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Deterrence and Reassurance in the Baltics – A Balanced Approach
(5,765 words)

Abstract

This paper addresses NATO’s requirement to deter Russian aggression in the Baltic
states while reassuring alliance partners. It uses Russia’s Post-Cold War strategic
documents and the chronology of Russia’s post-Cold War turn away from the West to
promote a more comprehensive understanding of the evolution of Russia’s worldview
and strategy. Such an understanding can then be helpful in shaping NATO’s deterrence
strategy against Russia in regard to the Baltics. It surveys the evolution of Russia’s
increasing antipathy toward the West. It finds that addressing the vulnerability of the
Baltic States to Russian aggression presents risks of escalation. More important,
without a clear picture of Russian views and intentions, the extent of escalation is
compounded. Thus, deterrence in the Baltics must achieve a balance between
presenting a credible commitment to the Article 5 requirements to defend the Baltic
states while not escalating tensions in a manner that reinforces a security dilemma.

Deterrence and Reassurance in the Baltics – A Balanced Approach
The RAND Corporation released a report in 2016 concluding that the Baltic
States - Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania - could be overrun by a Russian Invasion in less
than 60 hours.1 The report was based on the results of extensive wargames and
quantitative analysis. The Baltic States are members of the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO), which affords protection under Article 5, NATO’s collective
defense provision. Failure to enforce Article 5 would have dramatic effects on the NATO
alliance and U.S. interests in Europe. Russia possesses overwhelming advantages over
the Baltic states as a function of geography and the build-up of forces in Russia’s
adjacent Western Military District.
The Baltic states are surrounded by the Russian mainland to the east, a Russian
friendly Belarus to the south, and the Russian sovereign enclave of Kaliningrad to the
west. Russia’s geographical advantages are compounded by advanced Anti-Access
Area Denial (A2/AD) capabilities in the region. Russia possesses a sophisticated
Integrated Air Defense System and precision ballistic missiles and cruise missiles.2
These capabilities and systems threaten to significantly slow NATO’s response to
potential Russian aggression in the Baltics, thus allowing Russia to consolidate its
position. The relatively short distances from the Russian border to Baltic capitals further
compounds this vulnerability.3
However, a relatively modest commitment of forces to the region could prove an
effective strategy, according to various findings.4 One proposal involves stationing
seven Brigade combat teams in the Baltics to include three Armored Brigades.5 NATO
has recently begun to rotate forces into the Baltic Region to bolster a strategy of
reassurance in the region, yet the Enhanced Forward Presence (EFP) program, which

rotates four battalions consisting of roughly 4,000 troops, is argued by many to be
insufficient.6 North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s current rotational forces in the region
essentially comprise a trip wire for follow-on NATO forces constrained by logistics and
threatened by Russia’s increasing A2AD capability. This leads several defense analysts
to support permanently stationing forces in Eastern Europe.7 But the key question to ask
is, how would Russia react to such a move? Would they be deterred, or would they
escalate?
This paper uses Russia’s Post-Cold War strategic documents and the chronology
of Russia’s post-Cold War turn away from the West to promote a more comprehensive
understanding of the evolution of Russia’s worldview and strategy. Such an
understanding can then be helpful in shaping NATO’s deterrence strategy against
Russia in regard to the Baltics. It surveys the evolution of Russia’s increasing antipathy
toward the West. It finds that addressing the vulnerability of the Baltic States to Russian
aggression presents risks of escalation. More important, without a clear picture of
Russian views and intentions, the extent of escalation is compounded. Thus, deterrence
in the Baltics must achieve a balance between presenting a credible commitment to the
Article 5 requirements to defend the Baltic states while not escalating tensions in a
manner that reinforces a security dilemma.
Russia and the Baltic States
Russian hardliners dispute the legitimacy of the independence of the Baltic
States gained at the end of the Cold War.8 Yet some prominent analysts conclude that
these are minority sentiments and that the Baltics are not at the forefront of Russia’s
strategy.9 Furthermore, the body of Russian strategic documents published since the
end of the Cold War notably lack references to the Baltic states in Russia’s interest
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calculation.10 References to Georgia and Ukraine figure more prominently in strategic
texts such as Russia’s Foreign Policy Concept and National Security Strategy. 11
Russia’s interests in the Black Sea and Caucuses regions are evident throughout the
corpus of Russian strategic documents.12 Particular focus is on Ukraine which was an
integral part of the Soviet Union. Ukraine’s capital, Kiev, was long considered the center
of the Slavic world and Ukraine contained much of the most productive industrial
regions in the former Soviet Union. Russia exhibits an attachment to Crimea where
Catherine the Great staked imperial claim in the 18th century and where the Black Sea
Fleet is stationed.13 Georgia, which was the home of Joseph Stalin, is similarly a former
Soviet state in which Russia displays a historic attachment. The Black sea and
Caucasus regions are important to Russia because of its requirement for warm water
ports and for access to the oil rich Caspian Sea Basin.14 Georgia, and its neighbors in
the Caucuses, contain vital overland routes to the land locked Caspian Sea.15
Conversely, the Baltics have historically been less tightly bound to Russia and
have been a root of international controversy. As Peter Conradi writes, The Baltic states
were “considered even during Soviet times as somewhat separate.”16 The Baltic state’s
connection to the Soviet Union largely dates to World War II. The Baltics were occupied
by the Soviet Union in 1940 following the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact of 1939, known
popularly as the “non-aggression pact” between the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany.17
Germany occupied the Baltics during the war but were driven out in 1944. The United
States and most western countries never recognized the legitimacy of Soviet
annexation of the Baltic states.
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However, since the end of the Cold War, the Baltics have been an increasingly
become a target of Russian interference. Like other former Soviet states, Estonia and
Latvia have sizable ethnic Russian populations.18 As these ethnic Russians found
themselves divided from their homeland by a newly established international border,
many retained Russian citizenship. Russia’s strategic texts make significant references
to the rights of Russian diaspora populations scattered across its periphery, and their
willingness to defend them.19 Russian propaganda targets ethnic Russian sensitivities,
sowing discord among these populations. For example, Russia exploits corruption in the
Baltics states to discredit government legitimacy.20 Russia is also establishing links
between government officials and Russia’s oligarchy further compromising government
officials while increasing influence.21
Assessing Russia’s Threat to the Baltics
Ongoing Russian interference in the Baltic states constitutes a threat to their
democratically elected governments.22 Disinformation designed to stoke resentment
among ethnic Russian minority populations promotes instability, particularly in Latvia
where 27% of the population are ethnic Russians, and Russia maintains a significant
foothold in the domestic economy.23 Russia weaponizes corruption as a means of both
discrediting and infiltrating the government.24 Such interference represents a significant
threat by Russian subversion below the threshold of armed conflict. Yet it remains
unclear the extent to which Russia threatens the Baltics militarily, despite the
overwhelming military and geographical advantages Russia possesses in the region.25
An overt military intervention in the Baltics carries significant risks for Russia. The
Baltic states are NATO members accorded Article 5 collective defense protection. The
U.S. and its NATO allies are accordingly treaty bound to defend the Baltic states. This is
4

contrasted with Ukraine and Georgia whose bid to join NATO was essentially
undermined by Russian incursions into their territory, according to Peter Conradi.26 It
remains unclear if Russia possesses such a strategic rationale for toppling the regimes
in the Baltics. The assessment that Russia would be motivated to conduct a military
intervention in the Baltics apparently assumes that permanently discrediting Article 5
and exploiting local military superiority might be sufficient cause. Yet while Russia
possesses clear local advantages, NATO possesses far greater military capability in
total.27 There is increasing anxiety in NATO about Russia’s A2/AD capability, which is
significant, particularly when factoring the recent build-up in the Kaliningrad Oblast.28
Yet Russia’s strategic documents reflect a deep insecurity about NATO capabilities,
particularly the U.S.’s precision global strike capability.29 These documents reference
the use of long range, strategic platforms for conventional purposes. 30 These concerns
are coupled with concerns about the U.S.’s growing anti-ballistic missile capabilities.31 In
sum, Russia views advanced U.S. capabilities as a significant threat and open conflict
presents risks of escalation between nuclear powers.32
Implications of NATO Posture Increases
North Atlantic Treaty Organization launched the EFP initiative in 2017 based on
agreements made at the Warsaw Summit of 2016.33 North Atlantic Treaty Organization
has opted not to permanently station forces in the Baltics out of consideration for the
NATO-Russia Founding Act based on concerns that Russia would view such a move as
a violation of the spirit of the agreement. Yet the EFP force package is considerably
more modest than the recommendations made by several research organizations based
on force ratios seen as necessary to establish a credible deterrent.34 The Russia-NATO
Founding Act was negotiated in a manner that preserved latitude for stationing forces in
5

Eastern Europe given changes in the security environment.35 The agreement was
predicated on the relatively stable “current and foreseeable security environment” as it
existed in 1997, which has eroded substantially since.36 Russia’s aggressive incursions
into Ukraine may arguably represent such a change thus opening the option of
stationing forces in Eastern Europe while not violating the NATO-Russia founding act.
Yet it is unlikely Russia will share this interpretation.
Nonetheless, many analysts conclude that NATO’s challenges in integrating
disparate partners across a vast region coupled with Russia’s increasingly sophisticated
A2/AD capabilities requires a substantial increase in NATO’s forward posture.37 Overall,
the analysis that concludes that NATO’s current posture is not credible focuses on
operational level concerns, such as force ratios, force flow, command and control, and
integration. All of these are important considerations but may not be the determining
factor in the minds of the Russians – the target of the deterrence strategy.
Deterrence and Reassurance Concepts
Deterrence is the act of influencing an adversary to avoid its use of hostile action
and thereby preventing conflict. This is normally accomplished by convincing an
adversary that the costs of a hostile action outweigh the benefits.38 When applied as a
generic concept, deterrence can appear like an accounting transaction, where the costs
of an action on one side of the ledger can cancel out the benefits on the other side of
the ledger. Thus, a capability can be presented that neutralizes the offensive capability
of the adversary. The assumption is that the adversary would then recognize the
capabilities of the deterring force and choose another course. But this may lead to an
assumption that decisions are made predominantly based on tactical, and operational
military considerations. The decision-making apparatus of an adversary is far more
6

complex. The adversary is motivated by larger strategic considerations shaped by its
overlying policy, national identity, and narrative.39
The late Stanford political scientist Alexander George argued that a common
pitfall in deterrence strategies is treating adversaries as “rational unitary actors” based
on simplistic assumptions about how an adversary will behave.40 Instead, George
advocated employing “actor specific behavioral models” to better understand how to
influence an adversary to produce a positive outcome.41 George’s approach seeks to
understand how an adversary’s’ views and motivations impact behavior, and how
effective deterrence operates within a broader framework of influence theory. George’s
work emphasizes the role stakeholders play in the policy choices of adversary decisionmaking bodies. In sum, George advocates moving from a generic concept of deterrence
based on generalized assumptions about the adversary to a more comprehensive
strategy informed by a deeper understanding of adversary decision-making.42 Also, as
George describes, an adversary is rarely a single actor with easily discernible logic, i.e.,
a “rational unitary actor.” When applying a generic concept of deterrence, a deterring
party might form a pre-conceived logic of how the adversary should behave often
derived through the process of mirror-imaging.43 That is, a void in understanding in how
the adversary makes decisions is filled by one’s self-derived image of rational decision
making. Moving from these generic concepts of deterrence to a deterrence strategy
thus requires a deep knowledge of the opponent’s views, and rationality informed by the
context of the adversary’s culture and history.44
Reassurance is also an important element of NATO’s strategy in the Baltics.
Demonstrating a commitment to NATO Article 5 serves to both deter potential Russian
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aggression and reassure U.S. allies that the commitment is credible. Reassurance is
the act of affirming a commitment to an ally, often through the forward stationing of
troops.45 The EFP initiative is additive to the European Reassurance Initiative (ERI)
established in 2014, which includes a variety of security cooperation activities to
reassure alliance partners in the region.46 These initiatives underscore the centrality of
reassurance in NATO’s strategy. The ability to reassure the Baltic states of the
credibility of NATO’s security umbrella potentially has critical implications for the internal
calculus of these States. The will of the Baltic states to resist Russian coercion may
ultimately rest upon the credibility of NATO’s commitment.
To balance deterrence and reassurance appropriately, it is thus necessary to
comprehensively analyze Russia’s worldview and intentions. Why such analysis is
necessary is due to “path dependence,” a phenomenon which drives decisions made in
the present based on the history of institutional decisions.47 In other words, the effects of
past decisions shape our decision-making process in the present. Hence, the evolution
of Russia’s aggressive policies in their current form is best understood by addressing
the key events and factors that have shaped Russia’s perceptions.
The Evolution of Russian Views Since the Cold War
Since the end of the Cold War, Russia has grown increasingly cynical of U.S.
and Western polices and institutions, and the overall strategic architecture it sees as
favoring the West. Russia asserts that NATO has encroached onto its borders, while
U.S. foreign policy violates the international norms that it purportedly supports.48 Russia
is increasingly insecure about its reduced stature and lost strategic depth, which refers
to the buffer space Russia seeks to secure its heartland.49 Accordingly, it has lashed out
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in Georgia, and Ukraine, annexed Crimea, and played spoiler in the Middle East by
intervening in Syria’s Civil War.
The end of the Cold War was greeted with optimism in both East and West and
ushered in an era in which cooperation replaced mutually assured destruction. Russia’s
Basic Provisions of the Military Doctrine, released in 1993, optimistically pronounced
that “no state is an enemy” and that Russia’s interests “in no way impinge on any other
country.”50 Yet the 1990s brought Russia economic despair and humiliation in a period
that coincided with unrivaled U.S. economic and military strength. The U.S. pledged
economic support and a “new Marshall Plan,” but the pain associated with economic
“shock therapy” eclipsed goodwill for U.S. support, which ultimately fell short of
expectations.51 President William J. Clinton maintained a strong personal relationship
with Russian President Boris Yeltsin. When Yeltsin was challenged by hard lined
communists in his 1996 reelection bid, the Clinton Administration felt compelled to
support Yeltsin and Russia’s fledgling democracy.52 That year Yeltsin became
embroiled in the “loans for shares” scandal in which business elites allegedly provided
loans to the government in exchange for shares of state owned assets transitioning to
private ownership. The scheme is largely seen as the birth of the class of oligarchs that
have since consolidated their dominance of the Russian economy.53
The Yeltsin era marked a period of unprecedented cooperation on security
matters between Russia and the West. In 1995 Russia contributed peacekeeping forces
to “Operation Joint Endeavor” in Bosnia following the Dayton Peace Accords. Russia
was admitted to NATO’s Partnership for Peace program in 1993 and was increasingly
integrated into NATO’s decision-making process as codified in key provisions of the
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NATO-Russia Founding Act of 1997. Yet these cooperative efforts masked an evolving
deep Russian cynicism by its elites and citizenry alike and a widening gulf between
Russia and the West.
The dissolution of the Soviet Union left former Soviet states and Warsaw Pact
members seeking integration into Western-led institutions. Many of these countries
sought admittance into NATO. The Partnership for Peace program was viewed as a
track for admittance into the alliance. But in Russia’s case, the idea of joining NATO
was greeted with skepticism by the West.54 This left Russia’s elites questioning the
purpose of a military alliance that excluded them, but not its neighbors and former
clients that had previously afforded the Soviet Union a strategic buffer zone. Yeltsin
ultimately acquiesced on contentious disputes over NATO expansion given Western
assurances that the alliance posed no threat to Russia. According to Robert English,
this accommodation was greeted cynically by the Russian populace who increasingly
viewed Yeltsin as a corrupt pawn of the U.S. and President Clinton.55 Relations suffered
as Russians began to view the relationship as means for the U.S. to advance its
dominant position in global affairs. As Fritz Ermarth quipped, “think how [U.S. policy]
must look to Russians: you support the regime’s corruption on the inside, so it supports
you in the humiliation of our country on the outside.”56 By 1995, both the rise of internal
opposition Russian politics and the decline of Yeltsin’s health, which led to heart surgery
in 1996, combined to likely weaken his power over elites and increase cynicism in
others. This pessimism made its way into official strategic documents that began to
reflect Russia’s dissatisfaction with the post-Cold War security architecture. According
to Russia’s National Security Concept of 1997, the first half of the decade represented a
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period in which “Russia’s influence on the solution of cardinal problems of international
life, which affect the interests of this country, was perceptibly reduced. In these
conditions the desire of some countries to undermine Russia’s positions in the political,
economic and military spheres was intensified.”57
The Turning Point?
As time progressed, Russia’s relationship with the West took a tumultuous turn in
1999. Russia had emerged from an economic crisis in 1998 with a deepening sense of
distrust for Western led economic and security institutions. When NATO intervened in
the conflict in Kosovo with an offensive air campaign against Serbia, Russians
sympathized with their former client, and bemoaned their government’s inability to aid
their fellow Slavs.58 Meanwhile, 1999 also marked the first wave of NATO accessions as
Hungary, Poland, and the Czech Republic formally joined the alliance.
Vladimir Putin’s ascendancy in 2000 marked a brief thaw in the relationship.
Despite aloof engagements with President Clinton, Putin formed a strong personal
relationship with President George W. Bush after his inauguration in 2001.59 Bush
famously emerged from his first summit with Putin claiming to having gotten a “sense of
his soul.60 Putin was the first leader to call President Bush after the September 11th
attacks on the U.S. in 2001 and provided support to the U.S. coalition in Afghanistan.
But Bush’s rapport with Putin would ultimately fail to contain simmering disputes
between Russia and the U.S.61
In 2002, the U.S. abrogated the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty to counter
growing ballistic missile threats from rogue regimes.62 Putin publicly brushed off the
severity of the row, but Russia’s security establishment viewed U.S. efforts to employ
missile defense as a significant threat.63 The U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003 further stoked
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Russia’s increasing cynicism towards America. Russia opposed the invasion, like many
other nations, but was particularly incensed by the use of regime change as a means of
promoting democracy.64 As the U.S. became increasingly distracted by the chaos in
Iraq, and U.S. foreign policy increasingly focused on democracy promotion, three
political revolutions burst to the scene in Russia’s periphery.
The so called “color revolutions” of 2004-2005 were yet another source of
contention in the relations between Russia and West. First, the “Rose Revolution”
began in late 2003 with peaceful protests against the rule Georgia’s President Eduard
Shevardnadze. Shevardnadze had served previously as the Foreign Minister of the
Soviet Union and played a vital role U.S.- Soviet collaboration during the Persian Gulf
War in 1991. The U.S. flexed its diplomatic muscle by flying former U.S Secretary of
State Howard Baker to Tbilisi to convince Shevardnadze to resign power in 2004.65
Second, the “Orange Revolution” erupted later that year in Ukraine as protests emerged
amid accusations of electoral fraud in favor of Viktor Yanukovych – Moscow’s favored
candidate. The protests ultimately yielded the annulment of the election and a
subsequent run-off which elected Yushchenko, the pro-Western candidate. Third, the
Tulip Revolution in Kyrgyzstan in early 2005 ended the rule of another Moscow favored
leader, Askar Akayev, who fled to Moscow amid protests over corruption and
authoritarianism. Moscow loathed the Color Revolutions because they removed three
friendly regimes from former Soviet States in its immediate periphery. This antipathy
was compounded by the second wave of NATO accessions in 2004 which included the
Baltic States of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania as well as Bulgaria, Romania, Slovakia,
and Slovenia.
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Heightened Insecurity
Russia has a history of insecurity stemming from its vulnerability as a country
situated primarily on an open plain that has brought invaders to its heartland.66 These
invaders have included the Mongols, the Swedes, Napoleon, and Nazi Germany. As
Russia recovered from the Mongol invasion in the 15th Century it began a period of
expansion where it accumulated territory then rationalized further expansion based on
the need to provide a buffer space for its newly acquired territory. 67 George Kennan
famously reflected on this historical sense of insecurity and its impact on Russian
behavior in the “Long Telegram.”68 During the Cold War, satellite states and an
expansive Soviet state provided a strategic depth seen as necessary for security. 69 In
2004 and 2005, Russia saw its historic buffer zone inundated with pro-Western
revolutions and accessions to NATO. From a Russian perspective, the Color
Revolutions represented subversion instigated by the West.70 This sentiment further
tainted the Russian perception of NATO expansion, which was viewed increasingly
cynically. Western assurances that NATO posed no threat to Russia had lost credibility.
Russia’s turn away from the West thus became increasingly evident during the
mid-2000s. The first aspect of this was the need for a national vision for stemming the
tide of the West’s advance. From a Russian perspective, the post-Cold War architecture
had failed to respect its interests. The fundamental problem was the loss of great power
status, which had to be reversed. Accordingly, in 2004 Russia’s National Strategy
Counsel called for a “Great Russia Plan” to serve as a road map to national
revitalization.71 This established the vision for a return to great power status. Reflecting
in this period, Dmitri Trenin wrote in 2006, “Until recently, Russia saw itself as Pluto in
the Western solar system, very far from the center but still fundamentally part of it…Now
13

it has a new orbit entirely: Russia’s leaders have given up on becoming part of the
West and have started creating their own Moscow-centered system.”72
A Desire to Reframe the World Order
Putin famously lashed out at the Munich Security Conference in 2007.73 Western
leaders were shocked by Putin’s hostility toward U.S. foreign policy and a world order
he argued was distorted by U.S. hegemony. Putin stated that, “The United States has
overstepped its borders in all sphere – economic, political, and humanitarian – and has
imposed itself on other states.”74 Another round of NATO enlargement occurred in early
2008, as Croatia and Albania were invited to join NATO. Later that year Russia
intervened militarily in Georgia in support of the pro-Russian break away provinces of
South Ossetia and Abkhazia, both of which were home to ethnic Russian majorities. By
this time Russia’s strategic documents fully reflected the break from the West. The
economic crisis of 2008 had revealed structural flaws in the U.S. led international
economic order, which emboldened Russia in its desire to reframe the international
order in its favor.75 According to Russia’s 2008 Foreign Policy Concept:
The reaction to the prospect of loss by the historic West of its monopoly in
global processes finds its expression, in particular, in the continued
political and psychological policy of "containing" Russia…
The unilateral action strategy leads to destabilization of international
situation, provokes tensions and arms race, exacerbates interstate
differences, stirs up ethnic and religious strife, endangers security of other
States and fuels tensions in inter-civilizational relations. Coercive
measures with the use of military force in circumvention of the UN Charter
and Security Council cannot overcome deep social, economic, ethnic and
other differences underlying conflicts, undermines the basic principles of
international law and leads to enlargement of conflict space, including in
the geopolitical area around Russia.76
Relations would further decline in the face of the 2011 protests of the so-called
“Arab Spring.” The protests led to regime change in several autocratic countries in the
14

Middle East to include: Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya. The NATO-led military operation in
support of the opposition in Libya particularly incensed Putin, who was purportedly
obsessed with the video images of Muammar Gadhafi’s violent death.77 Once again,
Russia viewed the events in the Arab Spring as the extension of Western interference.
This aversion to political revolutions is deeply rooted in the images of the collapse of the
Soviet Union, which had deeply affected Putin, who served as a KGB officer in East
Germany in 1989 during the fall of the Berlin Wall.78 The deep sense that such
revolutions threatened the Russian regime itself would become evident when they
emerged again in Russia’s periphery.79
Anti-Russian protests erupted in the Maidan square in Kiev in late 2013 against
Ukraine’s President Viktor Yanukovych’s decision to reverse course from an impending
trade deal with the European Union (EU) and instead sign a pact from Moscow. The
protests centered on corruption and the perception that Putin had strong armed
Yanukovych into turning away from the EU. The protests succeeded in toppling
Yanukovych, who fled the country. Russia depicted the so called “Maidan Revolution”
as a coup d’état instigated by the U.S. and the West. Russia’s perspective was
articulated by former FSB director, Nikolai Patrushev, who said in a 2014 interview with
the Guardian, “the Ukraine crisis was a totally predictable outcome of the actions of the
US and its closest allies.” He went on to assert:
A whole generation of Ukrainians [have been] brought up to hate Russia
and believe in the mythology of ‘European values’. For the last quarter of a
century, these actions were designed to wrest Ukraine and other former
Soviet republics away from Russia and to redesign the post-Soviet space
in America’s interests. The US created the conditions and pretexts for the
colored revolutions and financed them lavishly. 80
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The belief that the West orchestrates political subversion in Russia’s periphery is
deeply imbedded in the world view of Russia’s leadership. The Russian 2015 National
Security Strategy later reflected on events in Ukraine:
The support of the United States and the European Union for the anticonstitutional coup d’etat in Ukraine led to a deep split in Ukrainian society
and the emergence of an armed conflict. The strengthening of far-right
nationalist ideology, the deliberate shaping in the Ukrainian population of
an image of Russia as an enemy, the undisguised gamble on the forcible
resolution of intrastate contradictions, and the deep socioeconomic crisis
are turning Ukraine into a chronic set of instability in Europe and in the
immediate vicinity of Russia’s borders.81
In 2014 Russia annexed Crimea after stoking ethnic Russian resistance to Kiev
and infiltrating Crimea with undercover military forces, or so called “little green men.”82
Crimea was home to the Black Sea fleet which had previously been split between
Russia and Ukraine. These tactics would be repeated in Eastern Ukraine in the
Donbass region. Again, Russian propaganda fed disinformation that targeted ethnic
Russian populations in eastern Ukraine.83 Russia provided direct military support to
separatist forces and deployed its own forces to the conflict, according to Peter
Conradi.84 Both these incursions served to remove Ukraine from consideration for NATO
membership.85 In 2015, Russia would intervene in Syria to defend the Assad regime
and challenge the U.S.’s role in shaping Middle Eastern security. In 2016, accusations
were made by the U.S. of Russian political interference in the U.S election and
accusations of collusion between the Putin regime and the campaign of Donald
Trump.86
Present Day Tensions
This history led to a resurgent Russia that has played spoiler to the U.S. led
international order. Russia sees this role as the alternative to weakness in a U.S.
16

dominated system defined by Western policies that will fan the flames of democratic
revolution, which may ultimate threaten the Russian regime itself. The 2014 Russian
Military Doctrine tellingly highlighted Russia’s deep insecurity and sense of regime
vulnerability, and protesting the:
Establishment of regimes, which policies threaten the interests of the
Russian Federation in the states contiguous with the Russian Federation,
including by overthrowing legitimate state administration bodies;
…activities aimed at changing by force the constitutional system of the
Russian Federation; destabilizing domestic political and social situation in
the country; disrupting the functioning of state administration bodies,
important state and military facilities, and information infrastructure of the
Russian Federation;
…subversive information activities against the population, especially
young citizens of the State, aimed at undermining historical, spiritual and
patriotic traditions related to the defense of the Motherland.87
It is against this backdrop that NATO must assess its deterrence options in the
Baltics. A cynical Russian regime, preoccupied by a sense of encirclement, and
haunted by the images of popular protests toppling friendly regimes, will likely behave in
a manner that defies Western expectations. Revanchist Russia has made gains
primarily below the threshold of conventional conflict contesting what it sees as a U.S.
dominated world order.
Informed Choices
The tendency to ignore Russia’s path-dependency, its larger worldview, and
sense of encirclement represents a key pitfall in Western deterrence thinking. A
generalized concept for deterrence – in George’s vernacular - assumes that Russia will
respond to the increased force posture as intended, which is often based on a mirror
image of one’s decision-making rationale.88 For example, according to this view, more
forces in Eastern Europe increases the costs of an attempt to topple the Baltic regimes
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thereby buying down the risk of such aggressive behavior.89 This view assumes that
Russia’s focus is offensive, similar to how U.S. planners might think about a foreign
contingency without necessarily considering threats to a homeland that enjoys the
protection of two oceans and friendly neighbors. Russian decision-makers have an
entirely different mindset based on a historic sense of vulnerability reinforced by
recurring invasions of its heartland. It was this insecurity that drove interventions in
Georgia, Crimea, and Ukraine – all designed to halt the expansion of NATO and the
E.U. to its borders.90 Thus, an effective strategy for deterrence should consider the lens
through which Russian decision makers will likely interpret actions: a cynical, primarily
defensive oriented mind-set that prioritizes strategic depth.
Russia may also interpret an increased NATO footprint on its border as not just a
military threat, but a political threat as well. Russian leaders are conditioned to think that
Western forces are conspiring to undermine their regime – that democracy promotion
presents a persistent threat to the Russian state.91 This further reinforces Russia’s
tendency to apply a mirror image of its adversary. Russian leaders see their focus on
influence campaigns as a standard practice, particularly by the United States who they
see as fomenting popular revolutions around the world (e.g., the Arab Spring, and the
Maidan protests in Ukraine).
Countering Russia’s activities below the threshold of conflict - which is
sometimes referred as “hybrid warfare” or “gray zone operations” and often attributed to
the so called “Gerasimov doctrine” – would likely include a host of non-military
activities.92 This may include technical assistance to root out corruption, economic
assistance, increased cyber capacity, and judicial reform. All such efforts may be
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necessary in the Baltics to reform institutions in order to resist Russian subversion. But
when coupled with an increased military posture, these efforts in their totality may
reinforce a Russian sense of encirclement, and paranoia about Western efforts to
undermine the Russian regime.93
Stationing large numbers of NATO and Russian forces near one another also
presents risks of miscalculation. Able Archer 83, the codename for a NATO command
post exercise in 1983 based on a hypothetical Soviet nuclear strike, is perhaps the best
example of how miscalculation can occur when adversaries misunderstand each other’s
intentions. Soviet intelligence intercepted the exercise role play and perceived an
imminent nuclear attack by NATO, despite clear disclaimers that it was only an
exercise.94 Soviet forces began preparing to launch nuclear missiles at U.S. and NATO
targets. Analysis of the root cause of this near nuclear calamity focused on Soviet
paranoia about the West’s intentions predicated on a history of invasion. NATO leader’s
failed to understand this mindset and underestimated the extent to which the Soviets
believed that the West would attack them in a preemptive nuclear strike.95
Striking a Balance
These memories are highly relevant in today’s context where a balanced
approach is needed. The most prominent risk in the present day may be that Russia will
be drawn into prioritizing the Baltics as the object of their strategy. The Baltics have not
been the centerpiece of Russia’s current strategic focus, but NATO’s sense of inferiority
on its Eastern flank runs the risk of a self-fulfilling prophecy.96 Russia may feel
threatened from the West and reprioritize their interests to focus on the Baltics. This is a
region where Russia possesses local advantages and a climate of mutual escalation will
likely reinforce these advantages.
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The current rotational forces under the EFP program, a program consistent with
a strategy of reassurance, represent a prudent balance between the need to credibly
demonstrate resolve and the need to avoid provoking Russia in a region where it
naturally enjoys advantages as a function of geography. To ensure a comprehensive,
and effective deterrence strategy, diplomacy is needed to make concerns transparent
and negotiate mutually acceptable actions. As such, NATO leadership must focus on
Russia’s world view rooted in insecurity, and sense of encirclement.97 Thus, employing a
strategy that emphasizes reassurance will make the best use of the military use of
force. Russia will likely continue to play spoiler in world affairs, but it is most likely to
cross the threshold of open conflict when it feels threatened and encircled.
Conclusion
Russia and the West are increasingly becoming locked in a security dilemma.
Mutual distrust and misunderstanding of each other’s motivations has led to mutual
insecurity about each other. The Baltic states may become the primary object of
competition based on a mutually flawed projection of each sides world view onto the
other party. Russia is portrayed as an offensive threat to the security of NATO when its
approach to NATO appears to be primarily defensive, as Russia’s aggression in Crimea
and Ukraine were primarily motivated to halt NATO and the E.U.’s march east. It
remains possible that the Baltics could be targeted absent a clear demonstration of
resolve and commitment to Article 5; but a conventional incursion is fraught with risks to
Russia that includes a highly destructive military conflict that may devastate its already
weak economy and risk a nuclear confrontation with the U.S. In sum, the calls for a
large military footprint in Eastern Europe are based on tactical and operational level
considerations at the expense of a strategic level assessment of Russian motivations.
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