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NATO'’s previous summits in Madrid (2022) and
Vilnius (2023) took place against the
background of Russia’s brutal war in Ukraine.
Important decisions to strengthen security on
the north-east flank included bolstering NATO'’s
military presence in the Baltic region, the
adoption of a new generation of regional
defence plans, and the refreshment of the
pledge to spend at least 2% of GDP on defence.
Regional security has been further enhanced by
Finland and Sweden’s accession to NATO.
Major new decisions that would further
strengthen the security of the Baltic
region are unlikely to be taken at this
year’s Washington Summit. The main
challenge for the Baltic states in
Washington will be to ensure that the decisions
of earlier years are implemented. NATO's track
record of addressing gaps in Baltic defence is
uneven and shortcomings and persistent
problems on NATO’s side remain a source of
constant concern for Estonia, Latvia and
Lithuania. Until these issues are addressed, the
Baltic region will remain a vulnerability for
NATO.

PROGRESS

Progress in enhancing the security of the Baltic
region has been made in two ways: through the
steps the three Baltic states themselves have
taken, and through the actions of other Allies
that contribute to Baltic defence. In the region,
Latvia, for example, has substantially increased
defence spending. According to NATO's latest
estimates, Latvia’s defence budget will amount
to 3.15% of GDP in 2024.* This is higher than the
2.4% announced by Latvia, but the NATO figure
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includes the cost of the medium-range air
defence system Iris-T (approximately €200
million per year), which is funded outside the
defence budget.? The Latvian government
decided to gradually increase defence spending
to 3% of GDP by 2027, and defence spending was
bound to remain at that level afterwards. As of
now, defence spending already exceeds 3% and
will likely remain at that level even after the air
defence procurement is completed.

The main challenge for the Baltic states in

Washington will be to ensure that the
decisions of earlier years are implemented

Latvia’s most momentous decision, however,
announced in early July 2022, was to return to
conscription (Estonia had retained conscription
throughout the post-Cold War period, while in
Lithuania, it was reinstated in 2015).3 It took
another year before the necessary legislation
was passed and the first batch of approximately
250 conscripts started their 11 months of service
on 1 July 2023. A second batch of approximately
120 was recruited in January 2024 and a third
intake of 480 is due for July 2024. These numbers
are excruciatingly small but are anticipated to
increase to several thousand per year by 2026-
28. Nonetheless, it will be more than 10 years
before Latvia can hope to mobilise the 30 000
reservists stipulated in the State Defence
Concept.*

Estonia’s restructuring in the sphere of
personnel has revolved around the creation of a
division and the reallocation of reservists to
increase the size of the territorial defence forces.
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Lithuania, in addition to absorbing the additional
reservists generated by the reinstatement of
conscription, is also working towards fielding a
wartime division.®

Ultimately, though, it is the Alliance that deters
Russia. Significant progress has been achieved in
increasing Allied military presence in the Baltic
region. In Latvia, the upgrading of the Canadian-
led enhanced Forward Presence (eFP)
battlegroup is proceeding according to the road
map agreed by the Latvian and Canadian
governments in 2023.° The brigade will have a
core of up to 2200 Canadian troops,
supplemented by units from other contributing
nations: a Danish battalion for approximately 4
months per year; a Swedish reduced battalion,
made possible by Sweden’s recent accession to
NATO; and several smaller contributions.
Meanwhile, Germany and Lithuania are working
to resolve the remaining issues that will allow a
German brigade to deploy to Lithuania by the
end of 2027.” The UK, however, will not increase
its deployment to Estonia. Instead, it has
allocated an armoured brigade at high readiness
for rapid reinforcement.®

Despite this progress, there are also some
shortcomings. Skyrocketing demand for key
military systems whose effectiveness has been
proven in Ukraine means that much of the
equipment procured by the Baltic states since
Russia’s full-scale invasion will not be delivered
for some years. It is estimated that the delivery

of HIMARS systems, for example, which all three
Baltic states are acquiring will not commence
until 2027.° The Naval Strike Missile Coastal
Defence System that Latvia is procuring from the
US is also likely to be delivered only in 2027.%° An
additional issue for Latvia is the time it will take
to build a sizeable military reserve manned by
former conscripts.

In other areas, progress has been bittersweet.
While 23 Allies will spend more than 2% of GDP
on defence in 2024, nine will still not and some

may not even be planning to do so. Canada, for
example, makes a major contribution to Baltic
security through eFP, but it is unlikely to meet
the NATO spending target any time soon.'! What
is essentially a peacetime contribution may fall
short of what is needed to sustain military
deployments in wartime.

Air defence of the Baltic states is another area
where not enough progress has been made. The
medium-range air defence systems that the
three states are acquiring already strain their
defence budgets. Acquiring more capable
systems to defend Baltic cities and military
installations against sophisticated Russian
ballistic missiles such as Kinzhal is clearly not
possible. Here, the Baltic states should be able to
count on their Allies: it was decided at the Vilnius
Summit that Allies should ensure “regular
training and rotational presence of modern air
defence systems and capabilities across
SACEUR’s Area of Responsibility, with an initial
focus on the Eastern Flank.”*? Unfortunately,
only limited progress has been made in
implementing this pledge.’®* Until now, for
example, Latvia has not received a rotational air
defence deployment, although a Spanish
NASAMS unit has been deployed at Lielvarde air
force base since 2022.

Sweden’s and Finland’s NATO membership adds
significantly to the security of the Baltic region,
offering  more opportunities for NATO
commanders to plan and fight, and potentially
improving the prospects of supplying the Baltic
states by sea. However, it would be a mistake to
conclude that NATO has
freedom to act unchecked on
the Baltic Sea. Russia’s Baltic
Fleet is still, by some measure,
the largest national navy in the
region. As a recent report concludes, “Russia can
achieve some degree of sea denial by hindering
the ability of NATO nations to use the Baltic Sea
and its environs.”

Overall, NATO’s deterrence and defence posture
in the Baltic region remains a work in progress,
rather than a problem that has been solved.
Non-military and hybrid threats are also likely to
remain  a constant concern, as was
demonstrated by the incident in which a Chinese
ship damaged the Balticconnector gas pipeline
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connecting Finland and Estonia (and some
communications cables) in early October 2023.%

A more abstract issue is that many Allies still
regard the Baltic states’ views on Russia as too
hawkish. There has been a remarkable
convergence of Allies’ views on Russia, but the
Baltic states (and Poland) are still outliers. The
discussion that surrounded the possibility that
Estonian Prime minister Kaja Kallas might
become NATO Secretary General revealed that
the Alliance is still not ready for a Secretary
General from the Baltic region.
This view is based on an
unfortunate misconception. Baltic
politicians may indeed be more
inclined to pursue principled
positions on Russia, but that does
not mean that they would favour overly
confrontational policies: a NATO-Russia military
conflict would likely have devastating
consequences for Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia.

The Baltic states also, to a varying degree, face
persistent problems in their efforts to bolster
deterrence and defence in their region. NATO’s
current priority is to implement its regional
defence plans: that is, according to the Secretary
General Jens Stoltenberg, to ensure that the
Alliance has “the forces, the capabilities, the
readiness, to meet all the requirements in the
defence plans.”*® Much of the work proceeds at
the military-technical level, is mostly classified,
and, in any case, hard for the public to grasp in
detail. The Baltic publics, which have grown used
to announcements of big-ticket procurements or
NATO decisions to deploy troops to their region
may yet be surprised that NATO’s military power
is still less than that required by the regional
defence plans. A sustained effort to persuade
publics of the need for further investment to
generate the required numbers of troops and
capabilities will be necessary.

This effect, though, is not equally felt across the
region. A recent discussion in Estonia regarding
the need to spend an additional €1.6 billion on
ammunition (around one-and-a-quarter times
the current annual defence budget) focused
entirely on where the money should be found,

rather than on whether the requirement was
justified.’

The interdependence between the defence
debate in the Baltic states and elsewhere in
NATO may also cause unwanted problems. The
Baltic states share land borders with Russia and
their perception of the Russian threat is harsher
than that of many other Allies. Governments
that find it difficult to invest in defence and meet
or exceed NATO’s 2% guideline may be tempted
to make the case for higher defence spending by

pointing to the Baltic region as a distinct
vulnerability for the Alliance. For example,
German defence minister Boris Pistorius has
claimed that Germany “must be ready for war by
2029.”*8 Belgian chief of defence Admiral Michel
Hofman has warned that the Baltic states (or
Moldova) could be Moscow’s next targets after
Ukraine.?®

Statements like these aim to sway domestic
public opinion, but they are not uttered in a
vacuum. The Baltic media takes a keen interest
in defence-related issues, and such statements
are often transplanted into the local context and
amplified through social media channels to
suggest that war with Russia is inevitable or that
NATO is currently unprepared to defend the
Baltic states. Government officials are then
obliged to comment, further fuelling an already
contentious discussion.

Regarding the Baltic states’ expectations for
NATO’s Washington summit in July 2024, the
picture is mixed. On the one hand, Estonia,
Latvia, and Lithuania do not expect major new
decisions to specifically address their security
concerns. On the other hand, Baltic security and
defence remains a work in progress. There are
significant  capability  gaps, and  the
implementation of earlier decisions has been
uneven. The Baltic states try to lead by example
and are investing heavily in their defence, but
there are limits as to what they can accomplish
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due to their small size. They expect the outstanding shortcomings, and expressing the
remaining gaps to be filled by NATO Allies. will to do so. In the meantime, the Baltic region

) remains a vulnerability for NATO.
But concerns over NATO’s progress in

strengthening its deterrence and defence
posture vis-a-vis Russia, whether expressed
locally or elsewhere in NATO, are bound to affect
the extent to which the publics in the Baltic
states are reassured. The Washington summit
can make a positive contribution by
acknowledging the progress that has been made,
honestly recognising the need to address

ENDNOTES

1 Estonia: 3.43%; Lithuania: 2.85%. NATO, “Defence Expenditure of NATO Countries (2014-2024),” 17 June 2024, 9.

2 Information provided by the Latvian Ministry of Defence at a public seminar; “Sargs.|v” skaidro: Latvijas aizsardzibas budzeta izlietojuma
kategorijas un tendences ["Sargs.Iv" explains: Latvia's defence budget utilization categories and trends],” Sargs.lv, 10 May 2024; “Valdiba
atbalsta finanséjuma pardali pretgaisa aizsardzibas stiprinasanai [The government supports the redistribution of funding for strengthening
air defencel,” LV Portals, 13 February 2024.

3 Latvijas armija, “Preses konferencé informé par jauna poligona izveidi un valsts aizsardzibas sistémas pilnveidosanu [Press conference
about the creation of a new landfill and the improvement of the national defence system],” Youtube video, 53:56, 7 July 2022.

4 Latvian Ministry of Defence, “Valsts aizsardzibas koncepcija [State Defence Concept],” 2023.

5 Martin Hurt, Martin$ Vargulis, Liudas Zdanavi¢ius and Tomas Jermalavicius, “Baltic Defence Development: Adding Value to the Defence of
the Baltic Sea Region,” ICDS, March 2023, 2, 9-10.

6 Government of Canada, “Roadmap — Scaling the EFP Latvia Battle Group to Brigade,” 10 July 2023.

7 Lukas Mugele, “Speed bumps on the road for the German brigade in Lithuania,” ICDS, 18 March 2024.

8 Ministry of Defence (UK), “Joint Statement by the Defence Ministers of the United Kingdom and Estonia,” 12 July 2023.

® Ministry of Defence (Latvia), "Latvia and the US sign an agreement on delivery of HIMARS high mobility artillery rocket systems," 28
December 2023.

1070% of the cost will be covered by the US government. Ministry of Defence (Latvia), "Latvia and USA sign an agreement on purchase of
Naval Strike Missile Coastal Defence Systems, 12 September 2023.

11 Alexander Lanoszka and Toms Rostoks, "Success assured? Appraising the Canadian-led Enhanced Forward Presence battlegroup in
Latvia," Macdonald-Laurier Institute, 2 April 2024.

12 NATO "Vilnius Summit Communiqué. Issued by NATO Heads of State and Government participating in the meeting of the North Atlantic
Council in Vilnius 11 July 2023," press release 2023 (001), 11 July 2023, paragraph 34, part 5.

B “Lithuania must insist on regional NATO air defence exercises — Hodges,” LRT.It, 23 February 2024.

14 Scott Savitz and Isabelle Winston, "A Brief Naval Overview of the Baltic Sea Region," RAND Corporation, 13 June 2024,

15 Claudia Chiappa and Pierre Emmanuel Ngendakumana, "'Everything indicates” Chinese ship damaged Baltic pipeline on purpose, Finland
says," Politico, 1 December 2023.

16 NATO, "Doorstep statement by NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg ahead of the meetings of NATO Ministers of Defence in
Brussels," 13 June 2024.

17 Merilin Parli, “Ruling parties lack consensus on how to find more money for national defense,” ERR, 25 June 2024.

18 Pierre Emmanuel Ngendakumana, "Germany must be ready for war by 2029, defense minister warns," Politico, 5 June 2024.

19 Laura Hilsemann, "Putin could attack Baltics and Moldova next, says Belgian army chief," Politico, 19 December 2023.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

TOMS ROSTOKS
Toms Rostoks is the Director of the Centre for Security and
Strategic Research at the Latvian National Defence Academy.

Disclaimer: The views and opinions contained in this paper are
solely of its author(s) and do not necessarily represent the
official position of the International Centre for Defence and
Security or any other organisation.



https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_226465.htm
https://www.sargs.lv/lv/latvija/2024-05-10/sargslv-skaidro-latvijas-aizsardzibas-budzeta-izlietojuma-kategorijas-un
https://www.sargs.lv/lv/latvija/2024-05-10/sargslv-skaidro-latvijas-aizsardzibas-budzeta-izlietojuma-kategorijas-un
https://lvportals.lv/dienaskartiba/360263-valdiba-atbalsta-finansejuma-pardali-pretgaisa-aizsardzibas-stiprinasanai-2024
https://lvportals.lv/dienaskartiba/360263-valdiba-atbalsta-finansejuma-pardali-pretgaisa-aizsardzibas-stiprinasanai-2024
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kWTm5f4r3fU
https://www.mod.gov.lv/sites/mod/files/document/AM_VAK-2023.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/news/2023/07/roadmap---scaling-the-efp-latvia-battle-group-to-brigade.html
https://icds.ee/en/speed-bumps-on-the-road-for-the-german-brigade-in-lithuania/
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/joint-statement-by-the-defence-ministers-of-the-united-kingdom-and-estonia
https://www.mod.gov.lv/en/news/latvia-and-us-sign-agreement-delivery-himars-high-mobility-artillery-rocket-systems#:%7E:text=It%20is%20envisaged%20that%20the,Strike%20Missile%20Coastal%20Defence%20Systems.
https://www.mod.gov.lv/en/news/latvia-and-usa-sign-agreement-purchase-naval-strike-missile-coastal-defence-systems
https://www.mod.gov.lv/en/news/latvia-and-usa-sign-agreement-purchase-naval-strike-missile-coastal-defence-systems
https://macdonaldlaurier.ca/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/20240314_Canada-in-Latvia-RostoksLanoszka_PAPER-v5-FINAL.pdf
https://macdonaldlaurier.ca/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/20240314_Canada-in-Latvia-RostoksLanoszka_PAPER-v5-FINAL.pdf
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_217320.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_217320.htm
https://www.lrt.lt/en/news-in-english/19/2204641/lithuania-must-insist-on-regional-nato-air-defence-exercises-hodges
https://www.rand.org/pubs/perspectives/PEA2111-1.html?project=&utm_campaign=&utm_content=1718308547&utm_medium=rand_social&utm_source=twitter
https://www.politico.eu/article/balticconnector-damage-likely-to-be-intentional-finnish-minister-says-china-estonia/
https://www.politico.eu/article/balticconnector-damage-likely-to-be-intentional-finnish-minister-says-china-estonia/
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_226402.htm?selectedLocale=en
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_226402.htm?selectedLocale=en
https://news.err.ee/1609380506/ruling-parties-lack-consensus-on-how-to-find-more-money-for-national-defense
https://www.politico.eu/article/germany-must-be-ready-for-war-by-2029-defense-minister-warns/#:%7E:text=German%20Defense%20Minister%20Boris%20Pistorius,the%20German%20parliament%20on%20Wednesday.
https://www.politico.eu/article/belgian-army-chief-hofman-putin-attack-after-ukraine-baltics-moldova-next-russia/

