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The Suwalki Corridor, a 65-kilometer-wide small strip of territory between Belarus and Kaliningrad, is
one of NATO’s most crucial areas, as it represents a tough to defend land. This is owning to the fact that
it acts as NATO’s physical connection between the Baltic area and the European continent to the south.
The Kaliningrad region was historically part of Eastern Prussia; however, it was taken over by the Soviet
Union after WWII, and it continues to operate as a federal subject of the Russian Federation, even though
it is completely separated from the Russian mainland. Moreover, the Suwalki corridor links Kaliningrad
with Belarus, a Russian ally.

It becomes apparent that if the Corridor is not adequately safeguarded, NATO’s reputation as a security
guarantee to Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia might suffer significantly. A long-term solution requires novel
approaches to strategy, statecraft, deterrence, and defence. With regard to any potential escalation in the
Suwalki corridor and the Kaliningrad area, both the NATO Alliance and Russia have various advantages
and disadvantages. NATO’s primary vulnerability is its dependence on public opinion, which restricts
its capacity to respond to Russian aggression fast enough to prevent a fait accompli. This is also a result
of the nature of the Russian threat; the Russian strategy in the area in regard to the use of force reflects a
multi-variant approach that exploits 21st century tools with the aim of halting NATO’s response due to
the ambiguity of such threat.

The present analysis is driven by the Kaliningrad region’s unique importance for both Russia and the
NATO Alliance. The study’s goal is to determine the nature of the Russian threat in the Suwalki gap, as
well as examine the Polish-Lithuanian cooperation on those grounds along with the broader implications
for NATO and European defence. More importantly, the most crucial aspect of NATO’s and Europe’s
response to Russia’s actions in the area concerns their political will to protect their Baltic partners; their
willingness to use force against a Russian threat while bearing the costs and dangers. In sum, this study
aims at providing a holistic approach while examining the challenges that the Suwalki Corridor poses to

NATO and Europe.
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A2/D2 Anti-access/area denial

BSR Baltic Sea Region

CSDP Common Security and Defence Policy

EU European Union
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LITPOLBAT  Lithuanian — Polish Peace Force Battalion
NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organization

RSFSR Russian Soviet Federation of Socialist Republics
UsS United States

It has been over three decades since commu-
nism was abolished in the Baltic area and
Eastern Europe. In the years after, the Baltic
and Eastern European countries have chart-
ed a new, faster path to integration with the
West. All three Baltic republics and Poland
joined the North Adantic Treaty Organiza-
tion (NATO) and the European Union (EU)
within 15 years after regaining independence.
However, the advent of a more assertive Russia
over the last decade, since the Russo-Georgian
war in 2008 and the annexation of Crimea in
2014, has generated concerns about the Baltic
republics’ and their new Western partners’ rel-
ative security. Each Baltic nation has a sizable
Russian-speaking ethnic minority population,

particularly in Latvia and Estonia, where the
figure is at least 25%. Putin has already assert-
ed publicly that he has “a right and a responsi-
bility” to safeguard Russian-speaking peoples
across the globe, not only within Russia. In a
2015 interview with Charlie Rose, Putin said,
“Do you think it’s reasonable that 25 million
Russians are suddenly abroad? Russia was
the world’s most divided country. Is it not a
problem? Perhaps not for you. However, that
is an issue for me.” This mindset has created
insecurity for those in Western organisations
concerned about the integrity and defence of
their member states, particulatly in the years
after Russia invaded NATO- and EU-pro-
spective Ukraine and supported separatist
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rebels in Eastern Ukraine.!

Furthermore, Russias behaviour continues
to have a major impact in the Baltic Sea Re-
gion (BSR). One of the most important areas
— for both NATO and European security —
concerns the Suwalki Corridor, a 65-kilome-
tre wide stretch of land between Belarus and
Kaliningrad and along Poland’s north-eastern
border and Lithuania’s southern border.? The
Suwalki Gap, like the Fulda Gap before it, is
both strategically positioned and militarily
vulnerable.? The area’s importance lies in the
uniqueness of the border, as it is the only land
link between the three Baltic States (Estonia,
Lithuania, and Latvia) and Poland. Hence, it
serves as the only land link between the Baltic
states and the rest of the European continen-
tal area. In a hypothetical conflict scenario,
NATO would have to transport troops and
supplies from Poland to the Baltic countries
via this gap, which Russia would have to shut
to prevent this. Consequently, one of the
most significantly dangerous scenarios for the
Baltic area would be isolation from its NATO
partners.® In a conflict between NATO and
Russia, the area could become a theatre of
armed conflict if Russian forces operating
from Kaliningrad decide to close the corri-
dor.?

Moreover, the Kaliningrad Oblast has many

Russian ground and air troops stationed
there; among them, some are equipped with
1100 main battle tanks, 1300 armoured
combat vehicles, dozens of Scud and SS-21
surface-to-surface missiles, and 35 advanced
Su-27 fighter aircraft.® The Oblast is at the
forefront of the Baltic region’s future due to
its status as a Russian exclave amid an increas-
ingly interdependent Europe. Therefore, it is
evident that Kaliningrad is significant in the
broader pan-European context of regional se-
curity and stability.”

This paper will first provide a historical con-
text regarding the Suwalki Gap and inves-
tigate the reasons behind Russia’s adamant
stance towards the area. Second, the nature of
the Russian threat will be examined. Third,
the Polish and Lithuanian cooperation and
the broader implications for NATO and Eu-
ropean security will be investigated. Many ac-
ademics have written on the Kaliningrad area,
its “double periphery status”, and the Suwalki
Gap as a study subject, particularly in the ear-
ly 2000s before the EU’s eastern enlargement.
This paper will try to identify the strategic
implications of this area regarding hybrid
warfare; the latter aims to delegitimise NATO
and challenge the status quo in the area to re-
place it with a new one, in which Russia has

more influence.?
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BACKGROUND

When the Red Army took over Kaliningrad
in April 1945, the city was known as Kénigs-
berg and served as the capital of East Prussia.
Nonetheless, as agreed at the Potsdam Con-
ference in 1945, the Soviet Union acquired
the whole territory after the war. The new
oblast was transferred to the Russian Soviet
Federation of Socialist Republics (RSFSR),
and both the city and the oblast were re-
named Mikhail Gorbachev Kalinin in April
1946. The region’s importance to Moscow is
reflected in its legal status. Rather than being
linked to the new Baltic satellite states, it was
designated as an oblast (region) of the Russian
Federation, with its armed forces reporting
directly to the General Staff. Simultaneously,

the area became the focal point for a massive
military entrenchment effort, housing a di-
verse spectrum of land, naval, and air forces.’
As a result, even though the oblast was not
linked to the rest of the RSFSR, the physical
split was inconsequential as long as neigh-
bouring Belarus, Lithuania, and Latvia were
all Soviet Union members. After the Soviet
Union split at the end of 1991, Kaliningrad
Oblast remained a part of Russia; however, it
was suddenly surrounded by a recently inde-
pendent Lithuania. As a consequence of the
separation from Mother Russia, ground com-
munications with the rest of Russia had to go
through Lithuania and at least one of the two
other newly independent states: Belarus and

9. Mark Galeotti, “Kaliningrad: a fortress without a state,” IBRU Boundary and Security Bulletin (July 1993): 56, accessed October 19, 2021. Available at: hreps://www.durham.ac.uk

media/durham-university/research-/research-centres/ibru-centre-for-borders-research/maps-and

databases

publications-database/boundary-amp-security-bulletins/bsb1-2_galeotti.pdf.
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Latvia.!

Without a doubt, the loss of the Baltic ports
in 1991 dealt a significant blow to the Krem-
lin. Following the demise of the Soviet Union
and the loss of the Baltic republics, Putin was
left with just two northern ports: Kaliningrad,
which is ice-free all year, and Krondstadt,
which is frozen in winter, though sophisticat-
ed ice breakers are assisting in alleviating that
issue. Russia’s Baltic fleet is now based at the
western town of Baltyisk (previously known
as Pillau) in Kaliningrad."

By the mid-2000s, it became evident that
the potential to turn Kaliningrad into a lab-
oratory for cooperation between the EU and

The gap is only relevant when one considers
the political geography behind it. To the west
of the gap, there is the Russian exclave of Ka-
liningrad. To the east, the state of Belarus, one
of the closest allies to Russia, further compli-
cates the situation.'® Given that the Suwalki
Gap rests between the Russian exclave, Lith-
uania, and Poland, it makes it important for
both European and NATO collective defence
due to the possible isolation of the Baltic re-
gion. For instance, a Russian invasion, un-

likely as it may be, would rely on taking the

10. Ibid.

the Russian Federation had been squandered.
Mutual suspicion and distrust between the
two parties, the enlargement of both the EU
and NATO combined with the regional con-
flict in Yugoslavia, and, later on, Iraq left no
room for dialogue between the two parties.
This resulted in rendering Kaliningrad a hos-
tage between the EU and NATO on the one
side and Russia on the other.? Following the
outbreak of violence in Ukraine, Russia’s ex-
clave, its most westernmost area, was turned
into Russia’s most militarised outpost in Eu-
rope for the second time in its post-1945 his-
tory."

Baltics in less than a hundred hours, present-
ing a fait accompli before NATO could react
effectively.”” However, for such a scenario to
come into action, Russia needs a location
where its capacity to mobilise and escalate is
more significant than NATO’s; as Veebel puts
it, Moscow needs an area where it can respond
with a superior force if escalation is to occur.'
The Sawalki gap and Kaliningrad are ideal for
such a scenario. Therefore, a quick assault
from Moscow’s side might result in territory
gains that would need a large-scale ground
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2021. Available at:

12. Sergey Sukhankin, “Kaliningrad in the Post-Crimea Russia: A Bastion or a Weak Link?” Russie.Nei.Visions 124, Institut francais des relations internationals (September 2021): 8,

accessed October 21, 2021. Available at:

13. Sergey Sukhankin, “David vs. Goliath: Kaliningrad Oblast as Russia’s A2/AD ‘Bubble’”, Scandinavian Journal of Military Studies 2, no.1 (2019): 95, accessed October 27, 2021.

Available at: DOI:

14. Sebastien Roblin, “Why NATO Remains Vulnerable to the Suwalki Gap,” The National Interest, April 25, 2021, accessed October 23, 2021. Available at:

15. Ibid.

16. Veebel, “Why it would be strategically rational for Russia to escalate in Kaliningrad and the Suwalki corridor,” 184.



http://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep16828
https://www.ifri.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/sukhankin_kaliningrad_2021_us.pdf
http://doi.org/10.31374/sjms.20
https://nationalinterest.org/blog/reboot/why-nato-remains-vulnerable-suwalki-gap-183540
https://nationalinterest.org/blog/reboot/why-nato-remains-vulnerable-suwalki-gap-183540

battle to liberate them from the side of NA-
TO."”

Sukhankin argues that Russia’s policies toward
the Oblast have been transformed since the
annexation of Crimea in 2014. While it is dis-
tant from Russia’s mainland, it benefits from
being considerably closer to Russia’s European
opponents’ major cities. Russia has recently
extensively armed its Baltic exclave and sent
additional soldiers to the Baltic States’ borders
and new ships to the Baltic Sea.'® A significant
shift in the post-Crimea world concerns im-
plementing a policy of remilitarisation of the
area, which resulted in Kaliningrad’s re-emer-
gence as Russia’s western military stronghold.
For example, the conventional forces sta-
tioned in the exclave have increased; in 2015,
conventional troops totalled 9,964, while it
now has over 15,000 forces due to additional
deployments that include logistical and infra-
structural assistance.!

It must be noted that on the surface, Russia’s
actions might resemble those taken by the
Soviet Union after its takeover of the Oblast.
Nonetheless, despite any resemblance to the
Soviet past, the situation differs from the
previous one, given that the previous-Soviet
Baltic Republics are now members both in
NATO and the EU. Given that the Russian
exclave is sandwiched between Poland and
Lithuania, both of which are members of
the EU and NATO, Kaliningrad faces some
challenges that did not exist before 1991.%

Kaliningrad became a hostage of reciprocal
sanctions imposed by the Russian Federa-
tion and the West, which had a major effect
on the Russian exclave’s position, posing new
difficulties for regional development.?! For
instance, due to its lack of natural resources
and its separation from the rest of Russia, the
Kaliningrad Oblast is heavily dependent on
Russia for oil and gas.?

At the same time, the geopolitical situation
differs; Russia’s actions regarding the remili-
tarisation of the exclave were premised on the
determination to reduce the military capabil-
ities of NATO in case of a military escalation
in the area. As a result, and in a clear departure
from the pre-1991 strategy, Russia is strength-
ening certain pillars to resist the first assault
by NATO, restrict access to its territory, and,
if necessary, impair a prospective attacker’s
ability to operate from within.?> More precise-
ly, anti-access/area denial (A2/AD)* has lately
become a phrase to identify Russia’s plan to
hinder, disrupt, or possibly prevent NATO
troops from reinforcing the Baltic nations in
the event of an Alliance-Russia escalation, as
Russia can turn areas within that range into
strategically and operationally isolated zones
(bubbles).?

The exclave has been classified as an A2/AD
zone. In Kaliningrad, the added capabilities
were anti-ship armament, air defences, and
electronic warfare technology. Russia is de-
ploying an astounding assortment of A2/AD

17. Kallberg, Hamilton, and Sherburne, “Electronic Warfare in the Suwalki Gap Facing the Russian “Accompli Attack,” 30.

18. Valenta, “Russi’s Strategic Advantage in the Baltics: A Challenge to NATO?” 12.
19. Hodges, Bugajski, and Doran, “Securing the Suwalki Corridor,” 39.
20. Suhkankin, “Kallingrad in the Posto-Crimea Russia,” 5.

21 Alexander B. Sebentsov, and Maria V. Zotova, “The Kaliningrad Region: Challenges of the Exclave Position and the Ways to Offset Them,” Baltic Region 10, no. 1

(2018): 90, accessed October 22, 2021. Available at:
22. Suhkankin, “Kallingrad in the Posto-Crimea Russia,” 17.
23. Ibid, 11.

24. While the notion of ‘anti-access and area denial’ dates back to the 1990s in the US strategic establishment, its reality is as ancient as combat. Numerous instances show how to deny any

potential for freedom of movement on the battlefield or, more broadly, the ability to even reach one’s contested area. However, A2/AD became a topic of discussion in Europe only after

Russia illegally seized Crimea.

25. Guillaume Lasconjarias, “NATO’s Response to Russian A2/AD in the Baltic States: Going Beyond Conventional?” Scandinavian Journal of Military Studies 2, no. 1 (2019): 74, accessed

November 8, 2021. Available at: DOI:
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systems along the Baltic Sea.?® Air defences,
counter-maritime forces, and theatre offensive
strike weapons like short- or medium-range
ballistic missiles, cruise missiles, and oth-
er precision-guided munitions are common
components of A2/AD forces.” Lasconjarias
argues that the Russia A2/AD approach can
be seen in several elements:

1.  Depth of manoeuvre: Through mobility,
launchers can move quickly and avoid
being targeted and destroyed whilst be-
ing able to strike far ahead.

2. Strategy of interior lines: Russia has re-
cently developed a strategy of coordi-
nating and synchronising all types of
military units very closely, for instance,
during the latest series of Zapad exercises.

3.  Multi-dimensional capabilities: subsur-
face, surface, air, space, and cyber and a
strong intelligence, surveillance, and re-
connaissance (ISR).?®

If permanently stationed in Kaliningrad, Rus-

sias short-range Iskander (SS-26 Stone) bal-

listic missiles can attack infrastructure, bases,
and force concentrations in Poland, Lithua-
nia, and southern Latvia. This capability can
extend to targets in Estonia and the entirety
of Latvia when combined with the same sort
of system situated on the western outskirts of
the Western Military District. Such systems,
in conjunction with Russias air and sea-
launched cruise missiles, have the capability
of destroying critical nodes (ports, airports)
and infrastructure required for the reception,
staging, onward movement, and integration

(RSOI) of Allied forces deployed to the Baltic
states, complicating NATO’s rapid deploy-
ment operations even further.”

Furthermore, Russia has strengthened its
conventional military capabilities in the Bal-
tic states to challenge NATO’s supremacy.
Russia’s military is separated into regional
districts, with the Western Military District
responsible for the Baltic area. This District is
home to Russia’s most powerful regional unit,
which includes three armies, two fleets, and a
variety of additional ground and air assets. The
Western Military District’s force concentra-
tion, along with the superior calibre of several
units, makes it an ideal staging place for large-
scale conventional military operations against
any opponent. Moscow also improved weap-
ons and increased ground forces stationed
in Russia’s Western Military District, which
encompasses St. Petersburg, Kaliningrad, and
border territories surrounding the Baltic na-
tions, and the military performed more severe
drills. This area is home to around 120,000
soldiers and one tank division. These forces
might be deployed to launch strikes on the
Baltic nations through Belarus. The Krem-
lin has also stationed nuclear capabilities in
Kaliningrad at various times, which alarmed
NATO immensely.*

Russia seeks to prepare for various scenarios
and contingencies.” The presence of ground
forces in the Kaliningrad Oblast is entirely
compatible with the “stab, grab, and hold”
operation against the Suwalki Corridor. Rus-
sia would require five to six standard-type

26. NATO Parliamentary Assembly, “Reinforcing NATO’s Detterence in the East,” Report, November 17, 2018, accessed November 5, 2021. Available at:
27. Tan Williams, “The Russia — NATO A2AD Environment,” Missile Threat, Center for Strategic and International Studies, January 3, 2017, accessed November 9, 2021. AvaAlzble at:

28. Lasconjarias, “NATO’s Response to Russian A2/AD in (hc Baltic States,” 77.
29. Clark, Luik, Rams and Shirreff, “Closing NATO’s Baltic Gap,” 12.
30. Cesare, “Russian Encroachment in the Baltics.”

31. Konrad Muzyka, and Rochan Consulting, “Russian Forces in the Western Military District,” CNA Occasional Paper, June 2021, 4, accessed October 24, 2021. Available at:
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brigades to block and hold the area in a clas-
sic offensive assault against the Suwalki Gap,
totalling 30,000 soldiers. Moscow is almost
halfway there, thanks to the ongoing military
build-up within Kaliningrad. The remaining
might readily be supplied by the Kremlin
from elsewhere in its Western Military Dis-
trict. During the Zapad 2017 drills, Russia
mobilised approximately 100,000 troops
around NATO’s borders. The troops needed
to occupy the Suwalki area and resist a NATO
assault were fully within Russia’s capabilities.”
However, a higher-level discussion about Rus-
sia’s tactical and strategic challenge is required,
of which A2/AD is just one component. Rus-
sia did not develop the aforementioned capa-
bilities just to fight US access or limit freedom
of movement in the Baltic theatre, a tough
job in a wide continental theatre populated
by NATO and European countries. Russian
thinking is founded on a philosophy of war in
which the opponent is seen as a system with
important subsystems or nodes.?® Therefore,
despite the military build-up in the region
in the post-Crimea world, Russia’s approach
towards the area is much more complicated.

Threats are not necessarily geographically re-
stricted; their nature can vary and take a hy-

32. Hodges, Bugajski, and Doran, “Securing the Suwalki Corridor,” 39.

Russia’s goal is to build a multipolar world by
undermining the unipolar international order
dominated by the United States and, by ex-
tension, the West.>

Traditional conflicts are no longer the prima-
ry danger in today’s security environment.
Instead, we are confronted with a variety of
hybrid threats that demand a comprehen-
sive security strategy. Military strikes play a
modest, and sometimes secondary, part in
contemporary warfare in today’s shifting se-
curity environment. The most pressing issue
that contemporary societies confront is the
growing influence of insecurity at all levels of
society. This may require a shift in thinking,
in which typical threat assessments devel-
oped for a large-scale conventional conflict,
like World War I and World War II, may be-
come a thing of the past. Russias influence
operations often strive to expand the political
chasm between Europe and the US and create
an internal schism among NATO’s key coun-
tries, which would aid in weakening Western
cooperation.” Therefore, the next part will
focus on the not-so-new Russian approach
towards the area.

brid form, making it difficult to hold a state
accountable for its actions.’® After the take-

33. Michael Kofman, “It’s time to talk about A2/D2: Rethinking the Russian Military Challenger,” War on the Rocks, September 5, 2019, accessed November 9, 2021. Available at:

34. Mira Milosevich, “Russia’s Westpolitik and the European Union,” Center for Strategic and International Studies, Report, July 8, 2021, accessed December 6, 2021. Available at:

35. Holger Molder, Vladimir Sazonov, Archil Chochia, and Tanel Kerikmae, The Russian Federation in Global Knowledge Warfare: Influence Operations in Europe and its Neighbourhood

(Cham: Springer, 202), 4.

36. Gabrielle Ghio, “Assessing Operational Issues Within the Transatlantic Defence Environment: Western Confrontation with Russia in the Baltic Through the Lens of Military Mobility

to Secure the Suwalki Gap,” Finabel, May 18, 2021, accessed October 23, 2021. Available at:
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over of Crimea in March 2014, the notion of
hybrid warfare further gained popularity as a
way to explain the Russian military’s success
in the fight. While the notion remains pop-
ular in academic and policy circles, its ana-
lytical value is questioned. The term hybrid
warfare, coined in the mid-2000s by the US
military to describe an operational approach
to warfighting that combines military and
non-military methods, looked to be an ac-
ceptable analytical framework to help explain
the Crimea operation’s success.®’

In Western literature, hybrid warfare is most
typically connected with US military strate-
gist Frank Hoffman. Hoffman stated that the
blurring of modalities of combat, who fights,
and what technology are brought to bear pro-
vides a broad spectrum of variation and com-
plexity that we term Hybrid Warfare.® The
latter originally defined hybrid warfare as the
simultaneous and adaptive employment of a
“fused mix of conventional weapons, irregu-
lar tactics, terrorism and criminal behaviour
in the battle space to obtain political objec-
tives.”?

The vast amount of material released on Rus-
sian hybrid warfare since spring 2014 reveals
it is a hotly debated subject. Proponents claim
that Russia has discovered a new method of
war that both its neighbours and the West
cannot resist. Other Western scholars, such
as British Russianist Keir Giles, attribute
the term’s survival regarding Russia to a per-

ceived novelty over Russia’s active measures in

37. Bettina Renz, “Russia and ‘Hybrid Warfare,” Contemporary Politics 22, no. 3

Ukraine in 2014. More precisely, as Keir Giles
mentions:

“The distinctive Russian approach to opera-
tions in Ukraine gave rise to an impression
among some observers that its military had
employed fundamentally new concepts of
armed conflict. The widespread adoption of
phrases such as ‘hybrid warfare’ and ‘Gerasi-
mov doctrine’ reinforced this perception of
novelty and was indicative of a search for ways
to conceptualise — and make sense of — a Rus-
sian approach to conflict that the West found
at first sight unfamiliar.”%

However, sceptics argue that hybrid warfare
is nothing new since indirect techniques and
unorthodox tactics like proxy fighters, infor-
mation warfare, psychological operations, and
sabotage have been used by most regimes for
many years.”! For instance, Laurence Freed-
man contends that even though the interven-
tion of Russia in Crimea has been described
as a prominent example of hybrid warfare,
it does not constitute a new phenomenon.*
Moreover, Sibylle Scheipers also mentioned
that “owning to its internal inconsistency, the
concept of hybrid warfare seems to be difficult
to operationalise into any form of purposeful
action as by lighting the alleged effectiveness
of a ‘strategy’ that leaves no room for defining
its parameters of success.”® Hybrid warfare is
essentially a new conceptualisation of an ex-
isting reality from the aforementioned view.
According to historical evidence, it has been a
part of combat since antiquity. The only new
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element is that modern military and commu-
nication technology (internet, mobile phones,
social networks, etc.) have accelerated the in-
tegration of regular and irregular troops, oper-
ational ideas, and organisational procedures.*
It must be mentioned that, as Fridman con-
tends, one element driving the debate over
the hybrid warfare terminology concerns
its politicisation regarding Russia’s activities
towards NATO’s East European members.
More precisely, the Baltics states, especially
Estonia and Latvia, have been the most active
in this process of interpreting Russian hybrid
actions in Crimea and eastern Ukraine as a
new danger to the Western world’s security
and integrity. Due to the (very real) historical
fear of their eastern neighbour, they have fur-
ther politicised Russia’s hybrid/information/
cyber warfare as the primary threat to West-
ern values to gain financial and military sup-
port access. At the same time, they manage to
improve their traditional military power and
reinforce their political legitimacy.®

The notion of hybrid warfare is also useful
as an explanatory framework to understand
Russia’s actions in the Baltics. Radin identifies
three possible scenarios in which Russia can
interfere in the Baltics: nonviolent subversion,
which aims to discredit and affect the govern-
ment of the Baltic states through propaganda,
covert action and other nonviolent ways; co-
vert violent action, in which Russia would use
armed force in a nonattributable or deniable

manner; and conventional aggression, which

44. Tbid, 44.
45. Ibid, 121.

is supported and legitimised through a variety
of propaganda, covert action, and other forms
of irregular warfare. These three categories
aim to encompass the spectrum of probable
Russian actions by including alternative sce-
narios offered by officials and experts in the
United States, the Baltics, and other NATO
nations.*

Specifically, the actions taken by Russia, char-
acterised by implausible deniability,” are not
something new. The Defense Intelligence
Agency (DIA) notes the Russian doctrine at a
strategic level, before a conflict occurs focuses
on influencing, confusing, and demoralising
its intended audience. This aims to destroy
community cohesiveness and readiness to
fight by creating cleavages and exploiting in-
ternal friction in targeted cultures.®® Hence,
in a more likely scenario, Russia’s intervention
in the Baltics could resemble previous (im-
plausibly deniable) interventions in Ukraine
and Georgia. Many policymakers and schol-
ars have expressed their concerns regarding
Russia’s use of hybrid warfare against the Bal-
tic states, especially Estonia and Latvia, where
Russian-speaking populations live.

However, unlike Ukraine and Georgia, the
Baltics are NATO and the EU members. As
such, unless Russia is already engaged in open
and direct military war with NATO or the US
abroad, the Kremlin would naturally want to
keep any operations against Estonia and other
Baltic nations inside the bounds of NATO’s
Article 5. Based on this, Russia would employ

46. Andrew Radin, “Hybrid Warfare in the Baltics: Threats and Potential Responses,” Rand Corporation, 2017, 13, accessed October 23, 2021. Available at:

47. The term is used by Rory Cormac and Richard J. Aldrich to explain many covert actions are openly secret. Such operations do not constitute a failure of covert action. On the contrary,

some advantages exist, given that leaders can avoid constitutional accountability and at the same time try and coerce an opponent. For more: Rory Cormac, and Richard J. Aldrich, “Grey is
the new black: imp]ausihle deniability,” International Affairs 94, no. 3 (2018) 478-479, accessed October 23, 2021. Available at: doi: 10.1093/ia/iiy067.
48. Jan E. Kallberg, Stephen S. Hamilton, and Matthew G. Sherburne, “Electronic Warfare in the Suwalki Gap Facing the Russian “Accompli Attack,” JFQ 97, 2nd Quarter (2020): 33,

accessed on October 28, 2021. Available at: https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Portals/68/Dox

s/jfq/jfq-97/jfq-97_30-38_Kallberg-Hamilton-Sherburne.

Security at the Polish-Lithuanian Border



https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1577.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1577.html

significantly different weaponry in its hybrid
war against the Baltics than it would against
Ukraine or Belarus.”’

For instance, concerning Estonia and Latvia,
the concern focuses on Russia’s possible ex-
ploitation of those Russian-speaking minori-
ties to gain further influence. Russia seems to
regard the Baltic States, particularly Estonia
and Latvia, which have a sizable proportion
of Russian speakers, as a privileged zone of in-
terest.”® Since Russia deemed the West to be
a complacent protector of the Russian-speak-
ing people in the Baltic States, Russia took it
upon itself to carry out this job. In a galaxy
not so far away, both imperial Russia and the
Soviet Union attempted to maintain them-
selves through force in the region; only when
the Russian/Soviet empires were weak did
new entities, such as the Baltic States, arise.
When the Russian/Soviet empires were pow-
erful, smaller republics on their borders faced
existential threats.’! The presence of Russian
military forces in Kaliningrad and on the
eastern borders of Latvia and Estonia adds to
the rising anxiety among Baltic governments
of a Russian destabilisation effort.>> However,
one should keep in mind that, unlike Crimea
and Eastern Ukraine, given the allegiance of
many Russian speakers in the Baltics to their
own states, as well as their superior economic
well-being inside the EU, Russia will find it
difficult to incite large-scale demonstrations

or separatist movements, similar to those in

Ukraine.>

Russia has identified NATO’s flaws, and Mos-
cow attempts to exploit them. Nonetheless,
Russia must consider NATQO’s combined
economic and military might. Russia enjoys
a huge competitive advantage in these sec-
tors, and Moscow has thus far refrained from
utilising military action against the alliance.
Instead, by ongoing interaction with NATO
member states through intimidation, threats,
or propaganda, Moscow has sought to di-
vide the Alliance and dissuade NATO from
expanding its influence into the post-Soviet
area or taking effective counter-measures to
Russia’s activities.® Considering that Russia’s
actions will be covert and deniable, a reaction
from NATO and the EU may be hampered
due to the ambiguity.”

At the same time, NATO is not sure how to
react to Russian actions as it does not wish to
antagonise Russia and at the same time does
not want to be blamed for any escalation.*®
Russia’s military goal is to establish a force
capable of carrying out multiple missions
with sufficient speed and accuracy to negate
the West’s numerical and technical advantag-
es.”” Simultaneously, Russias disinformation
efforts would turn public opinion against
NATO waging war in response to Russia’s
humanitarian intervention.”® A fzit accompli
strike, according to a US Army publication, is
designed to accomplish military and political

goals fast and then cement those victories so
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that any effort by the US to reverse the op-
eration would incur unacceptable cost and
danger.”

Russia’s primary hybrid warfare instruments
against Estonia® are, without a doubt, its
state-owned and specialised propaganda and
misinformation networks. As in most other
Western nations, they include the RT (previ-

ously Russia Today) TV station and the Sput-
nik news agency, news website, and radio pro-
gramme (formerly Voice of Russia and RIA
Novosti). These two Kremlin news brands,
with a practically worldwide reach and bud-
gets that exceed those of the BBC, are Russia’s
inverted versions of CNN and Voice of Amer-

ica/Radio Liberty.®!

US’ Strykers from Enhanced Forward Presence Battle Group Poland landed in Rukla,
Lithuania in June 2017.

THE BELARUS VARIABLE

When examining security in the region, Be-  ic position, Minsk is a strong political and

larus’s position must be considered for various  military ally of Russia and is heavily reliant

reasons. In addition to its apparent geograph-  on Moscow in terms of economic and energy
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security. The prevailing notion is that Belarus
is a close Russian ally. Presidents Alyaksandr
Lukashenko of Belarus and Vladimir Putin of
Russia may not get along personally, but they
both rule autocratically. Minsk receives com-
mercial and economic aid from Moscow. Be-
larus has also received money and equipment
for its armed forces and a treaty commitment
from Russia. In this way, the popular thinking
is valid, but at the same time, it risks obscur-
ing important incompatibilities between the
two allies for NATO military planners. Over
the previous decade, Minsk’s foreign policy
has grown more realistic. Belarus strives to
strike a balance between its relations with
Russia and the West.®?

For instance, Lukashenko has not been a big
fan of Putin’s approach to territorial and polit-
ical problems in the post-Soviet zone. Despite
international tensions, Belarus has decided
to work with the post-Maidan authorities in
Ukraine. His post-Crimea security manoeu-
vring has surprised some Belarus observers. As
an outcome of his neutrality in Russia’s dis-
pute with Kyiv, Lukashenko was able to ac-
commodate talks between key Western lead-
ers and Russia to end hostilities in Ukraine’s
Donbas region, culminating in the two Minsk
agreements and gaining Lukashenko, at least
in his viewpoint, some regional and global
prestige.®

The situation, however, further changed in
2020. The 2020 presidential elections in
Minsk were manipulated and were met with
an unprecedented surge of protests. Signifi-
cant political, informational, police, and se-

62. Artyom Shrait “The House that Lukas}
accessed December 8, 2021. Available at:
63 Lanoszka, “Strategic Enabler or Point of Vulnerability.”

curity-related assistance from Russia has been
critical in suppressing protests. The adminis-
tration retaliated with sweeping crackdowns:
security forces detained and tortured hun-
dreds, and police murdered several others.
Nonetheless, the Lukashenko administra-
tion has remained stable despite significant
demonstrations. While the government has
prevailed, its legitimacy has been irrepara-
bly tarnished both at home and abroad. The
European Union and the United States have
refused to accept the presidential election re-
sults and impose a fresh round of penalties on
those guilty for the repression. Meanwhile,
despite severe police responses and increasing
weather conditions, anti-Lukashenko rallies
have persisted in Belarus.*

Russia was instrumental in preventing the
fall of the Lukashenko regime. Since August
2020, Russia has continuously provided the
political, media, and economic aid required
to keep Lukashenko in power. During the
height of the protests, the Kremlins public
position averted a split in Belarusian power
and administrative elites. As a result, Belaru-
sian foreign policy manoeuvring between East
and West, a trend evident at the beginning of
the Ukrainian crisis in 2014, has come to an
end as a result of the post-election situation:
Minsk is now more reliant on Russia than
ever before. As a result, analysing Russia’s stra-
tegic choices and manoeuvring space in rela-
tion to the Baltic States, notably Lithuania,
necessitates considering Belarus’s involvement
in the equation.

Furthermore, helping Lukashenko risks an-
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tagonising Belarusian society, where Moscow
remains popular but is widely seen as Lu-
kashenko’s primary source of support. If the
Lukashenko administration faces internal op-
position again, Putin may be tempted to in-
tervene to avoid a replay of the 2014 Ukraine
conflict. If Russian officials decide to act mili-
tarily to quiet Belarus, it will almost certainly
be under the appearance of safeguarding its
neighbour from a Zapad 2021 scenario in
which the West is behind civil turmoil. This
would entail seizing the Suwalki Gap; that
would be the major, Rubicon-like line to cross
because an attack on a NATO member would
trigger Article 5 of the treaty.®

Given how Russia has used ethnic conflicts in
the past to achieve its interests in the post-So-
viet space, such as those in Ukraine and Geor-
gia, it is critical to discuss the region’s ethnic
tensions. By invading Georgia in 2008 and
Ukraine in 2014, Russia’s leadership showed
its readiness to plan an assault on its neigh-
bours and alter recognised boundaries. If
Moscow deems it is appropriate or necessary,
it will use military force to accomplish its geo-
political objectives. As a result, this section
will examine the link between the two Suwal-
ki Gap safeguards: Poland and Lithuania. The
Lithuanian-Polish relationship is difficult to

Nevertheless, if Russia decides to strike the
Baltic states and close the Suwalki Gap,
NATO should be ready to escalate horizon-
tally by attacking military sites in Belarus.
However, if Russia explicitly urges Belarus to
join the war effort, such horizontal escalation
may be seen as unacceptable internationally.
Even though Belarus and Russia have a high
degree of alliance compatibility in peacetime,
NATO military strategists should not assume
that such policy convergence would survive a
war. As a result, NATO may even seek to capi-
talise on the tension between the two partners
to separate the two allies and impose further

expenses on Russia.®

categorise. On the one hand, the two coun-
tries are allies and members of NATO and the
EU. On the other hand, there are historical
disparities that exist between them.” Even
though the interaction between ethnic mi-
norities is less of an issue in Lithuania than in
the other two Baltic states, ethnicity-related
conflict continues to occur.®®

The territory has been subject to Lithua-
nian-Polish tensions for almost a century.
Tensions between the two countries lingered
with the fall of the Soviet Union. Those are
mostly related to the Polish minority in Lith-
uania, particularly regarding problems of
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state-funded Polish education, Polish name
and street spelling, and the repatriation of
pre-Soviet ownership rights.”” There is a sig-
nificant minority in the Suwalki triangle, with
the Lithuanians being largely concentrated in
and around the three towns that make up the
Suwalki triangle. More precisely, the town of
Punsk, which has over 3.6 thousand people,
or roughly 80% of the towns population,
the town of Sejny has around 1.6 thousand
Lithuanians, or roughly 30% of its popu-
lation, whereas Suwalki has approximately
500 Lithuanians. Similarly, the Lithuanian
minority in Poland’s Sejny region complains
about educational and linguistic concerns and
monuments in Berznyk, near Sejny, that are
defaced and assaults on local Lithuanian lan-
guage inscriptions.”

Despite the two countries’ collaboration, it
is a disturbing indicator that Lithuanian ex-
tremists with a clear love for Russia periodi-
cally publish social media statements pushing
Lithuania to regain the Suwalki triangle from
Poland. While confrontation between the two
nations is improbable, ethnic tensions in the
region might spark local secession or even a
request for the territory to be included in Ka-
liningrad (as pro-Russia radicals have suggest-
ed in the case of the Lithuanian port city of
Klaipeda).”!

Nonetheless, both nations are now members
of NATO and the European Union. Despite
their differences, military, economic, political,
and other ties between Poland and Lithuania

are very strong. Furthermore, Poland and
Lithuania coordinate on problems relating to
ties with the Russian Federation.” Since 1999
and 2004, when Poland and Lithuania respec-
tively became members of NATO, Article 5
of the Washington Treaty has aided defence
against large external threats, but its suffi-
ciency was questioned after Russia annexed
Crimea in 2014 and NATO’s readiness and
capacity to protect the Baltic nations was de-
bated. One of the most frightening scenarios
is a conventional Russian strike. Despite the
improbability of such an assault, the threats
remain high due to the harsh military balance
that local NATO troops in the Baltic Sea Re-
gion face. The disparity between Russia and
NATO remains a challenge from a strictly
military standpoint.”?

As a result, Poland and Lithuania cooperate
on military issues both bilaterally and within
NATO. One of the most visible manifesta-
tions of Poland-Lithuania strategic collabora-
tion is successful Polish-Lithuanian military
cooperation.”* The most obvious manifesta-
tion of their military collaboration was LIT-
POLBAT, a joint Lithuanian-Polish army bat-
talion that served in different peacekeeping
operations from 1997 to 2007. LITPOLBAT
was dissolved in 2007, although it served as a
major influence for forming the present Lith-
uanian-Polish-Ukrainian Brigade (LITPO-
LUKRBRIG). The brigade, headquartered in
the historically significant and geographically
central city of Lublin, today performs a com-

69. Agnia Grigas, “NATO’s Vulnerable Link in Europe: Poland’s Suwalki Gap,” Atlantic Council, February 9, 2016, accessed October 22, 2021. Available at:

70. Tbid.
71. Ibid.
72. Busygina, and Onishchenko, “The Polish minority in the Republic of Lichuania,” 46.

73. Margarita Selelgyté, “Lithuania as Host Nation” in Lessons from the Enhanced Forward Presence, 2017-2020, ed. Alexander Lanoszka, Christian Leuprecht, and Alexander Moens.

(NATO Defense College, 2020), accessed October 28, 2021. Available ac:

74. Andrius Krivas, “Lithuanian-Polish Military Cooperation,” Lithuanian Foreign Policy Review 7 (2001): 1, accessed November 1, 2021. Available at:



https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/natosource/nato-s-vulnerable-link-in-europe-poland-s-suwalki-gap/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/natosource/nato-s-vulnerable-link-in-europe-poland-s-suwalki-gap/
http://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep27710.15
http://lfpr.lt/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/LFPR-7-Krivas.pdf
http://lfpr.lt/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/LFPR-7-Krivas.pdf

parable, if not enhanced, duty to its prede-
cessor.””

Moreover, NATO air troops monitor the air-
space of the three Baltic states on a rotational
basis, and Lithuania and Poland are looking to
expand their cooperation in this area as well.
Following a meeting with the Polish Chief of
Staff in 2018, Major Neimontas, spokesman
for the Lithuanian Chief of Defence, stated
that the commanders would discuss possibili-
ties for integrating Lithuanian and Polish air-
space surveillance and air defence systems. In
addition, Rajmund Andrzejczek, the Chief of
the Polish Army, claimed in Vilnius in 2019
that Poland’s new missile defence system may
also reach Lithuania.”®

In September 2020, a combined meeting of
the Lithuanian and Polish Cabinets was con-
ducted at the Palace of the Grand Dukes in
Vilnius, where current and future essential
measures for the two states were addressed,
accomplishments were recognised, and direc-
tions for future collaboration were set. The
gathering was conducted on 17 September
2020, since on that day, 81 years ago, the
Soviet invasion against Poland started, deter-
mining the destiny of Lithuania. The joint
meeting of the Lithuanian and Polish Cab-
inets, chaired by the two countries’ Prime
Ministers, Saulius Skvernelis and Mateusz
Morawiecki, was held for the first time in
the two countries modern history and was
attended by Vice-Prime Ministers, over 20
Ministers, and Government Chancellors from
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both countries. The combined conference was
preceded by bilateral talks between the Prime
Ministers and Ministers in charge of their re-
spective portfolios, during which current is-
sues of bilateral cooperation and future pros-
pects for improving ties were addressed.””
President Nausda came to Krakow at the in-
vitation of Poland’s President Andrzej Duda
and paid a visit to the Polish Special Oper-
ations Component Command on Sunday
morning (POLSOCOM). The Presidents of
Lithuania and Poland addressed regional se-
curity and new threats to regional stability,
including the increased influx of illegal mi-
grants, the unpredictable conduct of the Be-
larusian government, and Russias aggressive
approach toward neighbouring nations.”
Broader Implications: European Defence and
NATO

In less than 20 years, the Baltics and Poland
went from being part of the Soviet Union and
the Eastern Block to full members of NATO
and the EU. Both Poland and Lithuania per-
ceived their participation in NATO as a way to
protect their interests — the organisation that
emerged triumphant in the cold war fight and
was now, slowly but persistently, adjusting to
new challenges.””As such, their security might
very well be a litmus for the future viability of
both NATO and the EU.® The obstacles to
transatlantic cooperation are directly connect-
ed to the Alliance’s cohesiveness and capacity
to agree on a mode of operation and establish

a strategy that addresses diverse requirements
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and goals.®! As a response, NATO needs to
act to reassure such countries that their col-
lective defence pledge still applies and show
Russia that it would staunchly protect all
members, regardless of their location or size.*
This necessity derives from Russia’s behaviour
in the post-Soviet space; the latter has been
embroiled in two conflicts in its near neigh-
bours since 2008. Although these conflicts
took place in opposite directions (southern
for Georgia and western for Ukraine), they all
had one goal: to deny NATO, or the Euro-At-
lantic in general, a presence in the nations
that Russia deems to be inside its exclusive
area of influence.®

Before 2014, NATO’s Baltic defence system
was modest since the expected Russian threat
was not substantial. To put things in perspec-
tive, the most notable example of escalation
between a Baltic state and Russia occurred in
2006 with a large cyber-attack on Estonia.
The dispute emerged as a consequence of Es-
tonia’s desire to relocate a monument com-
memorating the Soviet liberation of Estonia
during WWIIL. Frustrated with Tallinn’s “in-
gratitude”, Russians replied with diplomatic
and hostile techniques such as cyber-targeting
government and public buildings and waging
an aggressively anti-Estonia and pro-Russia
media campaign. None of these efforts suc-
ceeded in significantly harming Estonia and
its Western orientation.®

This situation changed with the Russian an-

nexation of Crimea in 2014. In retrospect,
the Readiness Action Plan (RAP)®» was an
important first step in NATO’s approach to
adapting to the changing security environ-
ment after 2014. The execution of the plan,
which formed part of NATO’s strategy to
further bolster its deterrence and defensive
posture, was applauded by NATO members
during the Warsaw Summit in 2016. In 2016,
the United States and Germany deployed
battlegroups to Orsyz, Poland, and Rukla,
Lithuania, respectively. NATO sees such de-
ployments as a defensive reaction to a Russian
strike to close the Suwalki Gap and cut off
NATO’s access to the Baltic States.®

However, these measures are not enough. Due
to the terrain and military balance of the area,
NATO confronts considerable obstacles in
safeguarding its Baltic partners. Russia has a
significantly greater military footprint in the
area than NATO and can rapidly replenish
equipment and soldiers via road routes. On
the other hand, NATO would have to fly or
ship troops in, which would take far longer.
Furthermore, Moscow continues to conduct
large-scale military drills predicated on hos-
tile scenarios against neighbouring govern-
ments like Poland along NATO’s borders.
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the Baltics. Russia, in that scenario, could take
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ations) cannot be countered militarily. As a
result, NATO must increase its efforts to sup-
port its members and collaborate closely with
the EU to strengthen civilian resilience — that
is, societies’ ability to deal with and absorb
shocks.”
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member states are critical for carrying out
cooperative actions, emphasising the fast re-
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cy and serving as a credible deterrence to any
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ues to be importang; for example, a compre-
hensive strategy for deterrence and defence
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international obligations.”” However, main-
taining NATO’s unity is thus a critical task
for the alliance, which poses a military and
political challenge to NATO in a variety of
ways. The Alliance’s defensive and integrative
coherence and constancy in emphasising the
premises of NATO unanimity are the most
important basis for preserving security.”® Rus-
sias conflict strategy appears to be extensive,
encompassing everything from propaganda
to potential nuclear use. Failure to identify a
sound response that addresses the threat in its
entirety may be hazardous.”

Within the scope of its Common Security and
Defence Policy (CSDP), the EU has made
significant progress in recent years in enhanc-
ing the capabilities and mechanisms required
for civilian and military crisis response. On
the one side, the EU’s peacekeeping opera-
tions and civil-military conflict prevention
missions in non-European areas contribute
to transatlantic security and burden-sharing.
However, NATO is solely responsible for
collective defence. Given the large overlap in
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membership between the two organisations,
employing EU mechanisms to strengthen
European states’ armies and capabilities also
strengthens NATO. For instance, Finland
and Sweden have a close relationship with
NATO, including frequent political conver-
sations and talks on security in the Baltic area,
intelligence sharing on hybrid warfare, and
training and exercise coordination.”

Europeans are worried, but they don’t seem
to be able to come up with a common, re-
alistic response. Instead, they debate what to
do, including calls for “strategic autonomy.”
Increased European defence capabilities are
an absolute necessity to improve deterrence
against Russia and shoulder a greater share of
the burden for the continent’s defence.” Eu-
rope’s defence needs to cut the umbilical cord
from the US. This need derives from several
geopolitical changes. Three significant shifts
have occurred in recent years, resulting in a
new geopolitical setting to which the EU has
been forced to react. The first is connected to
the Obama administration’s announcement
of an American pivot to Asia. It refers to the
strategic shift in US priorities toward Asia and
the Pacific, significantly altering Washington’s
commitment to European security. After the
Trump administration took office, the Amer-
ican viewpoint regarding the contribution to
the European defence had further been al-
tered. The new approach by Washington does
not wish to continue carrying the burden of

protecting the West.'®
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Russia’s military participation against the Bal-
tic states is currently unlikely, as Moscow tries
to avoid a direct military conflict with NATO
and the United States in Europe. The region
seems to be low on Russia’s list of foreign pol-
icy priorities for the time being. However, as
Russia reshapes its position in practically ev-
ery corner of the world in preparation for a
worldwide confrontation with the US, strate-

gists cannot help but see the Baltic region as a
prospective theatre of operations in a conflict
between Russia and NATO.'*" The latter does
not require more eastern presence to counter
Russian actions; rather, it requires Russia to
believe that European and NATO forces have
the capability and that its governments are
willing to get there quickly.
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