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Poseidon, also known as Status-6/Kanyon, is a nuclear-powered autonomous underwater vehicle. 

The Poseidon programme was first revealed in 2015 when Russian state-run media aired footage 

showing a classified presentation slide of the nuclear-capable unmanned underwater vehicles 

(UUV). The leaked briefing described it as “Oceanic Multipurpose System ‘Status-6’ a nuclear-

armed and nuclear-powered undersea drone”.1 

Thereafter, in March 2018, Poseidon was unveiled as one of the six new strategic super-

weapons by Russian President Vladimir Putin. In the first week of May 2022, a well-known Russian 

state television anchor stated that “Moscow could wipe Britain off the map with a nuclear tsunami in 

retaliation for supporting Ukraine.” A strike by the Poseidon nuclear underwater drone “could drown 

the UK under a 500-metre tidal wave of radioactive seawater”.2 

Specifications 

Poseidon is an “intercontinental nuclear-powered nuclear-armed autonomous torpedo”. When 

compared to intercontinental ballistic missiles, it is very slow but possibly “unstoppable”.3 Russian 

TV footage slide referred to it as a “self-propelled underwater vehicle” with a range of approximately 

10,000 km and the ability to operate at a depth of 1000 metres.4 Russian media reported that the 

“torpedo can travel at 100 knots avoiding all ‘acoustic tracking devices and other traps’”, this robotic 

submarine has a diameter of 1 metre.5 According to media reports, each Poseidon drone can be 

armed with a nearly two-megaton nuclear payload, which could be detonated thousands of feet 

below the surface.6 It is also speculated that the thermonuclear warhead could be equipped with 

cobalt-59, which on detonation will transmute into radioactive cobalt-60.7 Being powered by nuclear 

propulsion, the nuclear reactor will allow the weapon to have an almost infinite range of operation. 

It will also give new levels of operational adaptability for launch and target locations.8 Its titanium 

hull is reported to be able to withstand extreme pressure; therefore, it will be used as a seabed 

weapon. It can be prepositioned on the seabed in advance and can be activated from there.9 The 

explosion by this torpedo will cause a giant radioactive tsunami, and after its passage, it will leave 

a radioactive desert.10 For this reason, it has been nicknamed “Doomsday Drone”.11 

Reportedly, Russia plans to have 16 Poseidon drones for its Northern Fleet. Two submarines 

would carry eight drones each. The submarine being developed for drones, K-329 Belgorod, is 

based on Oscar II-class nuclear attack boat. Another submarine is Khabarovsk, which is also in 

construction and will be delivered by 2023.12 It is expected to come into service in 2027.13 
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Poseidon in Context of ongoing Russia-Ukraine Conflict and its Implications 

The ongoing Russia-Ukraine conflict has brought the world to the brink of a nuclear war. Echoing 

the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962, President Putin put his nuclear forces on high alert in the early 

phase of the Russia-Ukraine conflict. He placed nuclear arsenals on a “special combat duty regime” 

and warned that any interference from western nations would lead to consequences never 

experienced before in history. These threats have raised the spectre of ongoing conflict and kept 

the world on edge.14 

Amidst all this, in the first week of May, the broadcasted footage by the Russian television 

provided some details about the Poseidon. It is being claimed that there has never been another 

nuclear "mega torpedo" like this one in the world's history.  It raises concerns about strategic stability 

and will also change the shape of nuclear deterrence.15 It will increase the arms race by increasing 

the trends toward the offense-defence spiral and will have a larger impact on the overall international 

security environment. 

According to reports, Poseidon, being an underwater drone, will be slower than 

intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) but will be more difficult to eliminate than land-based 

ICBMs. Sources claim that it can penetrate the nuclear defence of any country and cannot be 

nullified by any of the present anti-missile defence systems. It remains nearly invulnerable to any 

countermeasure-weapons. 16  For its successful interception, new counter-weapons would be 

needed, which would take a substantial amount of time and effort to come into place. It is also 

believed that UUV is a response to the rising sophistication of US ballistic missile defence systems. 

For Russia, it is considered a weapon of last resort to strengthen Russia’s nuclear deterrence 

posture tete-a-tete with NATO and the US. In response to such weapons, the US will also be 

tempted to defend itself by developing counter-weapons. 

Poseidon reminds us of the ‘Dead Hand’, the doomsday machine developed by the Soviet 

Union during the Cold War. Even if the Poseidon lacks the destructive capability of its Greek God 

namesake, it still poses a significant threat 
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