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Nato frontline states see fears over Russia realised
By Richard Milne and Henry Foy Author alerts

“War” – it was little surprise that three Baltic states and Poland were among the first to utter the word on Thursday after Russian troop
involvement in Ukraine was confirmed.

The four have consistently warned over the past decade of the dangers Russia still posed – and events this year in Ukraine have proved
them right.

“It is the fact that Russia is in a war state against Ukraine. That means it is in a state of war against a country which would like to be
closely integrated with the EU. Practically Russia is in a state of war against Europe,” Dalia Grybauskaite, Lithuania’s president, said
on Saturday.

Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Poland have long felt they are on the Nato frontline against Russia, urging the alliance to be bolder in
shoring up its eastern border. Their demands for Nato troops to be permanently based in eastern Europe as a tripwire against potential
Russian aggression stand in contrast to Germany’s hitherto belief in a diplomatic solution.

“Germany took on the burden of talks with Russia. Its credibility is at stake,” Radoslaw Sikorski, Poland’s foreign minister, told state
radio. He said diplomatic efforts to calm the situation had failed “because instead of peace we have an escalation of war”.

Analysts believe that how Nato handles relations with its central European and Baltic members will be a crucial test of the alliance.
James Rogers, a lecturer at the Baltic Defence College, says of the region: “It’s strategically significant in two ways: in a traditional
geopolitical sense and an ideological one. It’s an affirmation of everything the western countries believe in.”

US President Barack Obama has chosen to visit Estonia on Wednesday ahead of the Nato summit in Wales later in the week and he will
bring reassurance that the alliance’s commitment to the collective defence of its members is absolute.

“Russia, don’t even think about messing around in Estonia or in any of the Baltic areas in the same way that you have been messing
around in Ukraine,” said Charles Kupchan, the senior White House director for European affairs in a conference call with reporters.

But Mr Obama’s visit comes just weeks after Angela Merkel, the German chancellor, disappointed the Baltic countries – the only ex-
Soviet states in Nato – by ruling out the idea of permanent alliance bases in eastern Europe during a visit to Latvia.

Sven Mikser, Estonia’s defence minister, tells the Financial Times that he wants to see three things: “An allied presence on our soil as a
way of reassurance and deterrence against any potential adversary; pre-positioning of certain assets; and defence plans that reflect!.!.!.!
the new aggressive Russian policy.”

He says that what he really wants to see is “Allied boots permanently on the ground in Estonia!.!.!.!We don’t mean the cold war style of a
very heavy, static presence. We are not talking of divisions.” He calls the difference between this and permanent bases “a bit of a
diplomatic word game”.

A joint expeditionary force to be formed by the UK and at least six other Nato members with 10,000 and maybe more troops heads in
this direction. The force, officials told the FT, would be capable of rapid deployment and regular exercises.

Already, there has been an increase in visibility of Nato members on exercise in eastern Europe. German fighter jets will from next
week take the lead at an Estonian air base for Baltic air policing and US and UK soldiers have taken part in various training exercises
throughout the region during the summer.

Germany and others have argued that under a 1997 agreement between Russia and Nato the permanent basing of troops in eastern
Europe by the alliance is not allowed. But the Baltics and Poland argue Russia’s creeping invasion of Ukraine invalidates that
agreement by changing the security situation in Europe. “There is a certain amount of wishful thinking in certain capitals that by
appearing conciliatory you can make Putin soften his stance,” Mr Mikser says.

Commitment to the transatlantic alliance is still strong 15 years after Poland joined and a decade since the Baltics signed up, even if
there is disappointment not more is being done. Mr Rogers says the local population will welcome any reinforcement: “The mood [on
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Nato] hasn’t changed: it’s still very positive.”

Poland’s view on having a stronger Nato presence has caused an important schism in the typically united front between central
European members of the alliance, according to analysts. Cvete Koneska, an analyst at Control Risks, says there is a clear divide in the
region with the Baltics and Poland on the hawkish side. “Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary are less keen on antagonising Russia,
mainly due to their strong economic ties,” she says.

Mr Mikser attempts to manage expectations ahead of the summit, saying: “We need a Nato presence, readiness, ability to reinforce and
deploy rapidly, a very good situational awareness. We don’t need thousands and thousands of static Nato troops waiting for an
apocalyptic scenario to unfold.”
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