
Still, regional defence cooperation remains fragmented 
and falls short of realizing its full potential. A recent 
report by an Estonian think tank observes that “there is 
a distinct impression that none of the three Baltic states 
regard trilateral military cooperation as an absolute 
priority, and that they only invoke its ideals as a matter 
of political ritual.”2 Each Baltic country’s priority is to 
work bilaterally with the United States. Dismaying some 
of its NATO partners, Poland has been petitioning the 
United States to station permanent military forces on its 
territory. Absent a more robust effort at multilateralism, 
the security architecture in the Baltic region risks 
assuming a hub-and-spokes character whereby the United 
States has strong linkages with local partners, which in 
turn have weak ties among themselves. Even the eFP 
battalions deployed in the Baltic region risk prioritizing 
bilateralism between framework and host nations at 
the expense of wider multilateralism among host and 
contributing nations. By way of example, rather than 
Canada and Latvia being hub nations within a multiplayer 
network, they have each set up their defence relations 

as a hub-and-spoke network between one another and 
each contributing country. Doing so unfortunately 
risks neglecting key opportunities to build military and 
political cohesion among subsets of NATO partners as well 
as greater resiliency within the Alliance, more broadly.

We argue that the eFP deployments must avoid hub-
-and-spoke approaches and try to undertake a more 
inclusive and multilateral approach. The Canadian-led 
eFP deployment in Latvia provides the best opportunity 
for such thinking to be put in practice since it features 
the greatest diversity of troop-contributing states. After 
all, the deterrence mission is likely to outlive Canada’s 
mandate as a Framework Nation leading the enhanced 
Forward Presence Battle Group (eFPBG) Latvia, which 
currently runs through 2023: anxiety over Russia’s 
intentions as an antagonistic international actor will 
persist as long as Russia remains uncooperative while 
flaunting international norms and rules. Political 
succession will be a key question in Russia’s next 
presidential election, scheduled for 2024, which 
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will generate even more uncertainty over Russia’s 
future international behaviour. Moreover, tensions in 
transatlantic relations have grown with the reliability of 
the United States as a security partner being increasingly 
called into question, whether because of its changing 
strategic goals or because of the idiosyncrasies of 
President Donald Trump. In the medium term, then, 
Canada and its partners in the eFPBG should come to 
see the mission not merely as a tactical deployment but 
more so as a chance to develop cohesion and collective 
competencies that will enable NATO missions elsewhere. 
They can forge an operational and synergistic partnership 
within the Alliance that can be leveraged to exert 
influence at the NATO negotiating table.

Benefits of the eFP

The eFP deployment model is an elastic one that can 
serve core functions. For example, in case a crisis breaks 

out in the Baltic littoral region and member states are 
preoccupied with finding consensus on a NATO response, 
eFP Framework Nations and Contributing States can 
move to support any host member state under duress. By 
helping to perform more immediate deterrence and 
collective defence-related tasks, their very modus 
operandi can help the Alliance respond with more speed 
and agility than would be the case if they were absent. 
Still, for any persistent military presence to be a credible 
“tripwire,” the Alliance must be willing and able to 
impose unacceptable costs in response to adversarial 
aggression. To this end, the recent NATO Readiness 
Initiative, with its call for a “Four Thirties” reactive 
approach, “requiring the Allies to be able to deploy in 
the case of a crisis in Europe up to 30 battalion-sized 
Battle Groups, 30 squadrons of aircraft and 30 warships 
in no more than 30 days” is meant to improve force 
readiness.3 As Julian Lindley-French contends, this 
approach comes “… to grips with the force levels and 
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The Kremlin in Moscow. Political succession will be a key question in Russia’s next presidential election, scheduled for 2024, which 

will generate even more uncertainty over Russia’s future international behavior (photo: Flickr/Pavel Kazachkov)
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Canadian soldiers receive urban operations training from an Italian soldier in Adazi, Latvia. The Canadian and Italian troops are 

in Latvia as part of NATO’s enhanced Forward Presence. Canada leads the battlegroup (photo: Flickr/NATO North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization)



structures credible 21st century deterrence demands by 
enabling rapid reinforcement of forward deployed forces 
in an emergency…. It is vital that NATO forces are held 
at sufficient readiness in sufficient mass to plug the 
dangerous extant gap between spearhead forces, follow-
-on forces (NATO Response Force), and the bulk of the 
NATO force structure, much of which would take up to 120 
days to mobilise in an emergency.”4

Beyond the operational- and tactical-level challenges 
associated with the eFPBGs, there remains a far more 
strategic question regarding the role that Framework 
Nations and their Contributing States play. eFPBGs 
are currently best suited for bolstering deterrence-by-
-punishment — that is, the threat to impose quickly 
unacceptable costs — should the most dangerous 
scenario occur: a Russian military incursion into eastern 
NATO member states’ territory. However, the probability 
of such an event is low; but the eFPBGs could do better 
at improving how they can respond to crises that fall 
below the threshold of Article 5. Such crises could be the 
result of attributable cyberattacks, ethno-political discord 
instigated from abroad, and foreign disinformation 
campaigns. Indeed, as the 2017 Canadian defence policy 
review notes, the increasing use of hybrid warfare, 
cyberattacks, and emerging technologies by revisionist 
states within the “grey zone” has established a “more 
diffuse environment in which an increasing number of 
actors can exercise varying degree of influence.”5 These 
threats are obviously subtler than a major invasion 
force backed by nuclear weapons. Accordingly, NATO 
members may have to develop the capacity to be resilient 
against a wider spectrum of contingencies than in the 
past. Fulfilling these needs may require strengthened 
cyber-defences of governmental agencies and military 
installations, improved biosecurity (as evinced in the 
Skripal case), and robust civil societies that are less 
susceptible to Russian opportunism.

Absent any such crisis, however, EFPBGs enable NATO 
countries to learn to work together militarily and to 
strengthen operational synergies. These benefits in turn 
allow them to act as a more cohesive bloc that is less 
dependent on, and potentially more assertive against, 
the United States. After blows to US credibility as 
the guarantor of the global financial system in 2008, 
free trade, and the liberal multilateral order, recent 
US behaviour further calls into question the reliability 
of the United States as a security guarantor and a 
politically reliable partner. Against this backdrop, can 
eFP deployments be leveraged more strategically, going 

beyond the short-term tactical needs of deterring and 
defending against potential Russian revisionism? 

Acute collective action problems abound across the 
Baltic region, which has key gaps in regional defence 
cooperation. As several analysts observe, “the Baltic 
states became very focused on cultivating, on a bilateral 
basis, relations with the lead nations and key partners of 
the eFPBGs deployed on their soil.”6 Although intuitive 
and understandable, these hub-and-spoke arrangements 
may actually exacerbate fragmentation of NATO: Lithuania 
purchases major weapons systems from Germany; Poland 
petitions the United States for permanent military basing; 
and Estonia builds on its legacy of defence cooperation 
with Great Britain left from their collective experience in 
Afghanistan. In the meantime, joint procurement remains 
under-developed as do joint intelligence, surveillance, and 
reconnaissance (ISR) capabilities that can help monitor 
Russian activity together and develop collective early 
warning mechanisms. Poland’s contribution of forces to 
the Canadian-led eFPBG in Latvia enhances intra-regional 
connections, but not among the Baltic states themselves. 
Gains over the last five years cannot be taken for granted: 
the eFPBGs must be leveraged beyond simply improving 
ties between Framework Nations and host countries.

The quaintest of them all

We argue that the eFP deployments in the Baltic 
region could serve as an experiment for wider defence 
cooperation amongst clusters of NATO countries, the 
Canadian-led eFPBG in Latvia being first and foremost 
among them. This eFPBG is the quaintest of them all. 
Canada is not a European power and thus has fewer 
obvious interests at stake in the Baltic region than 
other Framework Nations. As a percentage of its gross 
domestic product, it spends about as much (or as little) 
as Germany on defence, but its political heft in the region 
and economic interests are smaller. Still, Canada is a 
credible champion of liberal internationalist values that 
are broadly shared in the Baltic region. The Canadian 
Armed Forces has a robust record of demonstrating its 
operational utility. The participation of two apparently 
willing and able south European countries — Italy and 
Spain — makes the eFPBG in Latvia a good test case for 
developing not only transatlantic, but also trans-European 
operational cooperation in practice. 

After all, disagreements within NATO as to whether 
Russia constitutes a threat usually follows an east versus 
south divide in Europe. Italy’s geostrategic priority is 
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the Euro-Mediterranean area (the Mediterranean basin), 
which directly bears on its willingness and ability to 
contribute to NATO’s three core tasks: collective defence, 
crisis management, and cooperative security. Italy has 
a marked preference for the crisis management pillar, 
an expertise honed over more than twenty years of 
involvement across many international missions. However, 
Italy’s activism in missions is tempered by a reluctance 
to commit to collective defence since Italians generally 
do not regard Russia as a primary threat to their security. 
Italy’s approach towards Moscow has been softer than 
that of the majority of European allies. The election 
of the Giuseppe Conte’s government has reinforced 
this stance, with the ruling coalition having expressed 
pro-Russian sentiments and a stated preference for 
rapprochement with the Kremlin. Italy and other Allies 
on the southern flank had sought to counter-balance 
NATO’s increased engagement on the eastern flank with a 
sustained commitment to the southern flank. That Italy’s 
geopolitical interests differ from those of the Baltic 
states and Poland, focused as they are on Russia, makes 
the eFPBG Latvia an interesting case of a cluster of NATO 
states with divergent priorities. The eFP initiative in 
Latvia encourages the participating states to overcome 
geographic divides, to exchange lessons learned, and 
to develop new skills and expertise as well as tactical 
synergies, thereby increasing common understanding and 
interoperability. 

Enhancing cooperation in this manner offers a powerful 
rejoinder to the criticism that NATO countries are 
not doing their part to share the burden. Although 
European allies are increasing their defence budgets, 
the implementation of deterrence by denial — that is, 
complicating possible efforts by adversaries to fulfill 
operational goals on the battlefield — by way of full 
conventional force structures is seen as too expensive and 
politically contentious.7 Jens Ringsmose and Sten Rynning 
suggest that initiative fatigue is partly a function of 
threat perception since “[s]ome allies see Russia as an 
opportunistic power that can be deterred by an enhanced 
tripwire, while others see threats from NATO’s southern 
flank as being of far greater consequence to the Alliance’s 
security and well-being. The former fear an over-
-geared policy towards Russia; the latter a geopolitical 
disequilibrium inside NATO if the east is allowed to 
trump the south.”8 By contributing 166 and 300 troops 
respectively to the eFP in Latvia, southern allies such as 
Italy and Spain can prove that concrete, operational, and 
political cooperation is feasible, an east-south divide in 

geopolitical interests notwithstanding. In Italy’s case, 
contributing to the collective defence of eastern allies is 
a way to show its overall commitment to NATO and deflect 
criticism of its stagnant defence budget, which bucks the 
current trend in defence spending across Europe. 

The eFP as a Deployment Model to Use 
Elsewhere

After nearly two years of implementing its stated 
initiative, the eFPBG demonstrates several key 
accomplishments and offers a robust model for NATO to 
use elsewhere. The NATO Parliamentary Assembly Defence 
and Security Committee notes that the necessary and 
sufficient conditions for which the eFP can be employed 
as a deployment model that addresses conventional 
threats beyond the northeastern flank revolve around 
four fundamental messages that can be drawn from its 
response to the Russian threat. They are: 

1. That the Alliance is solid; 
2. That the Alliance possesses more robust capabilities 

and capacities in a particular region thanks to the 
sharing of resources and burden;

3. That a limited hostile incursion in a particular area of 
confrontation would be deterred in such a way as not 
to antagonize the adversary; and

4. That capabilities in military mobility are available in 
a crisis situation despite potential bureaucratic delays 
in the NATO command and control structure.

From a conventional operational posture, NATO’s 
“tripwire” deterrence relies heavily on reinforcements 
being deployed on short notice from the centre to the 
periphery of the Alliance. Notice-to-move and notice-to-
-effect timelines will need to improve to ensure that any 
adversary would not outmatch NATO’s forces by denying 
them freedom of movement to or inside the targeted area 
of operation. NATO’s collective response mechanisms will 
inevitably take time and be prone to political shirking 
by some members. Confronted with an imminent threat, 
the eFP needs the capacity and ability to respond before 
a NATO-designated operation is launched. The eFP model 
can offer such a response to a threat before Article 5 of 
the Washington Treaty is even invoked, if it finds itself in 
such a situation. As Jüri Luik and Henrik Praks write, “[i]n 
this situation, the fullest possible integration of the eFP 
battlegroup… is important in ensuring coordinated joint 
action in the event of a crisis. It will also increase the 
overall credibility of the deterrence posture […].”9 
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The 2016 Warsaw Summit represented a crossroads for 
NATO. It symbolized the ending of a geopolitical paradigm 
of unipolarity defined for decades by Western powers, 
a paradigm characterized by out-of-area operations 
and “the prominence of expeditionary warfare and by 
sizeable and enduring state-building enterprises….”10 
The Warsaw Summit did not fix all of NATO’s shortfalls, 
but it did address a number of its security, functional, 
and organizational challenges, especially the changing 
security environment in Europe. In some ways, the 
Alliance has seen a rebirth as a result of Russia’s 
provocations and aggression. The great irony of Russia’s 
actions is they have rejuvenated the Alliance in a way 
unfavourable to Moscow’s perceived interests, including 
the rotational presence of Allied troops east of Germany 
and a new NATO emphasis on territorial defence through 

collective defence, crisis management, and cooperative 
security.11 In overcoming the fallacy of composition, the 
eFP initiative represents an essential reinforcement of the 
Alliance’s deterrence and reassurance posture through a 
recommitment to Article 5. From a strategic perspective, 
twenty-three of the twenty-nine Allies involved brings 
collective defence back to the fore and has brought about 
a refocus and a recalibration of the Allies’ military posture 
and operational planning. Moreover, by allowing the 
Alliance to deploy a persistent — but not permanent — 
modestly sized military presence, the eFP is able to deter 
Russia and reassure still-nervous Allies in the east without 
antagonizing Moscow.12

Just as alliances should not be ends onto themselves, 
but rather as means to advance common objectives, 

From a conventional operational posture, NATO’s “tripwire” deterrence relies heavily on reinforcements being deployed on short 

notice (photo: Flickr/NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organization)
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fostering closer links can improve cohesion within NATO 
ranks. This in turn strengthens deterrence since Russia 
would be less able to pick off NATO members and play 
them against each other. By leveraging the eFP for 
better collaboration among participating countries in 
the Alliance, we can operate better militarily together, 
and we can also operate more effectively as a political 
cluster within NATO. Clusters of states within NATO 
can thus strengthen collective security in the form of 
robust territorial integrity as well as freedom from undue 
political interference and other forms of subversion, and 
not just on NATO’s northeastern flank. 

Conclusion

Under the eFP framework there is to be no permanent 
NATO mission. Instead, NATO members are present with 
a battalion and headquarters. For better or for worse, 
multinational headquarters capability and leadership 
experience are hard to come by. Owing to the North 
Atlantic Council (NAC), Supreme Headquarters Allied 
Powers (SHAPE)-led decision-making process and NATO’s 
chain of command and their institutional memory, 
“multinational framework nation arrangements after 
the end of the Cold War, by promoting interoperability, 
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Soldiers from various NATO nations march together at a ceremony in Latvia to welcome a new NATO battlegroup. The eFP serves 

as an integral part of NATO’s framework for deterrence and defence along the Alliance’s northeastern flank. It demonstrates that 

the Alliance is resolute in aggression against its members (photo: Flickr/NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organization)



have been an essential and irreplaceable component 
of NATO’s enduring capacity to initiate and conduct 
operations successfully, despite recurrent operational 
challenges in various engagements and persisting resource 
constraints.”13 This speaks to the logic of deterrence: 
signal commitment to your adversary and demonstrate the 
necessary capability and willingness to follow through. 
The eFP serves as an integral part of NATO’s framework for 
deterrence and defence along the Alliance’s northeastern 
flank. It demonstrates that the Alliance is resolute in 
aggression against its members. 

And yet the eFP is not a deployment model for just 
one part of Europe. In the medium term, the eFP lends 
itself to maturing into a cornerstone of conventional, 
allied deterrence by developing a state of preparedness 
that embodies, symbolizes, and ensures allied capacity, 
capability, and interoperability.14 Canada’s contribution 
is a function of this deep and continuing commitment 
to NATO — one that goes back to the very beginning of 
the Alliance, of which Canada was a founding member.15 
In Latvia, that also amounts to a commitment over the 
medium-term to overcoming the fallacy of composition 
among troop-contributing states to optimize inter-
-operational synergies for future collective deployments 
elsewhere: a military and political mini-alliance within 
the Alliance.

That entails transforming the overall approach to the 
eFP in general, and the eFP deployment to Latvia in 
particular with its greater number of contributing states 
(than the three other eFP host countries). It should avoid 
a hub-and-spoke model and embrace a more inclusive 
and multilateral approach that would see ties among 
its members strengthen. A resource-strapped Alliance 
of twenty-nine members that is confronted with myriad 
competing demands must be well rehearsed at working 
with a select subset of partners. Such a block of partners 
can exercise greater clout at the NATO table. It is at 
once a trust-, confidence-, and credibility-building 
measure among multinational headquarters and Battle 
Groups to ensure that current security clients such as 
Latvia also add value as eventual suppliers of collective 
security elsewhere. The eFP is thus a quintessential 
commitment to collective, transatlantic and Euro-Atlantic 
security over the short- as well as the longer-term. It 
enables the Alliance to respond flexibly to changing 
threat environments in a manner useful for deterrence, 
assurance, collective defence, and burden-sharing.

1.  This is an abridged version of a longer article that 
appeared in Riga Conference Papers 2019: NATO at 70 in the 
Baltic Sea Region.

2. Tomas Jermalavicius et al, “NATO’s Northeast Quartet: 
Prospects and Opportunities for Baltic-Polish Defence 
Cooperation,” International Centre for Defence and Security 
(ICDS) Policy Paper (November 2018): 6.

3. Kalev Stoicesu and Pauli Järvenpää, “Contemporary 
Deterrence: Insights and Lessons From Enhanced Forward 
Presence,” International Centre for Defence and Security 
(ICDS) Policy Paper (January 2019).

4. Julian Lindley-French, “NATO@70: Still Adapting After 
All These Years,” NATO Defence College Policy Brief, no. 7 
(March 2019): 3.

5. Canadian Department of National Defence, Strong, Secure, 
Engaged: Canada’s Defence Policy (2017): 51.

6. Tomas Jermalavicius et al, “NATO‘s Northeast Quartet: 
Prospects and Opportunities for Baltic-Polish Defence 
Cooperation,” International Centre for Defence and Security 
(ICDS) Policy Paper (November 2018): 5.

7. Lindley-French, “NATO@70,” 3.
8. Jens Ringsmose and Sten Rynning, “Now for the Hard 

Part: NATO’s Strategic Adaptation to Russia,” Survival, 
vol. 59, no. 3 (2017): 135.

9. Jüri Luik and Henrik Praks, “Boosting the Deterrent Effect 
of Allied Enhanced Forward Presence,” ICDS Policy Paper 
(May 2017): 10.

10. Luis Simón, “‘Back to Basics’ and ‘Out of Area’: Towards 
a Multi-Purpose NATO,” The RUSI Journal, vol. 159, no. 3 
(2014): 14.

11. Alexander Lanoszka and Michael A. Hunzeker, 
Conventional Deterrence and Landpower in Northeastern 
Europe (Carlisle, PA: U.S. Army War College Press, 2019): 
12-20.

12. John R. Deni, “Enhancing NATO’s Forward Presence,” 
Carnegie Europe (27 April 2017), https://carnegieeurope.eu/
strategiceurope/68792.

13. Diego A. Ruiz Palmer, “The Framework Nations’ Concept 
and NATO: Game Changer for a New Strategic Era Or 
Missed Opportunity?” NATO Defence College Research 
Paper No. 132 (2016): 10.

14. John R. Deni, “Enhancing NATO’s Forward Presence.”
15. Joseph T. Jockel and Joel J. Sokolsky, “Canada and NATO: 

Keeping Ottawa In, Expenses Down, Criticism Out … and 
the Country Secure,” International Journal, vol. 64, no. 2 
(2009): 315-336.

Christian Leuprecht is Class of 1965 Professor in 
Leadership, Department of Political Science and Eco-
nomics, Royal Military College. Alexander Lanoszka 
is assistant professor of international relations at the 
University of Waterloo. Jayson Derow is an eight-
year veteran of the Canadian Armed Forces with one 
deployment to Afghanistan and a Research Analyst 
at the NATO Association of Canada. Karolina Muti 
is junior researcher in the “Security” and “Defen-
ce” Programmes at the Italian International Affairs 
Institute.

Would you like to react?
Mail the editor: redactie@atlcom.nl.

19Ap: 2019nr4
Analysis


