality, which gives it credibility as an actor working for the respect of international law and 

the maintenance of peace and stability13. This allows it to disengage from regional rivalries and operate in 

the exclusive interest of the common good (in this case, the protection of maritime traffic), creating 

opportunities for cooperation with all (especially local) actors present. The second is qualitative, expressed 

by the intrinsic characteristics of the Italian naval units: according to the Navy's 2020-21 report, operations 

Gabinia, Atalanta, and Agenor have been assigned FREMM frigates, state-of-the-art units equipped with 

weapon systems that guarantee effective area and point-defence - among which the SAAM-ESD (Surface 

Anti-Air Missile - Extended Self-Defence) should be mentioned, which guarantees protection from missile 

threats (Ballistic Missile Defence - BMD) using Aster 15 and 30 missiles. The latter have different variants 

depending on their range of coverage; currently, those fitted to FREMMs and Orizzonte-class destroyers14 

are the Block 1 variant. An even more extensive 'shield' will be provided to the Multipurpose Offshore Patrol 

Vessels (PPA), which in the 'Full' version15, equipped with BMD capabilities, will be provided with the Block 1 

NT version, which extends the range to 1500 km16. The destroyers, FREMMs and PPAs are then equipped 

with naval guns with a range of about 100 km17, capable of attacking not only other naval units but also forces 

deployed ashore – a relevant aspect, especially for the East of Suez, characterised by 'narrow' seas that bring 

any naval unit within close range of the coastline. The units mentioned are therefore difficult targets to hit 

and capable of deterring surface and air threats, especially against state and non-state actors with limited 

and backward units and weapon systems. The effectiveness against more formidable actors remains to be 

assessed, both quantitatively and qualitatively, but also against so-called swarm attacks, which are 

characterised by the simultaneous deployment of small units equipped with relatively easy-to-find 

weaponry, whose speed and mass put the targets' assessment and reaction capabilities under heavy stress, 

also posing a risk of weapon system saturation. 

A critical issue to be highlighted is the non-continuous presence of the Navy's assets in the operational 

theatres mentioned so far. Although the rotation of units with other participating countries allows the 

conduct of operations to not be interrupted18, this means that Italy can't maximise the potential political 

gains from a constant commitment. The reason is presumably the lack of a sufficient number of naval units 

 
12 To these operations should be added the Task Forces of the Combined Maritime Forces (CMF), naval groups of a 
coalition of 34 states to guard the waters between the Persian Gulf and the Suez Canal. Italy is part of the coalition, as 
indicated on the Navy's website, but in the Navy's 2020-21 report, there is no mention of operations under the CMF 
aegis. It, therefore, remains to be understood the contribution of our units, also taking into consideration the fact that 
the Task Forces have a variable composition both in terms of the total number of ships deployed and of contributing 
states - which presumably makes the commitment of the Italian armed force not constant. 
13 Primary objectives of the employment of all Italian Armed Forces, as stated in the “Concetto Strategico del Capo di 
Stato Maggiore della Difesa 2022”. 
14 These have a different system that employs the same interceptors. 
15 It is stated that four PPAs will be in Full version and three in Light+, the only difference being the lack of torpedo 
launchers in the latter version. There will therefore be no PPAs in the Light version, which lacks anti-missile weapon 
systems. For further information: https://aresdifesa.it/varato-il-pattugliatore-polivalente-daltura-marcantonio-
colonna-light/ 
16 http://avioblog.it/dal-missile-aster-al-30-block-1-nt-new-technology-fino-allaster-block-ii-per-la-difesa-medio-alta-
eso-atmosferica/ 
17 G. Dottori, Pronti a combattere?, Limes, n.8/2022, 91 
18 Here, the reference is mainly to operations Atalanta and Agenor, as Gabinia is a national operation. Nevertheless, 
other states operate in the Gulf of Guinea, e.g. the United Kingdom, presumably providing continuous protection of the 
area. It must be said that outside of operations to defend national waters, only Operation Irini sees a continuous 
deployment of Italian ships. 

https://aresdifesa.it/varato-il-pattugliatore-polivalente-daltura-marcantonio-colonna-light/
https://aresdifesa.it/varato-il-pattugliatore-polivalente-daltura-marcantonio-colonna-light/
http://avioblog.it/dal-missile-aster-al-30-block-1-nt-new-technology-fino-allaster-block-ii-per-la-difesa-medio-alta-eso-atmosferica/
http://avioblog.it/dal-missile-aster-al-30-block-1-nt-new-technology-fino-allaster-block-ii-per-la-difesa-medio-alta-eso-atmosferica/


 
to be able to guarantee a continuous contribution through their rotation, also taking into consideration the 

other operations conducted and exercises carried out during the year. 

Political gain is not only maximised with the regional States but also vis-à-vis the allies; continuous 

engagement would allow for gaining a more relevant status. Besides the political aspects, it is also important 

to consider the strategic ones. As already pointed out, east of Suez has seen a multiplication of actors at play, 

which among the external ones include not only Italy's allies, but also rivals, Russia and China, and 

'equidistant', India: Moscow is negotiating the opening of a naval base in Port Sudan, although at the moment 

there are no developments in a positive direction due to internal struggles in the military regime that took 

over with a coup in 202119; Beijing has a naval base in Djibouti, expanded to also host aircraft carriers; New 

Delhi has projected itself into the western waters of the Indian Ocean20. Their presence should not be 

excessively emphasized. Indeed, some argue that the Russian base would eventually serve more to support 

cooperation with governments (and others) in the sub-Saharan and northern region than to project east of 

Suez21 - a choice that would be in line with the forecast trends of 'regionalisation' of the Russian navy22. In 

addition, the presence of China and India is to counter piracy, creating an alignment of interests with the EU-

NATO states. In a situation of peace, the Chinese presence does not raise concerns, but in the event of an 

escalation, or a souring of diplomatic relations between Beijing and the Western allies, the Chinese Navy 

(PLAN) would be able to deploy a significant naval force even east of Suez, posing a serious risk to the 

procurement of goods and resources of the entire Atlantic Alliance with the severing of the trade artery. 

Therefore, it is important to have an allied naval force that does not leave the PLAN's field of operations free, 

resolutely signalling its intention to engage in the area. While it is true that the area is rich in allies, including 

the United States, it is equally true that Washington has downgraded the Middle East from its strategic 

priorities, which could conceivably lead to a decrease in naval units in the area, necessitating the contribution 

of allied ones. Such a scenario is highly unlikely at the moment but puts a high-risk situation on the table for 

Italy and its allies23. Stabilisation capacity and readiness to respond to threats are dependent on the presence 

in a given area, especially if this is embedded in a geopolitical context of tension, in which local actors cannot 

be blindly relied upon - both in terms of loyalty and capabilities. 

The deterrence force that the Navy can express is not limited to the deployment of its naval units in the 

operational theatres. In escalation situations, the armed force can form a carrier strike group (CSG) or an 

amphibious group. ITS Cavour and, once in service, ITS Trieste will both be in a position to host and operate 

F-35s from their decks. ITS Trieste has a decidedly more multi-role vocation than ITS Cavour, which makes it 

potentially the naval pivot also for expeditionary operations. It is always necessary to remember that in 

scenarios of escalation and open conflict, it is difficult to imagine our Navy finding itself in a state vs state 

confrontation without allies; in any case, its power projection capability (from and on the sea) guaranteed 

also by the embarked air wing and by the availability of fifth-generation fighters makes it one of the reference 

navies in the NATO-EU sphere. This capability not only contributes to strengthening deterrence, but also to 

 
19 N. Pedde, Le partite del Mar Rosso, 174-175 
20 N. Melvin, The foreign military presence in the Horn of Africa, SIPRI Background Paper, April 2019 
21 T. Kollakowski, “Great Regional Engagement” Rather than “Great Sea Power” – Russia’s New Supply Point on the 
Red Sea Coast, Naval War College Review, Winter 2022, vol.75 n.1 
22 S. Kaushal, The Death of Gorshkov’s Navy: The Future of the Russian Surface Fleet, rusi.org 
23 The problem is not in the deployment or non-deployment of a carrier strike group. The threat stems from the 
possibility of Beijing sending a substantial number of naval units into the area in the event of an escalation, endangering 
lines of communication or carrying out sabotage operations. If we then consider that Djibouti is the western terminal 
of the 'String of Pearls', the chain of bases that Beijing has built and is building in the Indian Ocean, the threat increases. 
PLAN is indeed able to project itself permanently into the area thanks to a high level of logistical support, thus posing a 
serious risk for the control of a maritime trade artery, which forces Italy and its allies to deploy an adequate force to 
balance its presence and deter potential hostile acts. 



 
stabilising areas of conflict – just think of the attack operations against the Islamic State, a type of mission to 

which a navy can contribute with its naval aviation assets. 

It is necessary to clarify the potential use of a CSG or amphibious group, which are certainly important options 

for intervening in a maritime theatre or a land theatre operating from the sea, but which at the moment 

seem to be more reactive than preventive options concerning the East of Suez. Over the past year, ITS Cavour 

has carried out exercises in the Mediterranean and the Atlantic with NATO allies, the last of which took place 

between November and December 202224. It is plausible to think that its group may be used more for 

containment of the Russian Navy and that therefore its operational theatre remains confined to the Euro-

Atlantic area.   

Deterrence also becomes a key issue when it comes to protecting infrastructure, such as gas pipelines and 

submarine cables. The recent damage to the NordStream pipeline, which transports gas from Russia to 

Germany, showed the fragility of this type of infrastructure, which is exposed to attacks by other states or 

terrorist groups. Italy has recently signed agreements to increase gas imports from Algeria, which exports it 

via the Mattei pipeline; given its crucial importance for national energy security, it is equally crucial to ensure 

an adequate degree of protection. Similarly, submarine cables are of primary importance for the reasons 

already mentioned. These pose a common protection issue for both the east of Suez and the Mediterranean, 

thus increasing the operational range. If east of Suez they are exposed to a multiplicity of potential saboteurs, 

state and non-state entities, in Mediterranean Russia would seem to be the main threat to watch out for; 

Moscow has been accused of sabotaging its pipelines to increase pressure on European states25, allegedly 

because of the support provided to Ukraine. In light of the sustained 'traffic' of surface and underwater units 

of the Russian Navy, other similar operations must be taken into account in operational planning as well as 

in investments in both new and existing units.  

Among the tasks the Navy has to perform, special attention should be paid to Anti-Submarine Warfare  

(ASW). With the souring of relations with Russia following the Ukrainian conflict and due to the very nature 

of Russian naval doctrine, submerged naval units is a tangible threat for which one must be prepared. With 

the time extension of the FREMM order due to the sale of two naval units to Egypt in 2020 and the re-

planning, an increased focus on ASW capabilities is desirable. In the aeronaval area, the Navy crews working 

jointly with the crews of the Air Force's 41st ASW Wing have seen the decommissioning of the Br.1150 

Atlantic, replaced by the P-72°, which are more technologically advanced but present in small numbers. The 

rotary-wing component dedicated to ASW would also seem to need modernisation and an increase in units. 

Russia has been mentioned recurrently so far. Moscow is trying to expand its influence in its battle against 

the West and is succeeding thanks to the fragility of the Mediterranean region and the aforementioned 

power vacuum created by the partial US disengagement. As already stated at the beginning of this section, 

in an open war scenario the Navy would find itself operating with NATO allies, but the problem of 

unconventional hostile operations persists, to which it is difficult to respond conventionally, both because of 

the risk of escalation and because of the violation of the principle of proportionality of the response. It is 

crucial to discourage this type of action, not only on the Russian side but on any other actor. Patrolling the 

Mediterranean - western, central and eastern - is therefore just as important as in the other basins. Italian 

units, due to the characteristics already mentioned, can make an important contribution to the stability of 

the region and the security, not only national but of the entire European-transatlantic community. A further 

strength is the construction of the various units according to the one-fits-all concept, which gives them the 

ability to perform a wide range of tasks; in this way, it is possible to deploy destroyers, frigates and patrol 

 
24 https://defence-industry.eu/nato-five-allied-carrier-strike-groups-patrol-waters-in-natos-area-of-operations/ 
25 https://formiche.net/2022/09/nord-stream-sabotaggio-russia/  

https://defence-industry.eu/nato-five-allied-carrier-strike-groups-patrol-waters-in-natos-area-of-operations/
https://formiche.net/2022/09/nord-stream-sabotaggio-russia/


 
vessels on a given mission without losing any capacity26 – a reassuring factor if some of these units are not 

available for deployment (possibly unexpected as well). 

THE COOPERATIVE DIMENSION: TRAINING, PARTNERSHIPS, AND STABILIZATION 

The Navy can also play an important role in the cooperative dimension, also because Italian military doctrine 

is geared towards international stability and peace. In this perspective, the 5+5 V-RMTC (Virtual - Regional 

Maritime Traffic Control) and ADRION initiatives are two benchmarks to guide efforts. The former is the 

maritime surveillance branch of the 5+5 forum, to which some of the littoral countries of the northern and 

southern shores of the Mediterranean belong, that aims at strengthening cooperation between the navies 

of the countries involved by sharing information on maritime traffic; the latter adds to this maritime security 

component a more operational one, consisting of exercises - known as LIVEX - carried out on an annual basis 

and surveillance and humanitarian operations, to guarantee stability in the Adriatic-Ionian area.  

Initiatives such as these produce the political yield mentioned above: indeed, close cooperation with the 

countries of the region not only contributes to the stability of the region and the alleviation of the duties of 

the single Armed Force but also enables the strengthening of all-round bilateral relations with partners, 

possibly increasing their reliability. The enlargement of cooperation could bring considerable benefits, 

especially in the most problematic areas of the Enlarged Mediterranean. The most immediate reference is to 

the Gulf of Guinea and the Somali coast, where operations Gabinia and Atalanta are already active. The 

phenomenon of piracy is also linked to the lack of sufficiently strong states or lack of sufficient resources to 

secure the seas around them. In a context such as Somalia, it is legitimate not to expect significant changes 

in the short to medium term; unfortunately, even the countries of the Gulf of Guinea seem to be turning 

their attention “landwards” to tackle equally complicated challenges such as terrorism. It follows that the 

Navy commitment will extend over the long term concerning the tasks already assigned. However, it would 

be desirable to combine training activities and partnerships with countries in the area, with the awareness 

that effective capacity building requires multi-sectoral interventions that go beyond maritime cooperation. 

Finally, the components of amphibious units could also be used in the cooperative dimension. Indeed, the 

US Marine Corps (USMC)27 document also includes 'stability operations' within the range of amphibious 

group operations (Amphibious Ready Group - ARG) – i.e., the set of tasks performed in crises to “maintain or 

re-establish a safe and secure environment, provide essential governmental services, emergency 

infrastructure reconstruction, and humanitarian relief”.28  Operations are distinguished between land and 

sea operations; the latter fall partly under the dimension of deterrence, while the former appear to be 

expeditionary, which gives them a reactive character. However, land operations could also have a preventive 

character: especially in countries with situations of permanent instability, an intervention implemented 

before further degeneration can make an important contribution to preventing it. One could argue that the 

expeditionary character of amphibious forces is intrinsic to their nature, but looking at the “Missione 

Bilaterale in Libano” (MIBIL) it seems possible to support the argument: indeed, MIBIL employs the San Marco 

Brigade, an amphibious landing force of the Navy that trains Lebanese troops, with results applauded by the 

entire international community. But MIBIL was established in 2013, while Rome has been present in the Land 

of the Cedars since 1979, the year UNIFIL, a peacekeeping mission under UN auspices, was established. This 

is to say that it is possible to deploy amphibious forces even at a time when there is no degenerative event, 

 
26 This statement is not meant to equate the capabilities of the various units. To give an example, destroyers have 
greater anti-aircraft and anti-missile capabilities, having 48 Aster launch cells, while FREMMs and PPAs have 16. Apart 
from these differences, which are not negligible in the planning phase, the concept is that in situations of need, FREMMs 
and PPAs could perform the same tasks as a mission usually entrusted to destroyers and vice versa. 
27 US Marine Corps, Amphibious Ready Group and Marine Expeditionary Unit. The overview 
28 US Marine Corps, Stability Operations, MCWP 3-03, 2016, 1-1. 



 
such as the explosion in the port of Beirut in 2020. An expansion of this type of mission would entail the 

reduction of human and material resources for more 'traditional' interventions, but if they were given a 

transitional character, they would gain rapid intervention capability, creating the time needed to replace 

them with other units29. 

CONCLUSION: POLITICAL WILL AND LOGISTICS AS NECESSARY CONDITIONS 

Thanks to its qualities, the Navy can be an important reference for the stability of the Enlarged 

Mediterranean, and thus become a pivot in the “Strategia per il Mediterraneo” outlined by the Ministry of 

Defence. This is without betraying the values of the Italian Armed Forces but exploits its potentialities to the 

full. A necessary condition for this to happen is that there must be a decisive political will: the military 

instrument is precisely an instrument of politics, which has the task of formulating clear objectives and 

committing itself to foster the creation of a stable and secure environment with a series of initiatives and 

proposals30. So far, important results have been achieved, but it is possible to do even better. Rome should 

take the lead in the transatlantic community in maintaining the security of the southern flank, expanding 

what has already been built. At a time when NATO's eastern flank is understandably a priority, as 

demonstrated by the Strategic Concept 2022, and the EU does not yet have a cohesive foreign and security 

policy, there is room to play a leading role31.  A prerequisite is an investment in logistics: at the moment, the 

only base available to the Armed Forces outside of the national territory is in Djibouti, which, moreover, is 

not large enough for massive deployments. Since it is in an area of strategic importance, its expansion should 

be considered a priority over the opening of a new base – that it is in the plans of the Ministry of Defence. 

 

 
29 On pages 1-7, the USMC document places a temporariness on such missions of amphibious units. Outlining a concrete 
example, amphibious force replacement units could be deployed under EU auspices in EU Training Missions (EUTM). 
30 These do not have to be all about the use of the Armed Forces. It can be seen that the issue of tensions over EEZs in 
the Eastern Mediterranean has only been briefly mentioned in this paper. Imagining the use of the navy to resolve them 
is an excellent exercise in fantasy; the solution to the territorialisation of the waters of the Mediterranean basin must 
be political. Moreover, even in situations and areas that require the use of the Navy, there must be the ability to 
accompany political proposals, bearing in mind that the Armed Forces are an instrument at the disposal of politics that 
does not - not always at least - allow problems to be solved alone. 
31 A further advantage is that Italy, unlike the UK and France, has restricted its strategic priorities, excluding the Indo-
Pacific. This does not mean that the area will be ignored, but this self-restraint allows the Navy to concentrate its 
resources in a narrower area, avoiding commitments that if not fulfilled would result in a loss of credibility. 


