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The Porvoo Declaration of the Council of the Baltic Sea States, 14 June 2024:

The Council decided to initiate a review of the role of the CBSS and recommendations
on its future, led by a high-level wise person and supported by a task force open to
CBSS Members.

In January 2025, under the auspices of the Estonian Presidency of the CBSS, the Council
nominated two Wise Persons: Toomas Hendrik llves, former president of Estonia, and
Gabrielius Landsbergis, former Minister of Foreign Affairs of Lithuania, who consulted all
the members of the Council and met the task force.
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Introduction

The Council of the Baltic Sea States (CBSS) was established in 1992 to support the
emerging democracies at the time in the Baltic States — Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania;
Poland, and Russia.! The Council has gone through multiple phases of development of the
various issues it has focused on. These have changed as the political environment in the
region has changed. Far more important, however, are the changes among its members.
At its founding, only Germany and Denmark belonged to the European Union and only
Norway, Denmark, and Germany belonged to NATO. Today, all the littoral states of the
Baltic Sea, except Russia, belong to the EU and NATO, making the Council essentially
a regional subgroup of both. Current members are full-fledged, long-functioning, and
vibrant democracies. Economic disparities and social ills (organised crime, smuggling,
human trafficking) have all come down to levels that are the envy of a number of EU
member states. Russia’s membership, meanwhile, was suspended after its 2022 invasion
of Ukraine and subsequently resigned. These dramatic and ongoing geopolitical changes
in the Baltic Searegion are the reason why it is time for a re-evaluation of the organisation’s
functions and, indeed, its raison d’etre. Nor do the challenges faced by the region reflect
the goals stated in its founding document. The Copenhagen declaration, establishing the
organisation in 1992, has long ceased to reflect institutional reality.?

What has changed most, however, and in a dramatic fashion over the past three years,
is the security environment of the Baltic Sea countries. While there is a continued need
for regional cooperation in the fields of economy, interconnectivity, energy, environment,
maritime cooperation, culture, etc,, it is evident and reflected in the views of all CBSS
ministers of foreign affairs that the most pressing current challenges of the Baltic Sea
Region have become security-related.® Indeed, it was striking that all ten ministers
were united in their opinion that security of the region was their greatest concern, and
conversely, that a CBSS that was not primarily focused on security held little interest for
them.

The most pressing current challenges of the Baltic Sea Region
have become security-related

This is quite understandable. It is not only the overall European security environment
that has deteriorated in the past several years; more than any other region in the EU
and NATQO, it is in and around the Baltic Sea where security concerns are dominant. We
have witnessed a dramatic increase in hybrid threats (i.e., hostile actions which do not
rise to the level of NATO’s Article 4 or 5 interventions), which nonetheless threaten the
security and environment of the countries of the Baltic Sea region and beyond. Moreover,
these threats and events, including sabotage, destruction of property, disinformation,
GPS jamming, and the transport of sanctioned Russian oil in unsafe, substandard, and
uninsured oil tankers, have been concentrated in Europe, especially in the countries of
the CBSS.

, The CBSS was an initiative of German and Danish Foreign Ministers, Hans-Dietrich Genscher and Uffe
Ellemann-Jensen — the only two countries of the CBSS that were at the time members of the European Union.
Sweden and Finland joined the EU in 1995. Iceland and the EU joined the CBSS at a later stage.

2 Conference of Foreign Ministers of the Baltic Sea States, 1992 CBSS Ist Ministerial Session - Copenhagen
Declaration (Copenhagen, 5-6 March 1992).

3 For the list of interviews, see Annex.
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These concerns are on top of mind for all CBSS governments, yet none of these fall into
the current goals of the organisation, least of all the founding declaration. Nor, in many
cases, do the activities carried out by the organisation’s working groups (WGs) have
anything to do with the foreign policy concerns of the ministers nominally in charge.

This leads to two possible recommendations for the future of the CBSS:

¢ Declare the CBSS has fulfilled its goals and tasks as outlined in the 1992 Declaration,
declare the organisation now to be redundant, thank the members for the past 32
years, and shut it down. Since shutting down the organisation requires little additional
intellectual input, the rest of this report will address changes needed to keep the CBSS
alive.

¢ Reorient and change the focus of the organisation to address the concerns of
governments and current geopolitical realities. (The current functions and activities,
which do not fall under the auspices of the foreign ministers, can be continued under a
separate framework. At present, these activities of the CBSS are insufficiently regulated
and lack guidance: foreign ministers do not know what is done in their name and in the
case of some foreign ministries, with their budget.)

1. The Structure
1.1. Ministers and Presidencies

The CBSS has mainly been the format of foreign ministers on the ministerial level since its
creation. The ministers have been meeting once a year and focusing on political dialogue
on topical issues, taking stock of the working groups’ activities only formally. Prior to 2012,
prime ministers would also meet, a practice discontinued with the Russian annexation of
Crimea in 2014.

Most interlocutors envisaged the continued central role for the ministers of foreign affairs,
who should meet more often and according to the emerging needs. Several interviewees
also expressed the view that the heads of state and/or prime ministers should meet to
take stock of the cross-cutting hybrid issues. In addition, one foreign minister suggested
that, given the changing security environment, the ministers of interior, climate, energy,
etc., could meet according to the emerging needs.

The presidencies, lasting for one year, chair the WGs and are fully responsible for organising
the yearly ministerial meetings. The senior officials (SOs) prepare the ministerial meetings.
They also meet collectively in the format of a committee (CSOs).

1.2. Working Groups

The three main policy pillars of the CBSS since 2014 have been: Safe and Secure Region,
Sustainable and Prosperous Region, and Regional Identity. The four remaining active WGs
under those pillars are: Civil Protection Network (CPN), Task Force Against Trafficking in
Human Beings, Expert Group of Children at Risk, and Sustainable Maritime Economy. Yet
another active group is the Baltic Region Heritage Committee.
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1.2.1. Pillar 1: Safe and Secure Region

e Civil Protection Network (CPN) brings together the rescue services of the member
states. There are two formats: experts and senior officials who meet two times per
year, and directors-general who meet once or twice per year. The group focuses
on enhancing common societal security culture, including sharing best practices on
civil protection developments in member states, organising study visits, seminars,
conferences, and joint trainings, setting up cooperation networks and initiating cross-
border projects. At the meeting of the directors-general, the member states review
the year of the presidency, share information about changes in civil protection, and
discuss other currently relevant strategic issues. Although the CBSS WG operates well
on a theoretical level, there is room for more cooperation at the practical level.

The CPN group is closely related to the EU Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region (EUSBSR;
Policy Area Secure, PA14). The CBSS secretariat also serves as a secretariat for PA14.
Topics partially overlap.

In the EU, the central coordinating role for civilian and humanitarian crises lies with the
Directorate-General for European Civil Protection and Humanitarian Aid Operations
(DG ECHO) of the European Commission. However, it is clear that in case of a forest
fire, maritime accident, protection of civilians in case of military conflict, migration,
etc., the capabilities in the region will be able to react first. Crisis coordination on
the regional level takes place on an intergovernmental basis, and the experts do not
see why it should be changed — they see no added value in creating a regional crisis
coordination centre. Rescue services, border guards, and police already have their
counterparts’ contacts and interact directly. The central role in crisis management at
the political level lies in most countries of the region with the prime minister’s office.

The group has dealt mainly with natural disasters but could also permanently deal with
man-made crises. With the emerging security challenges in the region, the importance
of civil protection has increased substantially. Since these issues fall under the purview
and mandates of CBSS ministers of interior, in the future, they should take stock of this
regular cooperation more formally.

Since civil protection falls under the purview and mandates
of CBSS ministers of interior, they should take stock of regular
cooperation more formally

e Task Force Against Trafficking in Human Beings brings together experts from
ministries of justice or internal affairs and state agencies of those ministries. This group
meets physically three times a year but exchanges information and aligns positions
also between meetings. Member states share information on legislative changes and
instructions, organise trainings, etc. Human trafficking challenges around the Baltic
Sea share some similar and specific characteristics — for example, many of them
struggle currently with the end of temporary protection for Ukrainian refugees. The
Task Force also seeks cooperation with the institutions of those countries of origin.
Sexual exploitation, illegal and legal migration to the labour market, and slavery are
among the topics of common interest. Baltic Sea Region Border Control Cooperation
(BSRBCCQC) is another format that deals with similar challenges. Merging with the Task
Force could be considered. The EUSBSR does not deal with these issues.
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e Expert Group on Children at Risk (EG-CAR) brings together experts from ministries of
social affairs and labour or other social protection agencies responsible for children’s
issues. This group meets physically two or three times a year; additional online
meetings are planned as needed. The expert group serves as a platform for strategic
cooperation, sharing legislation, policies, and best practices in member states. It has
contributed to the establishment of child-friendly centres for minors in the region who
have experienced sexual abuse, participates in studies on adolescent exploitation
online, and maintains a registry of practices showcasing effective child protection
initiatives within the region. The group also collaborates actively with Ukraine’s
ministry of social policy to protect refugee children. An important issue in the context
of Russia’s war on Ukraine is the problem of unaccompanied minors. A related body
— the Barnahus Network, representing the Barnahus model — provides one-stop-shop
services for sexually abused children. The service has expanded across Europe; the
Barnahus Network will operate independently from the CBSS starting in 2026, with the
CBSS remaining in the supporter and observer role. The EUSBSR does not deal with
these issues.

1.2.2. Pillar 2: A Sustainable and Prosperous Region

¢ The Sustainable Maritime Economy comprises a group of various experts from
the ministries of environment, climate, and transportation. Poland, for example, is
represented by the state-owned Gdansk Port. It meets two or three times a year. This
group focuses on green shipping corridors and the creation of the digital twin of the
Baltic Sea, i.e., a digital simulation of the sea, designed to virtually represent each state
in near real-time.

Issues currently discussed include the following:

The Marine Digital Twin report — a digital twin that leverages multi-dimensional data
from various relevant sources (e.g., undersea drones), conducts artificial intelligence-
driven analysis, accurate monitoring, and modelling. It is accessible to stakeholders
and policymakers, including data on pollution, maritime transport, wind energy, port
management, security, etc. The goal is to build a network of such instruments that will
cover the entire Baltic Sea and will enable digitalised data management, simulating and
predicting real-world situations in the maritime domain. The EU strategy (2025-27) in this
field is also new; the financing comes from the Interreg Baltic Sea Region/EU Strategy
for the Baltic Sea Region (EUSBSR) framework (see below). Exchange of the data also
supports emergency preparedness and strengthens regional security.

The Green Corridors report — its goal is to exchange information and best practices,
enabling a holistic approach to green transport solutions in CBSS countries: vessels that
operate on green alternative fuels, onshore power supply, alternative fuels, sea water heat
producers, CO2 measurements in ports, bike lanes, etc. The initiative was launched by the
German presidency and has continued under Finnish, Estonian, and Polish presidencies.
The overall interest of the CBSS member states in this WG has been fairly limited since
several other formats that cover similar topics exist — the EUSBSR has several relevant
policy areas, as well as HELCOM, NB8, and UN/IMO (see below). Cooperation also takes
place on a bilateral and trilateral basis.
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1.2.3. Pillar 3: Regional Identity

Regional Identity comprises a variety of institutions and projects related to culture, higher
education, and youth affairs. There are no major working groups under this pillar. Regional
projects, such as Baltic Sea Region Cultural Pearls and Baltic Sea Region Youth Forum,
serve as a value added to the member states and sub-regions of the CBSS countries,
as mentioned, for example, by the German Lander. The CBSS Secretariat coordinates
youth participation and representation in institutions and decision-making processes in
the Baltic Sea Region, including the EUSBSR.

Another body is the Baltic Region Heritage Committee (BRHC), which brings together
representatives from ministries of culture and/or heritage protection agencies and
emphasises the usefulness of this work, particularly since not all experts have other
international cooperation formats. Among topics that have beenrecently discussedis “Safe
Havens” for cultural heritage in case of an armed conflict (in cooperation with UNESCO)
that deals with what to prioritise and where to take our heritage. There are more relevant
topics under the BRHC: e.g., the weaponisation of culture and its exploitation for fake
news and propaganda, underwater heritage, and shipwrecks. There is also a WG under
the EUSBSR dealing with culture. Activities of the Baltic Science Network (representatives
from the ministries of education, science, and sports) have been temporarily paused due
to a lack of common relevant issues.

All working groups seem to enjoy an informal, close atmosphere,
where a genuine exchange of information and ideas takes place

On the basis of the information gathered as background work for this report, all the WGs
seem to enjoy aninformal, close atmosphere, where a genuine exchange of informationand
ideas takes place; personal contacts from the groups are also used for other professional
purposes. Cooperation became even closer after the suspension of Russian membership.

1.3. The Secretariat and Finances

Established in 1998, the CBSS Secretariat in Stockholm is mostly responsible for supporting
the functioning of the WGs and managing projects. The core funding (€2,5 ml) comes
from member states’ contributions. The bulk of the financing for its projects comes from
other sources. Project activity was increased at the request of the member states around
the year 2010. As of February 2025, there were 14 ongoing projects and 7 more in the
pipeline. The CBSS Secretariat also serves as a valuable pool of experts. Some of the
projects are not directly related to the region. The need to continue projects via the CBSS
Secretariat, at least in its current scope, was questioned by a number of ministers. The
support of the secretariat to the WGs was appreciated, although it was not deemed vital.

If the member states wish to continue to pay for the secretariat,
its financing should come from the ministries
for which the existing working groups are considered valuable

None of the member states raised the issue of their discontinued interest in paying the
membership fee, which is marginal compared to the payments to larger international
organisations. However, the fact that ministries of foreign affairs are paying for the
functions of the secretariat that the ministries of foreign affairs do not use makes little
sense. If the member states wish to continue to pay for the secretariat, it is logical that
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its financing should come from the ministries for which the existing WGs are considered
valuable and important. It would also enhance the respective ministries’ sense of ownership
over the activities of the WGs.

2. Relevant Regional Formats

The region has a number of formats for cooperation. Most interlocutors underlined that
duplication needs to be avoided. The main ones are:

¢ The Baltic Council of Ministers (3B) is the format of the three Baltic states (EE, LT,
LV) that operates basically on all political levels, between all government structures,
national and local, and parliaments.

¢ The Nordic Council of Ministers (NCM) and N5. The Nordic states operate as closely
as 3B or even more so. The Nordic Council of Ministers is an organisation with a long
history, with the aim to promote Nordic cooperation and complement the Nordic
Council. Since 1991, the NCM has been working for the region more broadly, also
providing funding.

e The Nordic-Baltic Eight (NB8) has become an increasingly important informal
intergovernmental structure of like-minded small countries of the region (DK, EE, Fl,
IS, LT, LV, NO, SE), especially in the past 3 years due to memberships in NATO and the
EU, as well as shared risk assessment. It operates on most political and administrative
levels but lacks the large regional players: Germany and Poland. The scope of issues
dealt with by the NB8 is broader and concentrates more on immediate short-term
issues. CBSS discussion would be on a strategic level. Strengthened CBSS cooperation
and closer NB8 cooperation are complementary.

Strengthened CBSS cooperation and closer
NB8 cooperation are complementary

3B, NB8, and N5 have also “+” formats, meaning that other countries join their meetings
occasionally. 3B and NB8 have no secretariats.

¢ The EU Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region (EUSBSR) is the first of the four EU macro-
regional strategies, in place since 2009.# The EUSBSR comprises 14 policy areas
focused on three key objectives: enhancing interconnectivity, supporting economic
development, and protecting the environment. All EU macro-regional strategies are
accompanied by a rolling action plan. Currently, the EUSBSR action plan is being
updated to address emerging needs and evolving contexts, with the adjusted version
expected to become operational in early 2026. Policy area coordinators and the Baltic
Sea Strategy Point (the EUSBSR secretariat) operate with project-based funding from
Interreg. EU Presidencies organise the work of national coordinators and policy area
steering groups. The majority of EUSBSR projects also receive funding from Interreg.
The principles of the EUSBSR are: no new permanent institutions, no new legislation,
no own money. It also has no political level meetings (unlike the EU Strategy for the

4 "EU Strategy for the Baltic Region. About,” EUSBSR, accessed in April 2025. The other macro-regional stra-
tegies include: The EU Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region (2009); The EU Strategy for the Danube Region
(2010); The EU Strategy for the Adriatic and lonian Region (2014); The EU Strategy for the Alpine Region
(2015).
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Danube Region, EUSDR). One option that has been mentioned but has not received
any serious consideration is that the CBSS secretariat could serve as the EUSBSR sec-
retariat.

The Baltic Marine Environment Protection Commission, also known as the Helsinki
Commission (HELCOM), has mostly dealt with hazardous substances in the sea and
their environmental impact since 1974. Submerged munitions and other warfare mate-
rials have also been discussed under the CBSS, which seems to be a duplication.

The Northern Dimension (ND) is a Finnish initiative that was established in the EU
in 2000 to include Russia in even closer regional cooperation. It de facto stopped in
March 2022 but has not yet been officially terminated. The ND had partnership prog-
rammes on health, culture, environment, and transport. The first two are still operatio-
nal. Experts from ministries of culture cooperate in the framework of the Partnership
on Culture. Cooperation between public health experts from ministries of health and/or
social affairs takes place under the Partnership on Public Health and Social Wellbeing
(NDPHS). In addition to experts, relevant ministers also meet and respective ministries
pay for a small secretariat.

The Arctic Council unites 5 Nordic countries, the US, Canada, and Russia. As the
security of the areas is growing in importance, the relevance of the format for some
Northern CBSS members remains high. The Barents Euro-Arctic Council unites the 5
Nordic states and the European Commission; Russia withdrew in 2023. It operates on
various topics (economy, transport and logistics, education, culture, health, environ-
ment, etc.). Finland has decided to withdraw.

The Joint Expeditionary Force (JEF) is a flexible framework led by the UK under
which the participating states can assemble forces for military operations. Its mem-
bership includes all the Nordic and Baltic countries as well as the Netherlands, but
not Poland and Germany. Its operational focus is the Nordic-Baltic and Arctic regions
and the North Atlantic. While undoubtedly contributing to improved interoperability
at all levels amongst its members, the JEF has struggled to define its role over its ten
years of existence, while also lacking the instruments to pursue that role. Today, it is
primarily considered a vehicle to respond to sub-threshold and hybrid events through
the implementation of so-called “JEF Response Options,” the first of which was launc-
hed in November 2023 following the severing of the Balticconnector gas pipeline and
several undersea cables in the Baltic Sea. While stressing that the JEF is intended to
complement NATO, to varying degrees, its members also view it as a first responder,
able to act where NATO cannot or will not. Despite numerous hybrid events in the
region, this contingency has not yet been tested.

THE FUTURE OF THE COUNCIL OF THE BALTIC SEA STATES



3. Geopolitical Context

The Baltic Sea region, excluding Russia, has been one of the world’s most dynamic and
fastest-growing areas. Along with greater economic convergence, the Nordic welfare
states, the German economic engine, and Poland and the Baltic states have gone through
a dramatic transformation over the last 35 years. Like-mindedness among the countries
in the region has grown as well. Cooperation, moreover, has been both value-based and
practical. Without the Russian threat in its immediate neighbourhood, the Baltic Sea region
would be among the world’s most prosperous — an example of effective cooperation for
other regions in the EU and beyond.

Without the Russian threat, the Baltic Sea region would be
among the world’s most prosperous — an example of effective
cooperation for other regions in the EU and beyond

A clear change in Russia’s posture toward its neighbours was manifested in 2008 with the
war against Georgia, followed by the annexation of Crimea and the war in eastern Ukraine
in 2014, and culminating in the full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022. At the same time,
the Baltic Sea states have long been ahead of the curve in recognising the Russian threat.
Since Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, we have witnessed a shift in western Europe’s
security mindset, its re-aligning to be closer to the Nordic-Baltic perspective. And yet,
this process remains incomplete. We still see differing opinions in Europe regarding the
region’s future security risks — and the means to address them.

Additionally, the US’s strategic pivot away from Europe, which has accelerated since the
inauguration of President Donald Trump, is further altering the security landscape of the
Baltic Sea region. A shift in US security policy — marked by a reduced focus on Europe
and increased focus on the Indo-Pacific — has been underway for several years, but it
has intensified under the new administration and could eventually have an impact on
US military presence in Europe. If realised, this would pose serious capability challenges
for European defence and especially for the Baltic Sea region, the only area of Europe
directly exposed to Russian threats.

In combination — Russia’s overt military aggression in Ukraine and covert hybrid
operations in the Baltic Sea region, the US signals of a reduced commitment to Ukraine’s
defence, and the potential drawdown of US forces from Europe — these trends represent
a clear deterioration of security in the region and an ideal context for further Russian
escalation in the Baltic Sea area.

While the call of CBSS foreign ministers just last year to renew the organisation’s role
might not have been designed with such monumental geopolitical shifts in mind, the
fast-changing international environment demands urgent attention and adaptation. With
older structures in flux, new opportunities emerge for a greater emphasis on regional
co-operation. Addressing these new challenges is not just about redefining the Council of
the Baltic Sea States — it is a step in shaping the region’s future.

Addressing the new challenges is not just about
redefining the Council of the Baltic Sea States —
it is a step in shaping the region’s future
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4. Emerging Hybrid Security Challenges

Hybrid threats have so far not triggered the invocation of Article 5 — or even Article 4 — of
the NATO Treaty. The Alliance has developed a strategy for its role in countering hybrid
warfare to help address these threats and is prepared to assist any Ally, meaning those
threats should be addressed primarily by individual member states. Hybrid deterrence
is more general in NATO, while it is more specific — i.e., Russia-centred — in the EU. The
EU has developed a strategic approach towards hybrid threats, which puts an emphasis
on resilience first but also on counteractions, such as sanctions, visa restrictions, etc;
however, policy and measures remain limited. Both the EU and NATO have hybrid
response teams, which can assist allies and consult partner countries, like Moldova and
Georgia, in case of hybrid attacks. The EU agreed on a hybrid sanctions regime. As the
EU still possesses limited resources to counter Russian grey zone operations, it places
smaller Nordic and Baltic Allies in a position significantly more vulnerable than their larger
counterparts. Moreover, any direct response to such shadow activities by a single country
risks further aggression from Russia, especially in the absence of clear deterrence from
the Alliance. On the one hand, it is important to avoid duplication; on the other, it seems
that there is room for regional coordination to face hybrid threats.

There is room for regional coordination to face hybrid threats

The main hybrid challenges in the region include protection of undersea critical
infrastructure, environmental hazards, and sanction evasion by the Russian shadow fleet,
weaponised illegal migration, Russian electronic interference in aviation and shipping,
disinformation, sabotage, and cyberattacks. Some of these are region-specific, while
others are broader. Since these so far have not risen to a level threatening the Alliance,
there is a need for a more swift response and a higher degree of flexibility than the larger
organisations can necessarily provide at the moment.

Undersea critical infrastructure. Criss-crossed by about 1 500 large vessels at any given
time, the Baltic Sea is a crowded maritime route and a key trade corridor for both Europe
and Russia. The numerous interconnections (electricity, gas, telecommunications, etc.)
lying in the Baltic seabed are critical to the functioning of the littoral countries. Several
interconnections are privately owned. Eleven incidents of cable damage have occurred
since October 2023; among those, four main incidents are the following:

¢ |n October 2024, Newnew Polar Bear (NNPB), a container ship under a Hong Kong
flag, cut the Balticconnector undersea gas pipeline and two communication cables
between Estonia and Finland, as well as Estonia and Sweden.

¢ In November 2024, the Yi Peng 3, a bulk carrier under a Chinese flag, cut two commu-
nication cables between Lithuania and Sweden and Finland and Germany.

e In December 2024, the Eagle S tanker sailing under a Cook Islands flag cut Estlink 2
and 3 communication cables between Estonia and Finland. Finnish authorities arrested

the ship, which became a valuable precedent and a lesson learned.

¢ In January 2025, the Vezhen bulk carrier sailing under a Maltese flag cut a data cable
between Sweden and Latvia.
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The Russian shadow (parallel) fleet is the pool of smuggling, sanction-busting vessels with
a dubious legal history (i.e., sailing under flags of convenience), as well as problems with
their insurance coverage and technical condition. There are an estimated 600 shadow
fleet ships worldwide. 65-70% of Russian oil is exported via its shadow fleet, and 40% of
it via Baltic Sea ports. 79 vessels and some related companies are on the EU sanctions
list (the UK and the US have their own lists). Problems related to the shadow fleet include
evading the sanctions imposed on the Russian oil sector in relation to its full-fledged
aggression against Ukraine and the vessels’ technical condition, which turns them into
environmental hazards and a threat to the security of undersea cables and pipelines. Not
all vessels that damaged the critical infrastructure, however, belonged to the shadow
fleet (in fact, only Eagle S did).

On 14 January 2025, the leaders of the NATO Allies of the Baltic Sea met in Finland to
discuss the shadow fleet and protection of the critical infrastructure. NATO’s Baltic Sentry
mission was triggered for 90 days to patrol critical infrastructure in the Baltic Sea. The
leaders also noted the need to use new technologies for the protection of infrastructure and
to integrate the member states’ surveillance systems with the Allied Maritime Command
(NATO MARCOM) and the Maritime Centre for Security of Critical Undersea Infrastructure
(CUD. In addition, they agreed to take further steps to enhance the resilience of
communications networks and energy infrastructure, including reliable supply
chains, strengthening physical and cybersecurity measures, developing European
undersea surveillance capabilities and a swift repair capacity, and engaging with
the private sector. They also decided to intensify actions against Russia’s shadow fleet.®

An examination of the implications of the international maritime law was launched at
Germany’s initiative to align the interpretation of the United Nations Convention on the
Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) on issues concerning balancing the freedom of navigation
and coastal states’ rights to protect their critical undersea infrastructure. All International
Maritime Organisation (IMO) member states participate in these talks (the last meeting
took place on 14 April 2025). EU maritime legal experts are also working on those issues.

The Estonian proposal from April 2024 for a regional Memorandum of Understanding
(MoU) on the protection of critical infrastructure of the CBSS countries was also discussed
at the 14 January meeting. The MoU envisages mainly the exchange of information, know-
how, and joint initiatives in protecting infrastructure. It should be signed in May at the
CBSS ministerial meeting. It follows an example of similar cooperation among North Sea
countries (BE, NL, DE, NO, IS, DK).

14 countries of the Baltic and North Sea (EE, LV, LT, Fl, SE, DK, NO, IS, PL, DE, UK, NL,
BE, FR) have formed a shadow fleet expert group that is actively working on all related
aspects: sanctions, possible environmental issues, insurance requirements, etc. Estonia
has been the most active country to follow the UNCLOS, requiring insurance information
from the ships anchoring in its territorial waters, since many do so due to the suitable
seabed in the area. To date, however, there is no relevant data exchange platform or
database on the shadow fleet. Exchanging relevant information between all relevant
institutions has remained an unsolved issue.

Other initiatives currently underway on the protection of critical underwater infrastructure
include a JEF operation (November 2023) and unilateral efforts. The IMO is also working
on a resolution on the shadow fleet issue. Logically, the primary role for the CBSS should

5 “Joint Statement of the Baltic Sea NATO Allies Summit,” President of the Republic of Finland, 14 January
2025.
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be to serve as a forum for political dialogue in the region and as a pressure group to raise
those issues up to the level of the EU and NATO (including to obtain funding and other
resources).

The primary role for the CBSS should be to serve as a forum
for political dialogue in the region and as a pressure group to raise
issues up to the level of the EU and NATO

The weaponised illegal migration wave from Belarus against Lithuania and Poland began
in summer 2021. It also affected Germany and, to a certain degree, Latvia and Estonia.
The 2015 migration crisis included a hybrid war element against Finland and Norway.
The response to those has been mainly regional, supported by the European Border and
Coast Guard Agency (EU Frontex).

Russian electronic interference — a threat already exemplified by a number of GPS
jamming incidents in aviation and shipping — is feared to become more frequent in
the future. Russian sabotage acts are taking place all over Europe and beyond. Russian
disinformation and cyberattacks are also a much broader threat, but most relevant for
the Baltic Sea region.
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Conclusions & Recommendations

The following recommendations have been formulated by the Wise Persons, assuming
that the ministers choose to reform the organisation. If implemented, it would lead to a
full restructuring of the organisation to better reflect the current geopolitical shifts and
needs of the region.

1. Update the 1992 Founding Declaration.

Since the founding declaration was promulgated at a time when the countries of the
region were at completely different levels of political, economic, and social development
and integration and now face challenges unimaginable 33 years ago, it is no longer fit
for purpose and requires a complete renewal as a basis for the organisation. At the same
time, the declaration exists as the sole document providing its raison d’etre. Thus, we
propose to launch a comprehensive update of the 1992 declaration that established the
CBSS to reflect current regional realities, memberships in NATO and the EU, as well as
strategic priorities.

The founding declaration is no longer fit for purpose and requires
a complete renewal as a basis for the organisation

2. Rebrand and Refocus.

Since the original purpose of the organisation has long lost any meaning, other than
strictly geographical, the CBSS should formally express what lies in its purview, its scope,
and its areas of primary concern. In the process, the ministers should consider the plethora
of activities conducted in their name, yet bearing little relevance either to the interests of
the ministers or the needs of the region.

The CBSS should formally express what lies in its purview,
its scope, and its areas of primary concern

These include:

¢ A new name for the ministers’ format, which would reflect the priorities of the gover-
nments and address the regional security matters that are their primary concern.

e To this end, ministers should consider transforming the CBSS into a strategic forum
for regional security dialogue, tactical coordination, and political advocacy within the
EU and NATO. It should be up to the ministers at the Vihula ministerial to decide where
they wish to take the organisation. Currently, the preponderance of the CBSS’s activi-
ties has little to do with the foreign ministers’ own mandates.

*  While it remains for the ministers to decide where to take the organisation, it struck
the authors as well as ministers interviewed, that current lacunae in the CBSS’s role
and the need for far greater consultation on the issues facing the member states that
the ministers should aim for the CBSS to become the first-response political grouping
in the event of major regional security incidents.

A strong regional organisation could serve as a conduit,
translating local threats into policy responses
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Closer co-operation in security among the Baltic Sea states would be aimed at streng-
thening both the EU and NATO. Ultimately, major security decisions will always flow
through NATO and the EU. However, a strong regional organisation could serve as a
conduit, translating local threats into policy responses in the two larger organisations.

. Leadership and Participation.

Foreign ministers should remain in the lead of decision-making, meeting at least twice
a year, but also enable the format to occasionally convene at the level of heads of state
or government when necessary.

Depending on the issue, other ministers (e.g., defence, energy, transport, environment,
etc.) should be invited to participate or meet on their own when events critical to the
security of the region arise.

The CBSS presidencies, rotating annually, should organise these meetings and set the
agenda as they have been doing until now.

Maintain the network of the CBSS SOs, with a shift in focus from regional and bilateral
to security-related coordination. With responsibility shifting away from activities not
related to the primary task of addressing security concerns, the SOs, too, should shift
their focus to the concerns of the ministers and allow unrelated activities to be taken
over by officials from ministries whose primary responsibilities are unrelated to secu-
rity. Due to the nature of the future issues facing the region, it would be more logical
to have the SOs sitting in the office of the political directors at the ministries of foreign
affairs, as they already coordinate this agenda for NATO and EU discussions.

. Institutional and Operational Changes.

To support the ministers, consider establishing a new small secretariat — Regional
Awareness Centre, supporting the presidency by gathering and analysing information,
including joint intelligence assessments if needed. Current membership fees could
fund this.

Create ad hoc WGs for specific issues as necessary.

Establish a network of think tanks already working on regional security matters to
provide regular or ad hoc policy input on their areas of expertise. We discovered that
while a number of security policy researchers deal directly with the concerns of the
region, at best, they offer their input to their own country’s government. This is a huge
resource that is untapped by the organisation and would considerably enhance broa-
der political awareness of developments and their relevance for the region as a whole.

. Expand the Scope.
Consider integrating digital threats and solutions (cyber, Al, maritime security, etc.)
into the CBSS discussions.

EU and NATO representatives should be invited to relevant meetings.
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e There is no need for permanent observers in an organisation whose primary focus is
regional security; however, other relevant countries (e.g., North Sea nations, Ukraine)
may be invited on a case-by-case basis.

¢ Include private sector stakeholders in ministerial sessions when relevant.

6. Civil protection.

Given the importance of the issue and the increase in cross-border hybrid threats, foreign
ministers could consider making the Civil Protection Network (CPN) and the ministers of
interior a separate pillar of the CBSS. Ministers of interior could take responsibility not
only for the CPN, but also for the EUSBSR PA 14,

If regional security deteriorates further, consider re-organising
the CBSS into an Organisation of the Baltic Sea States

7. Working Groups and the Secretariat.

e The WGs serve as useful formats for experts, and there is no immediate need to discon-
tinue them. The work of the foreign ministers, however, is detached from the WGs,
which operate in fields none of which are within the remit of foreign ministries. Clearly,
these two pillars must be separated, with respective ministries taking responsibility for
them.

e |t is up to the current WGs and their respective ministries to decide if they want to
keep meeting in the current 10(+1) format, and whether there is a need for a secretariat
to organise their work.

*« They would have to decide if the respective ministries would be willing to finance it by
themselves, and if they want to pool their resources for a common secretariat under a
new name. If not, they should shut it down.

* If the secretariat is maintained to support the WGs, it should diminish its project acti-
vities so that those would only correspond directly to the needs of the region.

e If there is no interest in continuing to fund the secretariat, the latter could re-orga-
nise itself into an independent foundation dealing with projects for implementing
the EUSBSR and other regional projects. An alternative would be to turn the CBSS
Secretariat into a permanent secretariat also for the EUSBSR.

8. Future Orientation.
As the organisation shifts toward a security-driven agenda, it should also prepare for
evolving future challenges. If regional security deteriorates further, consider the following:

¢ Re-organising the CBSS into an Organisation of the Baltic Sea States, with a mandate
to include strategic military as well as volunteer-based national defence organisations’

coordination and hybrid threat response.

e Convening the chiefs of defence and exploring cooperation among paramilitary forces.
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Engaging in regional defence planning, including integration of dual-use capabilities.
Establishing a Baltic Sea maritime patrol mission.
Advancing military mobility, a key element hindering a rapid response to crises, pos-

sibly through creation of a regional military Schengen to facilitate movement of forces
and materiél across the region.
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Annex: List of Interviews

Denmark
Lars Loakke Rasmussen, Minister for Foreign Affairs

Estonia
Margus Tsahkna, Minister for Foreign Affairs
Kristi Raik, Director, International Centre for Defence and Security (ICDS)
Tony Lawrence, ICDS
Marek Kohv, ICDS
Henrik Praks, ICDS
Mart Kuldkepp, University College London

Finland
Elina Valtonen, Minister for Foreign Affairs
Alexander Stubb, President
Sauli Niinistd, former President
Teija Tiilikainen, Director, European Centre of Excellence for Countering Hybrid
Threats
Harri Mikkola, Finnish Institute of International Affairs (Ulkopoliittinen instituutti, UPI)
Matti Pesu, UPI

Germany
Tobias Lindner, State Minister for Foreign Affairs
Norbert R6ttgen, Bundestag
Thomas Kleine-Brockhoff, German Council on Foreign Relations (Deutsche
Gesellschaft fur Auswartige Politik, DGAP)
Ferdinand Alexander Gehringer, Konrad Adenauer Foundation (Konrad-Adenauer-
Stiftung, KAS)
Matthias Barner, KAS
Kai-Olaf Lang, German Institute for International and Security Affairs (Stiftung
Wissenschaft und Politik, SWP)
Moritz Brake, Center for Advanced Security, Strategic and Integration Studies
(CASSIS)
Sebastian Bruns, Institute for Security Policy at Kiel University (Institut far
Sicherheitspolitik, ISPK)
Katja Munoz, DGAP
Rainer Meyer zum Felde, Brigadegeneral a.D.
Written points by Schleswig-Holstein, Hamburg, and Mecklenburg-Vorpommern
regions

Iceland
borgerdur Katrin Gunnarsdéttir, Minister for Foreign Affairs

Latvia
Baiba Braze, Minister for Foreign Affairs
Edgars Rinkévics, President

Lithuania
Kestutis Budrys, Minister for Foreign Affairs
Linas Linkevicius, former Minister for Foreign Affairs
Margarita Sedelgyté, Vilnius University
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Norway
Espen Barth Eide, Minister for Foreign Affairs
Karsten Friis, Institute of International Affairs (Norsk utenrikspolitisk institutt, NUPI)
Rolf Tamnes, Prof em, NUPI
@yvind Svendsen, NUPI

Poland
Radostaw Sikorski, Minister for Foreign Affairs
Marek Prawda, State Secratary, Ministry of Foreign Affairs
Piotr Bura, Director, European Council on Foreign Relations (ECFR)
Marta Prochwicz, Depury Director, ECFR
Jarostaw Cwiek-Karpowicz, Director, Polish Institute of International Affairs (Polski
Instytut Spraw Miedzynarodowych, PISM)
Marcin Terlikowski, PISM
Woijcieh Lorenz, PISM
Kinga Dudzinska, PISM
Artur Kacprczuk, PISM
Filip Bryjka, PISM
Wojcieh Kononczuk, Director, Centre for Eastern Studies (Osrodek Studiow
Wschodnich, OSW)
Justyna Gotkowska, Deputy Director, OSW
Piotr Szymanski, OSW

Sweden
Maria Malmer Stenergard, Minister for Foreign Affairs
Dag Hartelius, State Secretary, Ministry of Foreign Affairs
Jakob Hallgren, Swedish Institute of International Affairs (Utrikespolitiska institutet, Ul)
Frederik Léjdquist, Ul
Bjorn Fagersten, Ul
Mike Winnerstig, Swedish Defence Research Agency (Totalférsvarets
forskningsinstitut, FOI)

The EU
Kaja Kallas, High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy/
Vice-President of the European Commission
Michael Siebert, Managing Director, Managing Director, European External Action
Service (EEAS)
Andrius Kubilius, European Commissioner for Defence Industry and Space
Slawomir Tokarski, Directorate-General for Regional and Urban Policy (DG REGIO)
Petri Koistinen, DG REGIO

CBSS secretariat
Gustav Lindstrém, Director
Grzegorz Poznaniski, former Director
Jan Lundin, former Director
Alar Olljum, former advisor

Northern Dimension Partnership on Public Health and Social Well-Being (NDPHS)
Ulla-Karin Nurm, Director

Consulted as a group: senior officials of CBSS member states and the EU.
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