
The rise of hostile attitudes has caused NATO to reassess 
its capabilities and preparedness to defend allied territory 
in the case of an armed attack. As stipulated in Article 3 
of the Washington Treaty, it is the obligation of the allies 
to uphold their self-defense capabilities to resist an armed 
attack. 

However, due to severe negligence of European defense 
budgets in recent years, the resilience of the Alliance has 
been weakened considerably. In particular the self-defense 
capabilities of the Baltic states are currently insufficient 
to resist an armed attack on their own. This is problematic 
for the security of the entire Alliance since the geographi-
cal location of the Baltic region is strategically important 
to NATO’s security policy. The Baltic states directly border 
Russian territory on NATO’s northeastern flank and form the 
land connection between the Russian Federation and the 
heartland of Europe. Therefore, the resilience of the Baltics 
is of vital importance to the collective security of the NATO 
Alliance.

Political response of the Baltics

As a response to the derailing relationship with the Russian 
Federation, the Baltic states increasingly engaged in bila-
teral and multilateral cooperation with other NATO member 
states and regional partners to strengthen their defensive 
capabilities. Bilateral relations with the United States are 
by far the most essential to the Baltic states, both militarily 

and financially. The European Deterrence Initiative (EDI), 
formerly known as the European Reassurance Initiative, 
was signed in 2014 and initially provided the region with 
1 billion dollars. This figure increased to 3.4 billion dollars 
in 2017, and the requested budget for 2019 would account 
for 6.5 billion dollars (twice the size of the regular Baltic 
military expenditures).

The bilateral and multilateral ties between the Baltic and 
Nordic countries have been strong ever since the Baltic 
countries declared their independence back in 1991. Due 
to this long-standing tradition of cooperation, there is an 
advanced level of interoperability between these countries.

In addition, the Nordic and Baltic countries have set up 
various institutions to promote their political and military 
relations, such as the NB8 (Nordic-Baltic Eight. The number 
of joint exercises, maritime surveillance efforts in the strate-
gically important Baltic Sea, and the support of air-policing 
missions have increased considerably since 2014 and will 
continue to do so.

Military response of the Baltics

In 2014, the armed forces of the Baltic states did not pos-
sess the military equipment to resist a considerable armed 
attack. As a response to the increasing expansionist rhetoric 
of the Russian Federation, the Baltic states therefore deci-
ded to take the necessary steps of military and budgetary 
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themselves have taken to improve their resilience.
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reform. Lithuania reintroduced conscription law in 2015, 
resulting in an additional number of military personnel of 
3,000 to 3,500 annually. Estonia allocated a substantial 
amount of time and energy to improve the living conditi-
ons of their conscripts and to expand the bases in Tallinn, 
Tapa, Jõhvi, Võru, and Ämari, with the hope to increase the 
annual number of conscripts. Former Latvian Minister of 
Defense, Raimonds Bergmanis has argued that conscription 
should not return to Latvia and advocated for teaching de-
fense lessons in high school in order to educate and prepare 
young civilians for a crisis situation. He argued that this 
could result in a higher amount of applications for Latvia’s 
volunteer forces.

The list below of essential army acquisitions of the Lithua-
nian Armed Forces (LAF) after 2014 illustrates the measures 
taken to increase the resilience of the Baltic states on a 
national level The LAF are a good example as they possess 
the largest military budget of the Baltic states.

1) Boxer Infantry Fighting Vehicles: a contract of 386 
million euros on the purchase of 88 armored vehicles was 
signed in August 2016. These vehicles, made in Germany, 
are predicted to be delivered by the end of 2021 and will be 
supplied to the forces in Rukla and Alytus. They are armed 
with a 30mm gun and Spike-LR anti-tank missiles, capable 
of destroying targets up to 4km away. 
2) NASAMS (Norwegian Advanced Surface to Air Missile Sys-
tem) Air Defense Systems: a contract of 110 million euros 
was signed with Norway. The systems are expected for deli-
very by 2021 and will be stationed in Radviliskis. NASAMS 
missiles are capable of traveling a few dozen km and taking 
down targets at an altitude of up to15km; however, they are 
not capable of destroying hostile missiles. 
3) GROM Air Defense Systems: a contract of 34 million euros 
was signed with Poland on the purchase of the GROM (Polish 
for thunder) systems. The GROM is a man-portable air-de-
fense system with a flight speed of 650m/s. It is capable of 
downing targets at a distance of 400 – 5,500 meters at an 
altitude up to 3.5km. The systems should be delivered by 
2021. 

Estonia and Latvia have mainly invested in Black Hawk 
helicopters (175 million euros), off-road vehicles, anti-tank 
javelin systems, communication systems, CV90 infantry figh-
ting vehicles, and K9 self-propelled howitzers.

Identifying the potential risks 

In order to critically assess whether a NATO ally obliges to 
Article 3 of the Washington Treaty, one should identify the 

potential risks as well. The Russian A2AD (Anti Access/Area 
Denial) capabilities based in Kaliningrad could pose a threat 
to the security of the Baltic region and NATO’s military 
mobility strategy. A2AD capabilities are used to prevent 
an adversary from accessing an area. A2AD forces include 
short- or medium-range ballistic missiles, cruise missiles, 
counter-maritime forces, mines, drones, and air defense sys-
tems. Long-range weapons should prevent an opponent from 
entering the theater of war, while shorter-range weapons 
should deprive the opponent of freedom of action in the 
contested area. 

The Russian Federation possesses a large stockpile of A2AD 
capabilities. Among those, the most important are: 
• S-400 systems: the S-400 are mobile systems consisting of 

water-to-air and ground-to-air classes. These anti-aircraft 
systems are capable of countering advanced jammers, 
stealth aircraft, and have an engagement range up to 
400km. 

• Submarines: the number of Russian submarines currently 
sits at 72; the United States Navy possesses 71. Unlike 
the U.S. Navy, the Russian Fleet consists of both con-
ventional and nuclear submarines. Among these are the 
notorious ballistic missile submarines of the Borei class, 
with a range of approximately 9,300km and armed with six 
150 kiloton nuclear warheads. 

• Bastion systems: the K-300P is a mobile coastal defense 
system designed to destroy surface ships. The system is 
equipped with the P-800 Oniks/Yakhont anti-ship cruise 
missiles, with a warhead weighing between 200 to 250kg. 
Its range varies from 120 to 300km, depending on the 
altitude of the locked target. 

But why do these A2AD capabilities in Kaliningrad pose such 
a threat? The defense of the Baltic region relies on NATO 
reinforcements and it is therefore important to stress that 
the enhanced Forward Presence (eFP) should be regarded as 
a tripwire, not as a force capable of defending large chunks 
of territory for an infinite amount of time. This reliance 
on heavy reinforcements exposes a vulnerability on NATO’s 
northeastern flank which can be exploited by Russia’s A2AD 
capabilities present in Kaliningrad. Kaliningrad is strategi-
cally important because of the 65km wide border between 
Poland and Lithuania. This border, also known as the Suwal-
ki Corridor, is situated between Kaliningrad and Belarus and 
forms the only land connection between Poland and the 
Baltic states.

The Suwalki Corridor could turn into a potential choke point 
if Russian forces were to establish control over the terrain, 
thereby cutting off the land connection between the Baltic 
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states and their NATO allies. Reinforcements would be halted 
and fail to reach their destination in time if at all.

The narrow passage only has two physical roads and the 
terrain is a logistical nightmare due to thick forests, lakes, 
and muddy soil during the rainy seasons. Together with the 
A2AD capabilities, this would give the Russian Federation 
a formidable position to entrench and defend the line. It 
is unlikely that NATO forces would be able to halt Russian 
forces from establishing control over the Corridor. 
If the Russian forces were to take the Suwalki Corridor, 
the only way to reach the Baltic states would be through 
the Baltic Sea. However, the Russian Baltic Fleet, based in 
Kaliningrad and Saint Petersburg, has various tools at its 
disposal to deny sea access to NATO maritime forces. The 
narrow passages of the Baltic Sea could turn into potential 
choke points if Moscow‘s Navy were to plant sea mines in 
the few navigable passageways. 

The main task of the Baltic Fleet would be to deter an 
adversary from entering the area by making it too dangerous 
or costly, despite naval superiority. The Baltic Fleet could 
achieve this level of access denial at sea if it is allowed to 

deploy its modernized submarines and sea mines.

In addition, the Russian K-300P Bastion systems based in 
Kaliningrad would be highly effective at neutralizing any 
surface ships that would be able to get through the narrow 
passageways and past the sea mines. The allied troops in 
the Baltic states would be cut off, economic activity in the 
Baltic Sea region would be disturbed, and the pipelines and 
communication cables at the bottom of the sea would be 
completely in control of the Russian Federation. 

Concluding remarks

What are NATO’s options to turn the tide and diminish the 
effectiveness of Moscow’s strategic position and its disrup-
tive potential? In order to find an answer to Russia’s hybrid 
warfare capabilities, it is important to comprehend Moscow’s 
strategic objective. There would be little strategic gain for 
the Russian Federation to start an all-out war with NATO. 
Moscow’s strategic objective, however, is to divide and dis-
rupt the NATO Alliance; eventually resulting in a collapse of 
the defense guarantor of former Soviet nations. This would 
open up possibilities for Moscow to restore its great power 

Lithuanian engineers prepare a river crossing to demonstrate the combat readiness of NATO’s battle groups in Poland and 

Lithuania (photo: Flickr/NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organization)
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status by incorporating these nations into its sphere of 
influence. Conducting hybrid warfare through the spread of 
disinformation, A2AD capabilities, and the ability to quickly 
establish control over a contested area has proven to be 
successful for the Russian Federation. 

It is up to the Alliance to counter the A2AD systems and 
adopt a ‘defense by preclusion’ strategy in order to truly 
deter Russia from undertaking any hostilities. NATO should 
increase the visibility of its strength and resilience by incre-
asing the number of troops at the Suwalki Corridor. 

This will require a strong political message to convince 
NATO leaders to contribute more military personnel to this 
mission. It is up to NATO’s public diplomacy division to 
raise political awareness of the necessity of these decisions. 
Boosting the military presence at the Suwalki Corridor will 
greatly contribute to the visibility of NATO’s resilience and 
preparedness while decreasing opportunities for Russia to 
conduct a low-risk hybrid operation that would harm the 
integrity and safety of the Baltic region. 

The Baltic states are small countries, both in GDP and popu-
lation. Therefore, it cannot be expected of these countries 
to resist a full-scale armed attack of the Russian Federation 
on their own. What they can do, is to spend their military 
budget wisely. It is highly recommendable for NATO and 
the Baltic states to invest more in counter-A2AD capabili-

ties. Long-range firepower, such as Multiple Launch Rocket 
Systems (MLRS), submarines, and a robust air defense 
system should be acquired in the near future. The strong 
ties between the Nordic and Baltic countries could provide a 
platform for reducing costs by purchasing a joint air defense 
system, such as the Patriot system or NASAMS II.

There is a need to further analyze the implications of the 
Russian A2AD capacities in the Baltic region. Too much 
remains unknown regarding the true capabilities of the 
Russian armed forces, their military budget, and their 
strategic intentions. The increase of reconnaissance and 
maritime patrolling missions in the Baltic Sea region could 
increase NATO’s data, and could potentially prevent Russia 
from planting sea mines in the area. Not only would greater 
knowledge of Russia’s military activities and intentions 
strengthen the resilience of the Baltic states; it would en-
hance the core resilience of the entire Alliance. 
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