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PREFACE  

The Warsaw Defense Dialogue (WDD), organized jointly by the Polish 

Ministry of Defense and the Center for Strategic and International 

Studies (CSIS), is a new transatlantic forum for exchanging new ideas 

and developing shared assessments on security and defense-related 

matters in the Euro-Atlantic region. With the generous support of the 

Polish Defense Ministry and with contributions from U.S. and Polish 

scholars, this unique forum, held annually in Warsaw, Poland, seeks to 

generate new conceptual thinking on how to modernize and enhance 

NATO‘s territorial defense, regional security cooperation, as well as its 

collective defense and deterrence measures in an age of increased 

hybrid, asymmetrical and gray zone threats. 

The dramatic change to the Euro-Atlantic security landscape, driven by 

a re-assertive and revisionist Russia, represents an enduring paradigm 

shift for European security. This paradigm shift requires an urgent and 

in-depth examination of NATO‘s defense and security policy posture as 

well as the formulation of a new strategic approach. The WDD brings 

security experts together to develop a deeper understanding of the 

Kremlin‘s political intent and its military capabilities that are used to 

achieve Russia‘s regional objectives. With the overarching objective to 

drive and innovate the debate on modernizing NATO‘s defense and 

deterrence capabilities along its northeastern flank, the WDD seeks to 

revisit the fundamentals of NATO‘s deterrence and territorial defense by 

considering likely threat scenarios and offering recommendations on how 

the U.S., Poland and NATO could address them most effectively.  
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During its inaugural meeting in December 2014, the Warsaw Defense 

Dialogue participants discussed the implementation of NATO‘s 

Readiness Action Plan, the challenges of forward deployment, rotational 

presence, host nation support, transatlantic political will and unity and 

preparations for the upcoming 2016 NATO Summit in Warsaw. 

Discussants also assessed strategic priorities, framed future defense 

requirements over the next five years and held in-depth and candid 

discussions regarding the future of transatlantic security cooperation. 

This first meeting was held at the same time of an unannounced Russian 

Baltic Fleet naval exercise in the Bay of Gdansk. This Russian military 

exercise was an important reminder of the great urgency that must be 

brought to bear on this growing strategic threat. During our expert 

discussions, senior Polish government officials offered candid reflections 

about the current security situation in Northern Europe. These reflections 

and other observations from WDD participants laid the foundation for 

developing a shared U.S. – Polish assessment of the current and future 

threat environment. Participants weighed the level of NATO‘s political 

willingness and military capability to confront these new challenges and 

held an overall discussion of the security priorities of NATO‘s 

northeastern flank from the Polish and American perspectives.  

The members of the WDD Core Group, speaking and writing in their 

private capacity and not on behalf of their governments or institutions, 

represent a number of leading analytical centers, universities and think 

tanks in Poland and the United States. The findings and 

recommendations of each WDD gathering will be published in a series of 

reports under the common imprint of The Warsaw Defense Dialogue 

Papers. All WDD meetings are conducted under the Chatham House 
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Rule of non-attribution in order to stimulate the free flow of ideas during 

discussion. Likewise, the opinions of the WDD Core Group members 

and other invited participants summarized in these pages are not 

attributed to individual speakers in order to preserve the formula of open 

dialogue which has guided us throughout this process. 

The U.S. participants were privileged to be part of such a rich discussion 

and beneficiaries of the most extraordinary hospitality by our Polish 

hosts, with very special thanks to Polish Under Secretary of Defense and 

Polish defense and security expert Robert Kupiecki and his very talented 

staff. CSIS Adjunct Fellow Andrew Michta was an intellectual leader of 

this initiative as well as a tireless co-editor of the Warsaw Defense 

Dialogue Papers and to whom the CSIS Europe Program is deeply 

indebted. This initiative renewed for me, on a very personal level, the 

importance and vitality of our transatlantic alliance. 

The Warsaw Defense Dialogue will convene again in September 2015 

and will focus on issues related to the 2016 NATO Summit as well as the 

ongoing security challenges in the region. We eagerly await our second 

dialogue.  

Heather A. Conley, Senior Vice President, Europe, Eurasia and the 

Arctic, Center for Strategic and International Studies, Washington, D.C.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The Russian annexation of Crimea and its military aggression in Ukraine 

have led to the most serious and complex crisis in Europe since 1989, 

one which will last for a long time and whose scenarios may be as 

numerous and unclear as the Kremlin‘s long-term intentions. At stake is 

not just the future of Ukraine as a sovereign nation freely deciding its 

own foreign policy priorities and how to achieve them but also the entire 

international order, to which Moscow has posed a multi-layered 

challenge, shaking the foundations of peace and security in Europe and 

beyond. 

The Kremlin‘s violation of the basic rules of international law, such as 

territorial integrity and national sovereignty, as well as its use of force 

and leveling of escalatory threats to achieve its political goals, have 

effectively marked the end of an era filled with political illusions about the 

likelihood of democratic reform, modernization, and that of forging 

a constructive partnership with Russia. Russia‘s military intervention in 

Ukraine, its application of hybrid warfare techniques against other 

countries, the hundreds of military provocations in the vicinity of NATO 

and EU borders, and intensive military exercises that involve 

conventional and nuclear scenarios, ballistic missiles and special troops 

not only raise questions about the goals and intentions of the Russian 

Federation, but also effectively destroy all that has been achieved over 

the last 20 years through its political and military cooperation with the 

West.  

Such acts of aggression force the West to reevaluate its post-Cold War 

view of Russia as a country that no longer poses a threat to it, and to 
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rethink the relegation of traditionally defined threats to the past. Instead, 

suspicion and distrust have emerged, making it extremely hard for both 

sides to continue ―business as usual.‖ The future starting point for this 

sort of cooperation is a low one, but it is Moscow who is most likely to 

determine how low.  

Last year was a wake-up call for both Europe and the US. The short 

shrift given to serious military planning and peace-dividend driven 

defense policies has come to an end with Russia‘s annexation of 

Crimea. Russian President Putin‘s aggression raised issues about the 

durability of Western norms of political behavior, and what the price of 

compromising such norms would be, short of recognizing Russia‘s land 

grab and sphere of influence in Europe. 

Even serious discussions in the West have echoed revisionist arguments 

about the validity of post-Cold War European and transatlantic 

integration, challenging its logic and attributing Russian actions to it. 

Surprisingly enough, such ―realist‖ arguments, which call for denying 150 

million East Europeans their sovereign rights, have not only been put 

forward by Russian propagandists but also by influential intellectuals in 

the West. However, these commentators seem to be mistaking strategy 

for dogma, and perhaps most importantly forgetting about the 

importance of principles, however neglected a political norm they may 

be. In short, political influence and personal accountability do not always 

match. 

The events in Ukraine have been a wake-up call for the West, forcing it 

to tackle the problem of retaining, strengthening, and in many areas 

even reconstructing its military strength, both individual and that of 
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NATO. While NATO remains far greater than that of any other potential 

opponent, over the past twenty years it has been systematically 

weakened by the processes of transformation, extensive budgetary cuts, 

and self-imposed restrictions on its defensive activities and military 

posture on its Eastern flank, all the while hoping in vain that Moscow will 

appreciate such gestures and reciprocate them.  

This has inevitably raised questions about: 

 the state of transatlantic relations,  

 the condition of U.S. security guarantees,  

 NATO‘s ability to act according to the principle of collective 

defense, 

 and the future of America‘s presence in Europe.  

Europe is quickly returning to the center of geopolitics. The question is, 

what conclusions will the U.S. draw from this? There is also a flip-side to 

this situation, namely whether Europe itself is ready to adhere to a new 

trans-Atlantic bargain, one based on enhanced involvement and 

responsibility, the development of military capabilities, and more 

balanced burden-sharing. Instead of letting the view of the EU as 

a reservoir of soft power--with no strategy and consensus on operational 

matters--define Europe‘s level of ambition as a global actor, we must 

push to the forefront questions about military cooperation between it and 

NATO. 
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In transatlantic relations the burning issues remain leadership, strategy, 

solidarity, political cohesion, and the will to act. Decisions taken up 

during the Newport NATO Summit in September 2014 concerning the 

military reorientation of the Alliance indicate that alliance members want 

to renew NATO‘s approach to collective defense, to move this from the 

back pocket – to quote Stanley Sloan – to its proper place as the mission 

of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. A first assessment will be 

possible by mid-2016 after the meeting of heads of state and 

governments in Warsaw. However, given the permanently changed 

security environment, it is clear that we must do more than simply put 

tactical-level high readiness forces into action.  

There is also the need to fully understand the complexity of the modern 

threats confronting the Western world near both its Eastern and 

Southern borders. Brutal religious extremism and new generations of 

terrorism and political instability in the Middle East and North Africa have 

broadened the spectrum of challenges. Yet this must not lead to 

divisions among Western nations, for such an environment demands of 

us rational solutions and sensible strategies according to the scale of the 

problem, its urgency, and strategic importance. Regardless of the 

complications such scourges cause, the likelihood of a confrontation with 

autocratic and determined nuclear powers should remain at the top of 

NATO‘s and the EU‘s agenda. The seriousness of such threats, which is 

beyond any doubt, requires us to leave behind the constraints of our 

domestic policies and national preferences. 

These and other issues were discussed during the first meeting of the 

Warsaw Defense Dialogue in December 2014. The participants left with 

a strong sense that such problems will remain a challenge for the 
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transatlantic community for a long time. This publication attempts to 

summarize the main issues raised by the Dialogue‘s participants. It is 

divided into two sections. The first section contains a brief executive 

summary of the debate, followed by nine essays by the participants. The 

second section provides an extensive edited record of the Group‘s 

discussion. 

The nine essays by the conference participants are arranged in 

alphabetical order. Below is a brief summary of each one. 

Hans Binnendijk writes about how to craft a credible yet non-provocative 

NATO deterrence policy towards Russia in the context of peripheral 

crises and collective defense obligations (including energy cutoffs and 

cyber operations).  

Ian Brzezinski analyzes the situation in Northern and Eastern Europe in 

relation to Russia‘s military assertiveness. He advocates a framework of 

military reinforcement coupled with deterrence, stressing the need to 

intensify NATO‘s military exercises in the region, station permanent 

bases of NATO forces there, implement security assistance programs, 

and in a broader sense increase the robustness of NATO‘s presence 

and operations in North-Central Europe.  

Heather Conley‘s paper centers on the problem of NATO‘s rhetorical 

policies and the new realities the Alliance must now face following 

events in Ukraine. She sees in the decisions from the 2014 NATO 

Newport Summit a real chance for more decisive action suited to the 

current geopolitical challenges.  
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Andrew Michta discusses the implications of the shifting security 

environment along NATO‘s northeastern flank for the larger post-Cold 

War European project.  His essay cautions that without reinforcement, 

reassurance along NATO‘s frontier will not suffice, for a new fault line 

has emerged, calling into question the geostrategic redefinition of 

Central Europe after the collapse of the Soviet Union and the 

reunification of Germany.  

Gary Schmitt urges American and European NATO member states to 

cooperate in order to strengthen the military capabilities of the whole 

Alliance. Along with political consensus and joint threat assessment, he 

points to the need to increase defense spending in order to ensure the 

long-term credibility of both individual Allies and NATO as a whole.  

Andrzej Dybczyński considers the concept of ―new deterrence‖ as 

a response to the threat posed by Russia. He suggests breaking it down 

into two parts: that of defensive deterrence, i.e., raising the cost of 

potential aggression against NATO and thus minimizing its likelihood, 

and that of retaliatory capability focused on possible punitive action.  

Robert Kupiecki analyzes the security dilemmas facing East Europeans 

as they relate to US policies and NATO‘s perceived credibility. He shows 

the direction of NATO‘s military re-adjustment process and describes the 

necessary steps that member states must take if they are to improve 

their defense capabilities.  

Ernest Wyciszkiewicz touches upon the questions of deterrence and 

reassurance from the point of view of economics. His essay considers 

the possible effectiveness of the sanctions imposed on Russia by the EU 

and USA after the annexation of Crimea.  
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Marcin Zaborowski and Cordelia Buchanan Ponczek discuss the political 

and legislative conditions for possible changes in American defense 

policy. They highlight the bipartisan support for a policy that will curtail 

Russian aggression and reassure those Allies most concerned about the 

ongoing crisis, and expectations in Congress that the Administration will 

pursue more assertive policies in Central and Eastern Europe. 

The second section summarizes the Core Group‘s discussion, though it 

should be noted that any ideas discussed do not necessarily reflect the 

official policies of the institutions the participants represent, and are 

included under the rule of non-attribution. The structure of this portion of 

the report corresponds with the topical sessions of the seminar, and its 

content reflects the main points discussed during it.  

We begin with a diagnosis of the security situation in Central and 

Eastern Europe and the current state of transatlantic security relations. 

Our starting point is the consequence(s) of Russian aggression in 

Ukraine, and the limited effectiveness of the West‘s response to it. We 

consider its flaws and possible outcomes as well as the need to 

strengthen transatlantic links. A discussion of the security challenges 

facing Central and Eastern Europe, and how countries in the region 

perceive them, is included as well.  

The second issue in this debate concerns the prediction of security 

threats in Eastern Ukraine and possible responses to them. We point to 

six hypothetical scenarios which the transatlantic community may face in 

the future with regard to Russia. They include soft, hard, and hybrid 

elements. We outline their specific variables and outcomes, not 

excluding other possible options which may arise. 
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The third question we touch upon in our summary concerns the domestic 

situation in the United States, particularly how Washington sees the 

current spectrum of crises. This is important in light of the U.S. mid-term 

elections in 2014 which brought about significant changes in Congress, 

as well as the subsequent replacement of US Secretary of Defense 

Chuck Hagel with Ashton Carter. Our main focus was the situation on 

NATO‘s Eastern flank and its importance for US foreign policy decision-

making, particularly in light of the changes in US policy towards Central 

and Eastern Europe in recent years.  

Our discussion ends with a consideration of the geostrategic context and 

necessary defense-related activities.  

A brief description of the Warsaw Defense Dialogue Project, and an 

introduction of its participants are also included in the publication. 

 

*** 

There are many people, both in Washington and in Warsaw, who have 

worked hard to make the first edition of the Warsaw Defense Dialogue 

possible. We would like to express our sincere thanks to all of the 

conference participants and organizers, who have put so much time and 

effort into planning this important event. Without your personal 

involvement none of this would have been possible.  

There are four people, though, whom we wish to thank especially.  

Deputy Prime Minister of Poland and Minister of National Defense, 

Mr. Tomasz Siemoniak, not only for his and the Polish MOD‘s support 
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for this event and its participants, but also for his generous contribution 

to our debate, and for time spent with the participants. Heather Conley, 

Senior Vice President for Europe, Eurasia and the Arctic, and Director of 

the Europe Program at the Center for Strategic and International Studies 

(CSIS), has been instrumental in making the Warsaw Defense Dialogue 

a reality. She was not only present when the project was first conceived, 

but remained engaged throughout, both conceptually and 

organizationally. Przemysław Balcerzyk and Michał Piwowar, two 

officials at the Polish MOD, should be thanked for their sometimes 

invisible, but always tangible and professional support for the event. 

We all hope to continue the dialogue in 2015 and beyond. 

 

Robert Kupiecki  Andrew A. Michta 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The participants of the 2014 WDD emphasized that the security 

environment in Europe has been transformed by the Russian 

annexation of Crimea. The ongoing hostilities in eastern Ukraine 

symbolize a lasting paradigm shift for the security of the entire region. 

Allies both in Europe and the United States have largely recognized this.  

There was a consensus emerging from our discussion that during the 

last decade transatlantic ties have been significantly weakened. After 

the successful entry of Central European countries into NATO and the 

EU, Washington deemed Europe to be ―finished business‖. 

Consequently, the United States began to disengage from Europe and 

shift its attention to other regions and contingencies.  This process was 

also fueled by the fact that some key European allies did not meet 

American expectations for greater engagement in the wider context of 

global security issues. Some were also reluctant to properly resource 

their own defense. Cuts in the US defense budget following the 2008 

financial crisis aggravated this problem even further, and added to it an 

important domestic context. 

In an effort to assess the political climate in Washington after the recent 

congressional elections, the Core Group identified a generational change 

among American lawmakers with younger lawmakers often lacking the 

experience necessary to employ more ―out-of-the-box‖ approaches to 

foreign policy. The Group noted that the policy making process in the 

Obama Administration has become ―White House-centric.‖ This dynamic 

has led to fewer consultations with Congress and hampered bipartisan 

coalition-building and hence consensus on US security policy priorities. 
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The Americans in the Group agreed that fiscal issues are going to 

remain paramount in U.S. politics during the next two years, and that 

because of this there is a growing schism between lawmakers who 

adhere to a more isolationist stance and those who stick to a globalist 

perspective. It was noted that many Congressmen, on both sides of the 

aisle, see Europe as falling short on its transatlantic security 

commitments, which has led to a widespread perception on Capitol Hill 

that the US should not be defending Europe more than Europe is willing 

to defend itself.  

The Ukrainian crisis has become a kind of litmus test for the state of 

transatlantic relations. It has exposed deep divisions among the Allies, 

which have in turn hampered efforts among them to work out a common 

political, military and economic approach toward Russia‘s aggressive 

foreign policy. The Group agreed that the primary strategic goal should 

be to restore NATO‘s unity and to reinvigorate transatlantic ties.  

Changes in Russian foreign policy were deemed permanent, and there 

was no expectation of going back to business as usual, as there are no 

indications that Moscow will fundamentally change its foreign policy in 

the near future. The Kremlin is interested in maintaining tensions also for 

domestic purposes in order to further consolidate Russian society 

around the leadership, and to continue to test and divide the West over 

how to respond to Russian actions. The Group agreed that the 

transatlantic community has to adapt to the new political and security 

environment. At the same time the channels of communication with 

Moscow need to remain open should a genuine opportunity for dialogue 

develop. 
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The Group agreed that the West has managed to send a strong and 

unambiguous political signal to Moscow in response to Russia‘s 

aggressive actions. However, the effectiveness of the economic 

sanctions imposed on Russia became a bone of contention. Some 

discussants described them as weak, pointing out that the sanctions do 

not affect big businesses, and that the general pattern of economic 

relations between the West and Russia remains untouched. Others 

argued that sanctions have worked quite effectively revealing ―the 

underbelly of the Russian economic system‖. Such financial pressure 

has turned out to be very painful for Moscow and, all agreed, should be 

maintained. It was argued that the West‘s military response was 

weakest. Initial reassurance actions were deemed a good starting point, 

but most agreed that more must be done.  

Several scenarios of possible future Russian actions in the context of the 

Ukrainian crisis were suggested. Some of these stipulated the use of 

conventional military power; others contained a mix of traditional military 

and non-military means and capabilities. Non-military scenarios with the 

potential to escalate into a more traditional confrontation were also 

debated. 

It was judged that NATO should pay more attention to deterrence. 

A stronger NATO presence on the Eastern Flank is an absolute must, 

and should involve as many Allies as possible. Such action would be an 

important display of transatlantic unity. It was noted that the different 

components of the non-military response to be adopted by the alliance 

should be further discussed within the transatlantic community. 
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The panelists agreed that before the Ukrainian crisis transatlantic bonds 

were becoming weaker. After the third wave of NATO enlargement and 

the accession of the Central European countries to the EU, the United 

States began to disengage from Europe regarding the region as ―finished 

business‖. A new strategy started shaping up in Washington: deeper 

engagement with countries from the unstable regions.  

This process was reinforced by Europe‘s approach to global security. 

Taking advantage of their relatively calm neighborhood, many European 

nations decided to cut their defense spending. A number of allies were 

also less responsive to America‘s call for greater involvement in 

international stabilization efforts. The weakening of transatlantic ties was 

accelerated by the financial crisis in 2008, which affected the US 

defense budget.  

The Ukrainian crisis proved that the notion of Europe as ―finished 

business‖ was false. Moreover, the crisis exposed to the full extent the 

differences that had been growing between the Allies for years. Some of 

them are well rooted in the region because of its history. These 

misperceptions made a common response to aggressive Russian 

actions more difficult. 

Therefore, participants agreed that the transatlantic community needs 

a new strategic project, one focused on the community itself (call it a 

―we‖ project). Such a project should lead to the restoration of unity 

among the Allies and the revitalization of the transatlantic bond, 

beginning with a strategic debate within the existing transatlantic 

structure. The Group agreed that there is also a need for a strategic 

transatlantic debate on economic issues, especially energy issues. 
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One of the sessions highlighted potential threat scenarios and offered 

some possible response options. The participants agreed that one 

should not expect any change in Russian policy in the nearest future. 

Tensions with the West, which is being portrayed by Moscow as an 

enemy, are necessary to consolidate Moscow‘s domestic audience 

around the leadership. The group noted also the growing unpredictability 

of Kremlin actions.  

The possible threat scenarios brought to the discussion varied in the 

level of risk involved and probability. Some of them assumed the use of 

conventional military power, while others contained a mix of traditional 

military and non-military means and capabilities. Non-military scenarios 

that could have a potential to escalate were also debated. 

The participants concluded that there is a real need for a more decisive, 

impactful and durable response to Moscow‘s actions. In the military 

sphere, it should boil down to a stronger and more visible NATO 

presence on the eastern flank. The Core Group agreed that the 

response to any Russian aggression in the future should reflect 

a (hoped-for) change in the mindset of Western decision-makers. The 

idea of returning to ―business as usual‖ with Russia should be 

abandoned. The West has to accept that today‘s Russia is different than 

it appeared to be and will not change in the foreseeable future. 
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WARSAW DEFENSE DIALOGUE PAPERS 

 

Deterring Putin’s Russia 

By Hans Binnendijk 

For nearly 25 years, Europe has not needed to consider how to deter 

a foe along its Eastern border. Russia was considered to be a strategic 

partner that over time would draw closer to the West. Today that 

assumption no longer holds. President Putin has accumulated a set of 

unjustified ―grievances‖ against the West including his sense that Russia 

has been encircled, defanged, and subjected to Western efforts to 

overthrow his regime. His bold efforts to deal with these ―grievances‖ 

have threatened his neighbors and brought him a new level of popularity 

in Russia. His general course seems set and the nature of deterrence 

needs to be reconsidered.  

The NATO Wales Summit took important steps in the direction of 

amplifying NATO‘s deterrent capability against a Russian conventional 

attack on its eastern flank. This short essay assesses the nature of the 

problem, reviews what has been done so far, and suggests a few ways 

to further strengthen deterrence. 

Traditional deterrence can take at least three forms: 

 It can present an adversary with military defenses that would be 

difficult if not impossible to penetrate. In a conventional setting, 
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that would normally mean deploying significant ground forces 

along the contested border.  

 It could present a ―trip wire‖ forward posture that would not 

withstand an initial attack but would demonstrate the intent to 

retake any occupied land. This would mean designing 

a significant rapid reinforcement capability and exercising it 

regularly.  

 Or it could present an array of measures designed to punish the 

adversary for an attack that would outweigh the value gained by 

the adversary should they attack. This threat of punishment must 

be credible and could range from nuclear retaliation to 

devastating economic sanctions.  

During the Cold War, elements of all three forms of deterrence were 

used.  

The threat presented by Putin‘s Russia is quite different from that posed 

by the Soviet Union, although it is just as real. NATO has used the term 

―hybrid‖ tactics to describe this new challenge. Putin has used such 

hybrid tactics for nearly eight years against Georgia, Ukraine, Moldova, 

the Baltic States, Poland, and others.  They include fomenting political 

insurrection, cyber attacks, energy cutoffs, nuclear intimidation, 

provocative military exercises and deployments, incursions using special 

operations forces, direct military invasion, and annexation. 

A broader approach to deterrence is needed to deal with these new 

hybrid challenges. Massing NATO troops along contested borders or 

areas as was done in the Cold War, would be politically unfeasible and 
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diplomatically counterproductive. So NATO will rightly rely more on the 

second and third forms of deterrence: a small tripwire force in frontline 

states plus a demonstrated capability to retake occupied land, and an 

array of economic and political sanctions designed to punish Russia 

should it violate another nation‘s sovereignty. Given Putin‘s 

demonstrated dexterity at using these hybrid approaches and staying in 

most cases under NATO‘s red lines, these two forms of deterrence need 

to be augmented with a high degree of Western coordination and with 

the ability to deter non-military aggression as well as direct military 

threats. Maintaining a tough but coordinated deterrent posture that can 

adjust quickly to Putin‘s non-military provocations is an important 

element of a comprehensive deterrent package. 

As NATO enhances its deterrence posture, it is important to maintain 

a sense of balance. History demonstrates that over-reaction and under-

reaction can both be dangerous. European powers overreacted to the 

crisis of July-August 1914 and Allied powers under-reacted to Hitler‘s 

policies in 1936-1939. Both were fatal. Both World Wars started over 

issues of sovereignty and nationalism in Central and Eastern Europe. In 

addition, today the West and Russia still share many common interests 

and it is important not to corner Putin but to provide him with off-ramps to 

his current course as we deter the potential consequences of that current 

course.  Western policies must make it clear where the limits of Russian 

behavior are so that Putin does not blunder into unwanted conflict. But 

those policies must not give him the impression that he has no choice 

but to confront the West at every turn. 

It is also important that efforts to shape and deter Russian behavior not 

become a partisan issue in the United States, because the overall 
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deterrent effect will be much greater that way. The Obama 

Administration has successfully turned the trajectory of its NATO Allies to 

a new direction. It has sought to balance its deterrent posture. It has 

maintained a consensus within an Alliance that continues to face 

economic crisis and that holds diverse views on Russian motives. More 

needs to be done, but augmenting existing policies can best be 

accomplished in a bipartisan manner. The contested issue in US politics 

is not the direction of US deterrence policy but its pace. Bipartisan 

consensus will be needed in the United States for it to lead a diverse 

alliance in the right direction. 

In considering the nature of deterrence today, one must assess at least 

four different kinds of contingencies:  

 Russian attacks on its neighbors in the ―grey area‖ between 

Russia and NATO‘s borders,  

 Russian use of non-lethal tools such as cyber attacks, energy 

cutoffs, and provocative military exercises to intimidate its 

neighbors,  

 Russian use of insurgencies against a NATO country that may 

include the use of unattributed Russian covert forces, and,  

 A direct attack against a NATO country by Russian regular 

forces.   

Deterring Russian incursions against non-NATO countries – such as 

Russia‘s military actions against Georgia and Ukraine – may present the 

most difficult and potentially dangerous problem. It is difficult because 
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there is no clear NATO commitment, because no consensus exists 

within the Alliance on what to do in various contingencies, and because 

the most usable deterrent tools are sanctions which may not cause 

enough pain to offset Russia again. And military incursions in this grey 

zone are dangerous because Putin feels his past incursions there have 

been fairly successful and he may misjudge the extent of his freedom of 

action in this area. Should he attack Kiev or Tbilisi directly, the US in 

particular might respond much more dramatically than Putin believes. 

The US has a history of responding to blatant territorial aggression in 

cases where the aggressor believed the US would not respond militarily 

(Korea in 1950, Kuwait in 1990-1, Kosovo in 1998-9). The mix of 

unbound hubris on the part of Putin and an unexpected response from 

the US could be a dangerous cocktail. Therefore it is important for the 

United States to make clear that there are limits to the behavior that it 

will tolerate from Russia in this grey zone and to enhance deterrence by 

providing substantial military assistance to the vulnerable countries 

involved. 

Deterring Russian use of coercive instruments like cyber operations, 

energy cutoffs and aggressive military exercises even against NATO 

countries is also a difficult proposition, as history has shown.  Putin‘s 

Russia has used this type of coercion fairly successfully. Dealing with 

energy and cyber coercion was addressed in the Wales summit 

communiqué and a few steps have been taken, especially with regard to 

cybersecurity. Additional steps such as reducing European reliance of 

Russian gas exports are crucial. NATO might also consider ways to 

challenge provocative Russian exercises, perhaps by responding with 

offsetting NATO exercises. But achieving true deterrence in this area is 
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difficult because of ambiguity and the difficulty of creating credible 

retaliatory responses. 

Deterring Russian insurgencies against NATO countries presents new 

challenges but can be managed with the right degree of international 

coordination. This contingency might range from Russian propaganda 

efforts to stimulate unrest among Russian speaking minorities in the 

Baltic States to the use of ―little green men‖ in areas such as Narva 

where Russian speakers dominate. This scenario would mimic Russian 

behavior in the Donbass area, but this time on NATO territory. NATO is 

actively addressing this contingency. The NATO response would include 

military support for local police and border guards, and additional military 

backup should Russia threaten to move regular forces across the border. 

This scenario would be politically complicated, but manageable from 

a military perspective since large military units would probably not be 

required. Success would depend upon using the right balance of force 

and restraint to manage local insurgencies. The key to enhancing 

deterrence in this category would include: policies to improve the welfare 

of Russian speakers in the Baltic States so as to remove Russia‘s 

excuse for intervention; strengthening of the internal security forces in 

vulnerable countries; and efforts to coordinate responses within NATO in 

advance.  

Deterring a massive direct Russian military attack on one or several 

NATO nations is very demanding and the contingency seems relatively 

unlikely. SHAPE has constructed what has been called the ―nightmare 

scenario‖ in which Russia launches a surprise attack after a major 

military exercise, quickly defeats local forces in one or several Baltic 

States, and then threatens nuclear retaliation should NATO seek to 
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retake conquered territory. Such a bold move could destroy NATO or 

start World War III. Given the potential consequences, a deterrent 

posture needs to be built that will give Russia adequate pause without 

appearing excessively aggressive on NATO‘s part. 

The basic elements of such a deterrent posture are embedded in the 

Wales summit and subsequent defense planning. It relies essentially on 

the second category of deterrence discussed above: a modest tripwire 

plus a demonstrated capability to reinforce and retake lost territory. 

Some of those elements include: 

 Clear statements in the summit communiqué stressing the 

centrality of NATO‘S Article 5 commitment, with echoes of that 

statement made by President Obama in Tallinn. 

 Specific programs designed to deliver on that commitment 

including: NATO‘s Readiness Action Plan, EUCOM‘s Operation 

Atlantic Resolve, and President Obama‘s $1 billion European 

Reassurance Initiative, and follow-through on these 

commitments. 

 Agreed efforts to strengthen long-term NATO defense 

capabilities and set defense spending goals. 

 Multinational forward deployments in and around the front line 

states that constitute a trip wire including:  permanently deployed 

NATO force integration units in all front line states, American 

ground forces at the company level deployed on a persistent 

basis in all three Baltic States and Poland,  frequent NATO 

exercises in the Baltic States, reinforced Baltic Air Policing, US 
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F-16 training and deployments in Poland, NATO AWACS flights 

in the area,  US use of facilities in Romania and Bulgaria, 

enhanced standing naval forces in the region, US missile 

defense deployments in Romania and later Poland, and 

multilateral NATO Centers of Excellence in each of the Baltic 

States. 

 Creation of a spearhead force as part of the NATO Response 

Force (4-6,000 troops ready to deploy in 6-10 days) with an 

interim force ready to deploy as the spearhead force is being 

created and appropriate pre-delegation authorities for SACEUR. 

 Continued improvements to the NRF. 

 Prepositioning of military equipment in frontline states. 

 Nearly continuous military exercises designed to demonstrate 

NATO‘s ability to reinforce its eastern borders. (US exercises 

alone numbered about 18 on the ground, 15 in the air, and 7 at 

sea in 2014). 

 A clear restatement in the summit communiqué of NATO‘s 

nuclear doctrine designed to deter Russian nuclear intimidation. 

Successful deterrence also depends on the ability of the deterring party 

to convince its adversary that it has the political will to respond forcefully 

if necessary. If Putin believes he can dissuade a response by resorting 

to nuclear threats and dividing the Alliance, in a moment of madness he 

might take the risk.  
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Several steps might be taken to strengthen the impression in Russia that 

NATO has both capability and resolve, including efforts to: 

 demonstrate a willingness to ratchet up sanctions in response to 

Russian escalation, 

 strengthen police and border guards in the Baltic States and 

carefully coordinate responses to insurgencies, 

 make the front line trip wire as prominent and multinational as 

possible,  

 increase NATO‘s rapid reinforcement capability so that it can 

deal with perhaps 50,000 Russian troops deployed,  

 strengthen nuclear deterrence,  

 create decision making mechanisms that will be able to respond 

quickly in time of emergency.  

NATO is on the right path towards creating a credible yet non-

provocative deterrent posture on its Eastern front. The effort needs to be 

sustained and accelerated. More can and will be done as defense 

planning is implemented.  
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North Central European Security and Russia’s Rising Military 

Assertiveness 

By Ian Brzezinski 

On December 5, 2014, Russia launched an unannounced military 

exercise in Kaliningrad, its Baltic enclave nestled in between Lithuania 

and Poland. Russian Lieutenant General Andrey Kartapolov reported 

that the six day exercise involved some 55 ships, 9,000 servicemen, 250 

tanks and armored personnel carriers, over 100 artillery units, combat air 

support, and the deployment of Russia‘s new Iskander (SS-26) medium 

range ballistic missile system
1
. No advance notice of this exercise was 

provided to NATO, Poland or Lithuania. 

The Kaliningrad show of force, which occurred in the context of Russia‘s 

on-going invasion of Ukraine, underscored President Vladimir Putin‘s 

increasingly confrontational approach toward the West as well as the 

breakdown in communications it has engendered between the Moscow 

and European capitals. It also vividly demonstrated the increasing 

capacities of Russia‘s military, particularly its ability to rapidly mobilize 

and deploy. 

The exercise validates the growing concern Central European 

governments have about the potential for a lightening fast strike by 

Russian forces aimed limited territorial gain, one that establishes a fait-

accompli before NATO‘s decision-makers can convene to agree on what 

has transpired and how to respond. 

                                                           
1
Skarkov, Damien. ―Putin Oders Snap Military Exercise NATO Border,‖ Newsweek. 16 

December 2015. 



31 

Russia’s Growing and Increasingly Provocative Military 

While Russia‘s military capacities are still impaired by the legacies of its 

Soviet past, it is a regionally formidable force benefiting from a sustained 

modernization campaign. With 845,000 troops and annual budget of 

$90B, the Russian military outsizes those of its immediate neighbors. In 

2015, the Russian Ministry of Defense, is near the midpoint of a ten-year 

$700B modernization
2
 effort that features new submarines and ships, 

fifth generation aircraft, advanced air defense systems, and additional 

special operations forces, among other capabilities. 

This modernization program has bolstered the military capability in 

Russia‘s Western Military District bordering the Baltic States and Poland. 

This includes new air bases in Belarus and the deployment of Iskanders. 

In January 2015, following the release of Russia‘s new military doctrine, 

Chief of the Russian General Staff Valery Gerasimov announced his 

intention to increase the combat capabilities of his forces deployed in the 

Crimea and Kaliningrad.
3
 

An important dimension of President Putin‘s defense modernization 

program has been the aggressive testing and honing of Russia‘s force 

structure with large scale exercises and a growing number of spot 

exercises – the latter being no-notice mobilizations that can be used to 

test unit readiness, demonstrate capability to one‘s adversaries, and 

camouflage offensive operations. Recent examples of these exercises 

include the following: 

                                                           
2
 Masters, Jonathon. The Russian Military.  Council on Foreign Relations. 17 November 

2014. 
3
 Heritage, Timothy.  ―Russia to step up combat capabilities in Crimea,‖ Reuters. 13 

January 2015. 
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 ZAPAD 2013: Executed in September 2013 in Russia‘s Western 

Military District, ZAPAD (which means West) involved 90,000 

personnel
4
, including 9000+ personnel in Kaliningrad and 13,000 

in Belarus.  ZAPAD 2009 infamously culminated in a nuclear 

strike against Poland. 

 Invasion of Ukraine: Russia‘s invasion of Ukraine that began on 

26 February 2014 was accompanied by an ―anti-terror 

simulation‖ in the Western Military District that mobilized 150,000 

personnel, 90 aircraft, over 120 helicopters, and 880 tanks.
5
 

 Central Military District: In June 2014, the Russian military 

conducted a spot exercise involving 65,000 personnel, some 

56000 vehicles, 180 aircraft and 60 helicopters.
6
 

 VOSTOK 2014: The exercise was conducted in September 2014 

in Russia‘s Eastern Military District.  Defense Minister Sergei 

Shoigu reported to President Putin that ―more than 155,000 

servicemen [took part] in the exercises, along with 8,000 units of 

weapons and military equipment, including over 4,000 armored 

vehicles, 632 aircraft and helicopters and 84 naval vessels.‖
7
 

Putin may have surprised his military planners by ordering this 

event to be immediately preceded by a spot exercise by the 

same forces that brought 100,000 troops into the field. 

                                                           
4
Jarvenpaa, Pauli. ZAPAD-2013: A View from Helsinki. The Jamestown Foundation. 

August 2013. Page 8. 
5
 ―Putin Orders ‗Combat Readiness‘ tests for western, central Russian troops.‖ RT.  26 

February 2014. 
6
Dyner, Anna Maria. ―Russian Military Exercises: A Message for Opponents and Allies 

Alike.‖ Bulletin No. 99 (694).  Polish Institute of International Relations. 16 July 2014. 
7
 Defense Minister‘s Report on the Vostok 2014 Military Exercises. Press Release. Office 

of the President of Russia.  23 September 2014. 
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These Russian military exercises are significantly bigger than those 

conducted by NATO and its European Allies and partners. The largest of 

the latter include Poland‘s ANACONDA multinational air, ground and sea 

exercise in September 2014, involved 12,500 troops, from the United 

States, the Baltic countries, the UK, and Netherlands.
8
  The Alliance‘s 

last collective defense exercise STEADFAST JAZZ that took place in 

Poland and Latvia in November 2014 involved some 6000 troops, of 

which nearly half were headquarter staffs. 

Perhaps even more troubling than the ―exercise gap‖ between NATO 

and Russia has been Moscow‘s provocative use of its military to harass 

Western civilian and military ships and aircraft, and  challenge the 

boundaries of NATO Allies and partners. Examples of recent incidents 

include: 

 The October and December 2014 incursions by Russian 

submarines, respectively, in Swedish and United Kingdom 

waters 

 The September and August 2014 harassment by Russian ships 

of a Finnish marine research vessel in the Baltic Sea 

 A mock bombing run on US and Canadian targets by a Russian 

strategic bomber via the Arctic during the September 2014 

NATO Wales Summit 

 Violation of Swedish and Estonian Airspace by Russian military 

aircraft in September and October 2014, respectively. 

                                                           
8
 ―‗Anaconda 14‘ military exercises begin in Poland.‖ Poland Radio. 9 September 2014. 
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Complementing these and other provocative acts by the Russian military 

in 2014
9
  was the cross-border abduction on September 5th by Russian 

security personnel of an Estonian security agent operating on his 

nation‘s territory near the Russian border.  That agent still remains 

imprisoned in a Moscow prison. 

Deterring Further Provocation and Aggression 

As of January 2015, the West‘s military response to Russia‘s build-up of 

its military capacity, its provocative military operations, and its invasion of 

Ukraine has been limited. The most important initiatives have been the 

United States‘ European Reassurance Initiative (ERI) and NATO‘s 

Readiness Action Plan (RAP).  

The ERI was first announced in June 2013 by President Obama in 

Warsaw. The $1 billion plan, which was recently funded by Congress, is 

intended to sustain U.S. military rotations to Europe, improve the U.S. 

military‘s ability to deploy rapidly to Central Europe, and provide security 

assistance to NATO partners in Eastern Europe. Since last spring, 

Washington has sustained in Central Europe a rotational presence of 

company-level ground units and small detachments of aircraft. However, 

it has balked on providing Ukraine and other vulnerable East European 

countries the weapons and other forms of assistance that would 

significantly improve their ability to defend themselves from Russian 

aggression.  Seven months after the launch of ERI, the US has yet to 

specially define where and how ERI resources will be used to preposition 

assets and improve reception facilities for US forces in Central Europe. 

                                                           
9
Frear, Thomas and Lukasz Kelsa and Ian Kearns.  Dangerous Brinksmanship: Close 

Encounters between Russia and the West in 2014. European Leadership Network. 
November 2014. 
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During their September Summit meeting in Wales -- seven months after 

Russia launched its invasion of Ukraine -- NATO leaders rolled out the 

Readiness Action Plan to buttress the defense of the Alliance‘s eastern 

frontier.  In addition to long term commitments by European allies to 

increase defense spending, the RAP will create within the NATO 

Response Force a 4000-man vanguard unit deployable within days, 

update NATO contingency plans, test them with more robust exercises, 

and deploy fifty-man NATO planning staffs in the six eastern-most 

nations of Central Europe. 

These actions, though useful, must nonetheless be measured against an 

adversary that is regularly demonstrating its capacity to mobilize tens of 

thousands of troops and which has demonstrated a readiness to use 

those forces by invading two neighboring countries, Georgia in 2008 and 

Ukraine today. Moreover, by lightly reinforcing a trip wire along its 

Eastern frontier and refusing to provide needed military equipment to 

Kiev, the Alliance has allowed a new redline to emerge in Europe, one 

that leaves countries like Ukraine, Moldova and Georgia in a grey zone 

of insecurity and thus more vulnerable to President Putin‘s revanchist 

ambitions. 

If the Alliance is going to deter Russia from further aggression in Ukraine 

and elsewhere in Central Europe, a more robust response will be 

required. Toward that end, the Alliance and its member states should 

consider the following: 

Permanent Stationing of Forces in Central Europe: NATO 

should permanently deploy to Poland and Romania a Brigade Combat 

Team capability and complement that capacity with battalion-size 
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deployments in each of the Baltic States. The latter could be reduced to 

company size special forces deployments in the event that relations with 

Russia show signs of significant normalization. 

 Significant Security Assistance Program for Eastern 

Europe: It is in the Alliance‘s self interest that countries like Ukraine, 

Moldova and Georgia do not fall victim to Moscow‘s aggression. Toward 

that end, the Alliance and its partners should provide these nations arms 

and other capabilities necessary for self-defense, and, in the urgent case 

of Kiev, enable it to impose greater costs on the forces invading its 

territory. This assistance should be complemented by NATO exercises 

on their territories, in part to help train national forces and to complicate 

the planning of current and potential adversaries. 

None of these actions would be threatening to Russia‘s territorial 

integrity. All of them are purely defensive. They would, however, 

complicate Russian military planning, and help erase the red line the 

West has inadvertently assisted Moscow in drawing across Europe. 

 More Robust NATO exercises in Central Europe: The 

exercises promised under NATO‘s Readiness Action Plan will be larger 

than in the recent past. In November 2015, NATO will conduct a 25,000-

man exercise, TRIDENT JUNCTURE, in Spain, Portugal and Italy, ―the 

largest of its kind since the fall of the Berlin Wall,‖ according to the U.S. 

Army Europe.
10

 Norway has offered to host a NATO exercise of similar 

size in 2016.
11

  Such exercises, perhaps even larger, need to be 
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 ―USAEUR key enabler for NATO‘s 2015 ‗flagship‘ exercise Trident Juncture.‖ US Army 
Europe. 1 December 2014. 
11

Nilsen, Thomas.  ―Norway will host high visibility NATO exercise.‖ Barents Observer.  4 
February 2015. 
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conducted in Central Europe, where a threat requiring that magnitude of 

force is more imminent. 

 Moreover, such large-scale exercises should also be conducted 

in North America. This would be fully consistent with the spirit of the 

Transatlantic Bargain in which the United States and Canada commit to 

the defense of Europe in return for a readiness by Europeans to stand 

with North America against the global challenges or our era. Indeed, by 

using the demanding, state-of-the-art training facilities offered by the two 

North American allies, NATO would both test and demonstrate the 

expeditionary capacities of the Alliance. 

 Increasing NATO’s Ability to Respond to Provocation: To 

date, NATO has not responded to Russia‘s show of force in Kaliningrad, 

aside from promising to tailor future exercises around that contingency. 

This is in part due to the desire of Alliance leaders to avoid direct 

confrontation with Russia. It is also because NATO Commanders lack 

the authority to leverage NATO‘s considerable capability to respond in 

a timely fashion to such provocative actions.  

The most effective way to counter and deter geopolitically destabilizing 

actions like the Kaliningrad exercise is to respond in a balanced, 

responsible, but timely fashion. Failure to respond risks communicating 

weakness, if not intimidation, to both Allies and aggressors. Because 

responsiveness – the last factor – is so critical in such operations, the 

Alliance needs to provide SACEUR greater operational authority over the 

forces assigned to NATO so he can order and execute proportional 

exercises and, if necessary, shows of force. 
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The security situation in North Central Europe has deteriorated over the 

last decade. Russia‘s growing military capability, its invasions of its 

neighbors and other provocative military actions have contributed to 

regional instability. It is a direct threat to Poland and the Baltic states and 

is challenging the Alliance‘s ability to operate effectively in the Baltic 

region.  For this reason, the Alliance needs to significantly increase the 

robustness of its presence and operations in North-Central Europe. 
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Rhetoric versus Revanchism: NATO’s Dilemma 

By Heather A. Conley 

The September 2014 NATO Summit in Newport, Wales was a historic 

summit. NATO simultaneously closed a difficult, thirteen-year period of 

crisis management and out–of-area operations in Afghanistan while 

opening a new and unsettling chapter in its post-Cold War history. It was 

a moment when the 28 members of NATO -- 10 of which were either 

former members of the Soviet Union or the Warsaw Pact – had to 

confront Russian ambiguous warfare tactics through modern deterrence 

and collective defense measures along its eastern flank. This 

unwelcome development in European security occurred against the 

backdrop of an increasingly fragmented allied force structure, in which 

NATO‘s European members have decreased spending by 20% since the 

mid-1990s (some upwards of 40%); a rapidly remilitarizing Russia 

(Moscow will have increased its defense budget by 50% by 2020); and 

a United States that remains deeply uncertain about its future level of 

military commitment to European security. 

It is for these reasons that the 2014 Newport Summit was, for the first 

time in many years, a purposeful summit. Following the conclusion of the 

Cold War, NATO summits had gradually become pre-election 

promotional platforms for leaders to demonstrate their ability to galvanize 

the international community on select crises. NATO summit declarations 

were scarcely read and meant little, as excessive rhetoric and 

sloganeering served up empty calories to a substantively starved 

alliance. Typically, the Alliance would rebrand its previously unsuccessful 

efforts to develop credible defense capabilities using colorful language - 
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the most catastrophic attempt at which was the 2012 summit deliverable, 

―Smart Defense.‖ For too long, European members of NATO were happy 

to make such lofty rhetorical proclamations but were unable or unwilling 

(or both) to implement these commitments. This inaction was a natural 

consequence of several factors and presumptions: 

 Europeans held an overwhelming belief that the U.S. military 

(which maintained a robust presence in Europe) would surely 

respond to any major security breach. 

 There was a prevailing sense in Europe that there was no major 

security threat (a factor which of course has changed since the 

outbreak of the Ukraine crisis and the rise of the Islamic State). 

 Even before Europe‘s economic crisis, many European countries 

believed that social security was of greater importance than 

allocating resources to defense spending.  

The U.S. was not satisfied with the prevailing state of affairs but tacitly 

accepted it nonetheless because NATO provided the international 

legitimacy necessary to achieve Washington‘s security objectives in 

Afghanistan. But at the same time, the U.S. was also redistributing many 

of its defense assets away from Europe in order to minimize its budget 

exposure to European operations while focusing on other theatres that 

required more urgent attention. Thus, every member of the alliance was 

doing the absolute minimum to cover its security and alliance equities. 

As they say, talk was infinitely cheaper than spending more on defense 

resources.  
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And then Russia annexed Crimea and destabilized Eastern Ukraine, and 

the Islamic State began to recruit thousands of Europeans as foreign 

fighters. NATO‘s rhetoric was now confronted by the reality of 

a revanchist Russia and a hostile Islamic State.   

Suddenly, the September 2014 NATO summit in Wales became vitally 

important and alliance leaders were shocked out of their operational and 

tactical stupor and forced to revisit the organization‘s strategic 

underpinnings and founding purpose: collective defense and maintaining 

transatlantic unity.  Yet transatlantic unity on how to deal with Russia is 

far from assured, particularly regarding the continuation of the 1997 

NATO–Russia Founding Act and the permanent stationing of NATO 

forces and infrastructure along its eastern flank.  

Despite long-standing differences in views over President Putin‘s 

ultimate objectives and his rationale, NATO was able to put forward 

a new reassurance and deterrence plan last fall which consisted of three 

elements: a Readiness Action Plan (RAP), designed to reassure NATO‘s 

allies in Eastern Europe and enhance its collective defense efforts 

through a series of measures including frequent military exercises, an 

expanded air-policing mission in the Baltic Sea, and increased 

deployments of rotating ground troops for training in the region; 

a Defense Investment Pledge which commits all NATO members to 

increase their defense spending to 2% of GDP over the course of the 

next decade; and the expansion of the Framework Nation Concept 

(FNC), which encourages larger NATO members to bring together 

smaller NATO members to form regional and functional clusters. Thus 

far, the FNC has translated into the enlargement of the Multi-National 

Corps-Northeast (MNC-NE) in Szczecin, Poland.  
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After years of practice, however, NATO once more relied on its political 

instincts to address these emerging crises and invoked extravagant and 

robust language to underscore its measures. There wasn‘t just to be 

a Joint Task Force; there was to be a Very High Readiness Joint Task 

Force. At the most recent NATO Defense Ministerial meeting, the NATO 

Response Force (which was first conceptualized in 2002 at the Prague 

Summit but has never been deployed for combat) was rebranded as the 

NATO Spearhead Force in an attempt to reinvigorate a tired-sounding 

institution with gusto and dynamism. But NATO‘s forceful rhetoric is no 

substitute for the political will and funding necessary to rapidly deploy 

forces to its eastern flank for a prolonged period of time. Such posturing 

can potentially buy allies time to react until the moment that their bluff is 

called. But that time may be at hand.  

When NATO speaks of high readiness, they are, in actuality, hoping for 

some semblance of deployability by 2016.  Moreover, allies made 

a defense investment pledge that no one believes they will fulfill; if 

anything, European defense spending may actually decline (with the 

exception of Poland, Norway and the Baltic states). The gap between 

rhetoric and reality isn‘t shrinking; it is widening and it is doing lasting 

damage to NATO‘s credibility.   

NATO‘s leaders seem unwilling to recognize that the alliance‘s credibility 

is at stake. And the stakes could not be any higher than they are 

presently. Through its use of hybrid tactics that are designed solely to 

diminish the credibility of NATO, Russia is contesting the post-World War 

II international order that has prevailed in Europe and creating a system 

in which borders can be readily changed by force. If the Kremlin can 

convince Latvians, Poles, Bulgarians and others through extensive 
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media campaigns and economic manipulation during a time of great 

social hardship that NATO won‘t ―really be there‖ and that therefore it is 

best for these countries to accommodate its economic, political, and 

security interests, then a Russian solider does not need to fire a single 

salvo in order to discredit NATO. The more that the alliance‘s credibility 

is questioned, the more Russia will assert itself - thereby ensuring that 

Putin will continue to escalate his aggressiveness in the region.  

This fog of rhetoric and revanchism is creating a new grey zone in 

Central Europe, something that was believed to have been fully dispelled 

when NATO enlarged. It has now returned and it can only be dissipated 

by a credible response by NATO that is dynamic and swift. Washington 

and European capitals alike continually stress that there is no military 

solution to the Ukraine crisis. But the solution to NATO‘s crisis with 

Russia in part lies with its military readiness on its eastern flank. Hence, 

the paradox in NATO‘s response to Russia‘s regional assertiveness: 

Western leaders believe that if they demonstrate military strength, they 

will cause Russia to escalate militarily. By demonstrating uncertainty, 

disunity, and hesitancy (which is behind the rhetorical bluster), NATO is 

inviting increased Russian aggression, which in turn erodes the 

alliance‘s collective defense credibility.   

NATO leaders can keep adding words like ―very, very‖ and ―super-

ready,‖ but they cannot mask the lack of military deployability and 

political willingness necessary to uphold NATO‘s credibility in the East, 

as their predecessors once did along the Fulda Gap. While it is true that 

no one wishes to contemplate a return to that particularly chilly era, 

a frozen conflict in Eastern Ukraine will usher in a new cold front whether 
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we like it or not.  It is time for NATO to bolster its presence in the East to 

respond to this prolonged geopolitical climate change. 
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Europe’s New Fault Line in the East  

By Andrew A. Michta 

The odds against Ukraine winning its war against the separatist forces 

backed and equipped by Russia would be tall even without the presence 

of the Russian military in the eastern provinces. One year into the 

conflict, with more Russian regulars and equipment there, it‘s clear now 

that, without Western military aid, Ukraine will soon lose this campaign. 

Critics of aiding Ukraine have argued that even with limited Western 

military aid the balance of forces would still favor Russia, and that 

Ukraine would also lose in an all-out confrontation with Russia—at 

a greater cost in lives and agony for the country and its people. If they‘re 

right, then why not simply do what many among the commentariat both 

in the United States and Europe have advocated, and look the other way 

while Putin completes the process of bringing Ukraine to heel? 

The answer is straightforward: because the price that Russia is made to 

pay now for its conquest will make all the difference for what comes next. 

Another easy victory by Putin will sharply diminish the security of Europe 

and of the West collectively. 

The consequence of an easy Russian victory in the East will be either an 

immediate or a creeping partition of Ukraine. It will not matter much what 

we call it, be it ―federalization,‖ a ―frozen conflict,‖ or an ―interim 

agreement pending a referendum.‖ The fact that Putin will have achieved 

a major revision of the borders in Europe, at little to no cost to his own 

military forces, will confirm every assumption he has made about the 
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West‘s inability to think outside the box of its postmodern concepts of 

security. This will only serve to encourage Putin to move again, this time 

targeting his real arch-enemy: NATO. If you don‘t believe that the 

dismantling of NATO remains the principal objective of Putin‘s policy, just 

re-read his speeches and spend some time following Russian-language 

media besides RT‘s English channel. The narrative dominant inside 

Russia names NATO as the enemy, and the Ukrainian army merely as 

its ―foreign legion.‖ 

This is where the real long-term threats to Western security will lie if 

Ukraine falls in short order (which, without Western assistance, it will). Its 

collapse will call into question that there is anything sacrosanct about the 

map lines dividing NATO and non-NATO powers; it will also puncture the 

notion that the NATO frontier states have been sufficiently reassured by 

allied promises of a ―persistent rotational presence,‖ agreed upon at the 

Wales summit. There is nothing clear-cut in Putin‘s eyes about the line 

beginning at the western borders of the Baltic States and continuing 

down the Bug River boundary and further south. There are Russian 

ethnic enclaves in the Baltics that Putin can leverage to create another 

confrontation. Having effected three revisions of existing borders thus 

far, in Georgia, Crimea and now in eastern Ukraine, Putin is positioned 

to test the cohesion and the residual willpower of NATO itself, and to do 

so on his own terms. Furthermore, Ukraine‘s fall will not mean we will be 

done with it: the remaining Ukrainian rump state will present Europe with 

the dilemma of an interminable low-intensity war on its periphery—one 

which Russia will be able to heat up or cool down at will. Putin seems to 

believe it may just be a matter of time before the West accepts Russia‘s 

offer of an enduring solution: a formula to bring all of Ukraine directly or 

indirectly under Moscow‘s control. 
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The self-limiting response of the West over the past year has made it all 

but certain that Vladimir Putin will complete the destruction of the 

Ukrainian state in short order, and thereby set the terms for a new order 

in Eastern Europe devoid of the normative assumptions that have 

governed Europe for decades. Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov‘s 

message at the Munich Security Conference was unmistakable: This 

mess is entirely the West‘s fault, and if you try to arm Ukraine and raise 

the stakes for my boss, Russia will respond with force—think Georgia 

2008. 

The defining factors in this crisis have been Russia‘s determination to 

press on, and the ever-present yet seldom articulated fear that if the 

West were to assist Ukraine‘s military, Russia would double or even 

triple its military effort. This reasoning lies at the core of the ―realist‖ 

critique of a policy of providing any U.S. military assistance to Ukraine; 

attendant historical and geographic rationalizations are mainly added for 

color. Now, it is certainly true that Russia is willing to escalate the 

fighting by supplying weapons and even its own military personnel. And 

it is also true that, if Russia commits major military resources, the 

Ukrainian army may be decisively defeated. But it is of fundamental 

importance to Europe and the United States under what conditions, and 

on whose terms, Ukraine‘s endgame occurs. 

The fate of Ukraine will define how the West—especially the United 

States and Germany—structures its relations with Russia going forward, 

specifically whether NATO emerges from this conflict as the viable 

defense organization it claims to be or as a hollowed-out shell better 

known for its ministerial conferences and speeches than for its military 

potential. The perception of weakness invites aggression. The truth is 



48 

that NATO countries have over the past five years cut their defense 

spending by 20 percent in real terms, some by as much as 40 percent, 

while Russia increased its own by 80 percent. 

Moral indignation is not much use in the face of guns and missiles, but 

unless the Obama Administration does more, that will most likely be the 

extent of the West‘s response to Putin‘s war. Germany, the United 

Kingdom, and Italy won‘t commit to anything beyond economic 

sanctions; France is vacillating; and the medium-sized and small states 

along NATO‘s frontier like Poland and the Balts lack the punching power 

to move Europe to action. Even if the odds against Ukraine itself are 

long, it‘s important on whose terms the war in Ukraine ends. If Putin not 

only wins Ukraine on the cheap but also succeeds in sowing discord 

throughout NATO, he will have scored the defining strategic win of the 

post-Cold War era. 

The West must also realize that the Ukrainian people are still a key 

variable here; the majority of them are determined to continue to resist. 

Thus the crisis may escalate dramatically even without Western military 

assistance. But if Putin is not made to pay a real military price for his 

aggression, we may bear witness to the makings of a larger war in 

Europe in the not so distant future. 

The continuing disarmament of Europe has affirmed Vladimir Putin‘s 

calculus about the extent to which Europe‘s resolve has softened. In 

hindsight, we can see that the immediate factor was the Obama 

Administration‘s pivot to Asia, the attendant ―reset‖ with Russia, and then 

the Defense Strategic Guidance in 2012. In their wake, the years 

between the war in Georgia and the 2014 Russian annexation of Crimea 
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saw the rapid fragmentation of the once-touted V-4; smaller states 

seeking their own paths to best accommodate the changing reality and 

waiting for German policy to determine their choices; and Poland looking 

to frame what was sometimes aspirationally called in the early 1990s the 

―second grand European reconciliation.‖ Polish Foreign Minister 

Radoslaw Sikorski‘s Berlin speech in November 2011, in which he said 

German inaction was scarier than Germans in action, was the high point 

of the hope that Germany could be a partner, in both word and deed, in 

making the idea of Central Europe more than an aspiration of post-

communist states. The dream was that with Germany‘s full backing 

Central Europe would finally escape its middle-periphery dilemma by 

simplybeing no one‘s periphery. The Central European hedge rested on 

the assumption that Germany‘s intra-regional relationships, especially its 

relationship with Poland, would offset its Russian Ostpolitik as 

a historically dominant policy vector. Polish and ultimately all of the V-4‘s 

assumptions rested on the premise that Germany‘s commitment to the 

region trumped its historical sensitivity toward Russia, and that economic 

integration within the EU would ultimately displace those trends. How 

Germany ultimately responds to the Russian invasion of Ukraine will 

determine whether these hopes are spurious or not. 

Regardless, Russia‘s invasion of Ukraine put paid to the dream of 

a Central Europe built around a German-Polish alliance, bolstered by the 

smaller post-communist states around it, and refocused attention on 

NATO‘s vital role there. With hard security questions now paramount for 

the frontier states in north-central Europe (including the Scandinavians), 

their old peripheral status has resurfaced. The NATO summit in Wales, 

during which Germany debated the extent to which the 1997 NATO-

Russia Founding Act remained in force, sent a message that history had 



50 

come full circle—or rather that it had not actually gone anywhere, despite 

much of the post-Cold War rhetoric. The Balts, Poles, and, as the 

Ukrainian conflict deepened, even the Romanians in the southeast were 

asking for reinforcement, but they were receiving only offers of further 

reassurances. The painful truth that being geographically in the middle 

doesn‘t necessarily mean being ―central‖ has re-asserted itself. 

With a new fault line emerging along NATO‘s northeastern flank, it is 

clear that the belief that geographic determinants along Europe‘s eastern 

periphery could somehow be erased was excessive from the start 

(though that belief was certainly an understandable one in the heady 

days after the fall of the Berlin Wall). Putin‘s aggression has forced 

recognition of the fact that the idea of Central Europe—a freshly minted 

geostrategic entity, owing more to the Western belief in a new dawn of 

―Europe whole and free and at peace‖ than to the hard power realities on 

the ground—was a mirage. Europe‘s center-periphery dilemmas are 

again in full view, and the divisions will only get deeper in 2015. The 

question now is whether the NATO alliance will be able to generate 

enough of a consensus to move from reassurance to reinforcement to 

deterrence along its exposed northeastern flank. 
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NATO’s Russian ―Reset‖—Learning to Play Hockey Again 

By Gary Schmitt 

Since the 1990s, the US has been drawing down its forces in Europe 

under the assessment that the security situation on the Continent was 

largely and increasingly benign.  Indeed, after the Balkan conflict, from 

an operational point of view, much of the military infrastructure, force 

structure, and alliance effort was increasingly in support of non-

European military conflicts and operations in the Middle East, Central 

Asia, and Africa. 

 With the issuance of the Defense Strategic Guidance in January 2012, 

America‘s strategic focus shifted to giving primacy to Asia.  This ―pivot‖ 

or ―rebalancing‖ was justified, in part, on the grounds that Europe was 

now a security provider, not a security problem.
12

 As explained in the 

Guidance and statements made by senior administration and military 

officials, the drawdown was also generated by the assessment that the 

US military could no longer sustain a ―two-war‖ capability given declining 

defense budgets and had to rationalize its strategic posture to reflect that 

reduced capability. Both U.S. political parties reinforced the reduced 

global strategic posture in order to address pressing domestic issues. 

Administration officials, in particular, believed that rebalancing would 

require not only winding down the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan but also 

building new relationships with potential state competitors—such as 

China and Russia.  Hence, the priority the administration gave to the 
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―reset‖ with Moscow and enhanced engagement with Beijing in the early 

days of the administration.   

Whatever the benefits associated with these two efforts, it cannot be said 

that either engagement has produced a significant change in the 

strategic outlook of those two governments. To the contrary, both Beijing 

and Moscow have clearly been more ambitious in pursuing new, regional 

security paradigms designed, they believe, to enhance their national 

interests and reverse strategic ―losses‖ from decades past, with the most 

egregious example being Russia‘s invasion of Ukraine and annexation of 

Crimea. 

With security obligations to NATO member states in Eastern and Central 

Europe, the question now is what Washington and its NATO allies 

should do to deter Russia from militarily taking advantage of the reduced 

American military presence in Europe and the shrinking military 

capabilities of the alliance altogether. 

NATO‘s and Washington‘s attempted answer so far has been less than 

impressive. At the most basic level—defense budgets—the NATO 

summit in Wales this past September was hardly ―a call to arms.‖ The 

few allies meeting the current NATO guideline of spending a minimum of 

2% of their Gross Domestic Product (GDP) on defense ―will aim to 

continue to do so‖—meaning they might not actually reach that target. 

And those allies whose spending is below the 2% target will also ―aim‖ to 

move toward that ―guideline‖ within a decade.
13
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The summit did result in the alliance members agreeing to maintain an 

air, land, and maritime presence on NATO‘s eastern border, create 

a high readiness response force, and expand military exercises within 

the region. However, the upped presence has been marginal in terms of 

numbers, the high-readiness force being created is also limited in size,
14

 

and the training exercises still pale in comparison with scale of the 

exercises that have been conducted by the Russian military. 

In effect, NATO‘s strategy appears grounded on two problematic 

suppositions. The first is that the current crisis is a temporary one and 

nothing NATO could do should prevent Moscow and Brussels from 

returning to their pre-invasion relationship. Yet this ―let-bygones-be-

bygones‖ approach assumes that Putin is not serious about his longer-

term goal of reshaping the security architecture of Europe.  Although 

Russia‘s military modernization plans are never carried out as fully as 

initially set out, Putin appears committed to spending billions to increase 

Russia's military capability—and will likely do so even in the face of 

Russia‘s serious economic problems.  As one Baltic military intelligence 

chief noted about the new Russian military doctrine signed off on by the 

Kremlin in December, Moscow continues "playing hockey while very 

many Western European countries are doing figure-skating."
15

 

Tied to the desire to return to the status quo ante bellum, and 

compounded by the corresponding desire not to supply the increased 
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defense expenditures needed to provide a front-line defense, NATO‘s 

deterrent strategy has devolved into largely a ―trip-wire‖ defense of the 

alliance‘s eastern borders. That is, NATO is trying to get by with what it 

largely has on hand as opposed to creating new forward-deployed force 

structures of sufficient strength and capabilities that the Kremlin would 

believe even limited military forays would be swiftly and decisively 

defeated. 

As such, the second questionable supposition is whether what amounts 

to a trip-wire defense—even one bolstered by a rapid-response force of 

5,000 allied troops—provides the kind of security assurance NATO‘s 

eastern member states require. And, if not, whether this defensive 

strategy, in which NATO responds only after the fact, will be read by 

Moscow as less a deterrent than a possible opportunity at some point in 

the future? Without sufficient forces in place, NATO‘s eastern members 

will be potentially (and are at times already) subject to Russian 

intimidation tactics. 

According to NATO‘s own internal assessments, the Russians will 

increasingly have the ability to mass quickly and conduct operations 

before NATO‘s own rapid-response force could respond. As Jakub 

Grygiel and Wes Mitchell have argued, ―In the best of scenarios involving 

a clear-cut attack, strong Allied leadership and quick political consensus, 

this could take several days. But against a Russian limited-war incursion 

like that used in Crimea, NATO‘s defense-in-depth strategy could take 

weeks to come into play because the initial impulse to mobilize an 

alliance-wide response would be tempered by the end of the hostile 

advance.‖ And, as they also correctly note, ―It is a lot easier to deter 
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aggression than to have to defend against it under conditions of actual 

force use.‖
16

 

The Russian military threat of course is not of the same scale as that 

posed by the Soviet forces during the Cold War. Hence, creating a more 

robust deterrent posture would not require a return to the massive 

deployment of heavy forces that once populated the inner-German 

border. But it would require a plus-up of material and forces of the kind 

that NATO members have largely gotten rid of over the past two 

decades and, in turn, the creation of permanent basing structures along 

the eastern front. 

None of this is really possible if defense budgets continue to shrink, let 

alone fail to increase. ―Smart defense‖ initiatives may marginally improve 

capabilities, but no one has as yet shown that such initiatives can 

overcome the decline in numbers in men and material—especially in an 

era where the security problems faced by the member states are not 

confined to just one geographic arena.
17
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There is no denying that NATO has taken the security threat posed by 

Putin‘s Russia seriously.  The question is, has it taken it seriously 

enough?  
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The Enemy at the Gate – NATO’s Need for ―New Deterrence‖ 

By Andrzej Dybczyński 

By no means has Russian aggression in Ukraine been a series of ill-

conceived and desperate reactions to the political changes that have 

taken place in Kiev. On the contrary, the war on NATO‘s eastern flank is 

nothing less but another logical and predictable step on Russia‘s ―road to 

revival,‖ in the words of Russia‘s political elite. What some Western 

capitals perceive – or want to perceive – as dangerous but up to a point 

accidental turmoil which must be addressed in a moderate and well 

thought-out way is in fact one of the last calls for NATO to radically 

redefine its defense strategy and adjust to the threats that will shape 

European security in the foreseeable future. Rather than serving as 

objective assessments of the state of European security, arguments 

which emphasize Russia‘s economic, demographic and political 

weaknesses serve mainly to comfort Western politicians and 

intellectuals. Even if we accept pessimistic diagnoses of Russia, there is 

no logical or historical evidence to suggest that declining powers are less 

prone to aggressive international behavior – quite to the contrary. 

Threat scenarios presented and analyzed publicly – in this volume by 

Hans Binnendijk – seem to correctly identify possible developments 

should Russia expand its aggressive foreign policy. Also, despite the 

gaps identified, suggestions for further actions indicate that NATO is able 

to find or create the tools necessary to cope with Russian policy within 

the toolbox that it has developed over the past 50 years of its existence. 

The argument presented in this paper challenges this view in two ways. 

First, it is at least doubtful – if not naive – to believe that future threats 
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posed by Russia toward neighboring states – especially NATO‘s East 

European members – will be contained within the framework of already 

identified threat scenarios. Second, it is even more doubtful that NATO 

will be able to counter future threats on the basis of existing strategies 

and methodologies. 

For obvious reasons, it is impossible, at least at the level of public 

debate, to effectively expose the conflict/war scenarios built and 

elaborated by Russian strategy setters. Hence, the only credible method 

to somehow identify them is to draw from knowledge of Russia‘s, or 

rather its post-Soviet, strategic culture and the characteristics of the 

contemporary Russian political elite, especially President Putin. One can 

reasonably conclude that central to any display of Russian aggression in 

the international arena are surprise and deception. Given NATO‘s 

military and economic superiority, both would allow Russia to gain a 

critical advantage in a crisis situation, slowing down NATO‘s reaction 

and possibly increasing its reliance on internal divisions within the 

alliance. 

Hence, to maintain an element of surprise, Russia cannot base its plans 

on predictable scenarios, well known to NATO analysts. On the contrary, 

it must act in such a way as to create chaos and misunderstanding 

among NATO countries‘ decision makers. For Russia there is no worse 

way to fail than to play the game according to the rules – whatever they 

are – or according to the scenarios the enemy expects.  

This speculation about Russian thinking is confirmed by both the 

personality and professional background of the Russian president, 

Vladimir Putin. Surprise and deception seem to play as important a role 
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in his policy decisions as the use of brutal force, the eschewal of legal 

and moral constraints, and a disregard for prior agreements. This is not 

to present Mr. Putin as an entirely effective strategist. Rather, it is simply 

to point out an obvious characteristic of his, when one compares the way 

he drives domestic Russian politics, where he faces little if any limits, 

with the way he tries to act on the international scene. 

If the above analysis is correct, or even if it is probable, and none of the 

well-known threat scenarios emerge, is there any way to predict the 

course of Russia? It is certainly not easy to do, and maybe even not 

possible. But, most importantly, it is also not necessary. Since the 

problem of Russia‘s unpredictability cannot be solved in a satisfactory 

way, NATO should bypass it. How to do this? 

First, Western leaders have to admit that it is impossible to draw Russia 

into the world of Western political culture, at least in the coming decade 

or two.
 
 Any hope of this in the 1990s reflected wishful thinking rather 

than the political reality on the ground. Rare but audible warnings from 

more skeptical analysts were widely ignored and/or dismissed as anti-

Russian sentiment or remnants of a ―cold-war mindset‖. Today, it seems 

clear to everyone that in the coming years Russia will play the role of 

both rival and challenger to the West, but definitely not that of a partner. 

This leaves the West no choice but to design and adopt a security 

strategy that will secure its allies, basically by fencing Russia off. This is 

by no means a politically ambitious goal, but – whether we like it or not – 

the only goal possible given the current situation. 

What should such a ―fencing off‖ look like – both in terms of the security 

doctrine and the action taken? To effectively discourage Russia from 
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undertaking initiatives that threaten the security of NATO, the Alliance 

needs to abandon its reactive, torpid and basically ineffectual strategy, 

and replace it with a new deterrence strategy. This ―new deterrence‖ 

should be built on: 

1. A deep understanding of Russia‘s long-term objectives and 

strategic culture both of which shape the methods that Russia 

applies to achieve these objectives. 

2. Effectively harnessing NATO‘s strengths and relative 

advantages (when compared to Russia). 

3. Minimizing NATO‘s weaknesses, well known and effectively 

exploited by Russia. 

In other words, NATO needs to start playing its own strategic game with 

Russia, rather than continuously and ineffectively playing the game 

Russia sets the rules for. The only logical way to solve NATO‘s ―security 

response problem‖—namely the fact that sooner or later Russia will likely 

learn of whatever response scenarios NATO enacts—is not to identify 

future threat scenarios, nor design strategies to cope with them, but 

rather to bypass this seemingly insoluble problem. The ―new deterrence‖ 

strategy outlined above is one way to do so. 

―New deterrence‖ should be built on two complementary pillars, neither 

of which currently exists within NATO to the extent that it should. These 

two pillars are: 

1. Defensive deterrence – designed to make a possible attack 

on NATO member states costly and ineffective. 
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2. Retaliatory deterrence – designed to follow a possible attack 

on a NATO member state with immediate and decisive punitive 

action, action which would not only make such an attack costly 

and ineffective (defensive deterrence), but would also impose on 

the aggressor inevitable and unbearable costs in areas not 

necessarily close to the act of aggression (both in terms of 

geography and scope).  

By defensive deterrence we mean NATO‘s current policy, based on its 

traditional defense of the territories of its allies. As NATO‘s security 

environment changes, this concept is being extended to non-territorial 

and non-traditional threats (e.g. cyber security or hybrid conflicts). The 

concept of defensive deterrence is well known, both in theory and 

practice, having been effectively exercised by NATO during the Cold 

War. The problem is that NATO‘s defensive deterrence is based to a 

huge extent on assumptions about NATO‘s political unity, a clear and 

indisputable threat-scenario, and there being sufficient time for NATO to 

react. Today, all of these assumptions, given possible and probable 

Russian behavior, are completely false. As Jakub J. Grygiel and A. Wess 

Mitchell suggested, to counter future threats NATO must shift from 

a ―defense in depth‖ strategy to one of ―preclusive‖ defense.
18

 There is 

no need to repeat in this paper the arguments both authors have made. 

Suffice it to say that preclusive defense should become the key element 

of NATO‘s defensive deterrence. 

Why is the first pillar insufficient in the current security environment? The 

reason for this is deeply rooted in the political and strategic culture of 
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Russia. Except for the elements of surprise and deception mentioned 

above, Russia‘s strategic behavior can be described as a ―try and take‖ 

model. As such, it is similar to Nazi Germany‘s behavioral model in the 

1930s when the country tried to reverse the consequences of the First 

World War and the Versailles Treaty. Russia calculates the possible 

negative effects of its aggressive policy, and--when the calculus seems 

to be positive and the level of risk involved acceptable--Russia seizes its 

chance. The key element of this model is the assumption that even if the 

action taken is not effective or will result in rising costs, there will always 

be room to maneuver and withdraw. This model is especially effective 

since the nature of Russia‘s regime allows its elites to fully control 

society, especially in terms of shaping public perceptions of the conflict. 

The threshold of leaders‘ unacceptable behavior for Russian leaders is 

so high that they do not have to take into account the negative domestic 

consequences of any foreign policy failures. 

From NATO‘s perspective this model is highly dangerous for the simple 

reason that NATO as an alliance, and some of its members in particular 

such as the Baltic States, cannot accept a scenario in which it will have 

to first bear the consequences of Russian aggression and then, after 

Russia has been pushed back, be forced to accept a reinstatement of 

the status quo ante, however genuine. In other words, Russia‘s strategic 

advantage allows it to act aggressively and retreat if necessary, bearing 

the consequences of a tactical defeat. However, for many NATO 

members a tactical defeat in the first stages of a conflict would be 

tantamount to a strategic catastrophe, and hence unacceptable. 

Consequently, NATO‘s deterrence strategy should attempt to change the 

calculus of Russia‘s decision makers. Preclusive defense is a step in the 
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right direction, but only the first one. If Russia is to be discouraged from 

continuing its current behavior and if its ―try and take‖ model is to be 

rendered ineffective, Russian decision makers must be absolutely sure 

that all and any ―try‖ attempts will result not only in a symmetric and 

easily predictable reaction, but also in asymmetric, however scalable, 

and retaliatory actions by NATO. In other words, if Russia‘s hand 

stretches too far, NATO will not only give it a rap on the knuckles, but a 

boot too. This can be achieved through tough and retaliatory deterrence. 

Such deterrence should be based on the following assumptions. 

First of all, retaliatory deterrence must be highly proactive and innovative 

in nature. In other words, it should directly address more than just the 

tools and methods used by the enemy to threaten NATO members. 

Indeed, the challenger should be aware that any aggressive behavior 

toward NATO member states would result in a rapid and effective 

response in areas irrespective of the scope or location of the conflict 

forcing Russia to defend itself. This is about proactively and innovatively 

changing the scope of the conflict initiated by Russia. For example, 

provocative military behavior on NATO‘s borders or covert operations 

aimed to destabilize NATO members should result in considerable and 

effective support for Russia‘s domestic opposition, painful economic 

consequences, financial or military support for Russia‘s rivals, escalatory 

cyberdefense, and purely military countermeasures like the relocation of 

armed forces or the performance of military exercises with aggressive 

scenarios. Of course, such asymmetric counter-actions increase the risk 

that the conflict will escalate, but this risk is highly exaggerated by many 

Western analysts. By all means, Russia is a rational actor – even if it 

acts according to its own understanding of rationality – and will not risk 
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such an escalation indefinitely, as it is perfectly aware of NATO‘s 

superior capabilities. Furthermore, escalation does not imply a lack of 

scalability. In the military contract bridge between NATO and Russia it is 

not Moscow that has the better hand. Given this, NATO should not 

hesitate to call Russia‘s bluff. Behind this logic there is one more 

decisive advantage NATO could exploit: the broad and undefined scope 

of its retaliatory actions, and the ambiguity and uncertainty this produces 

– both of which are core elements of effective deterrence. 

Secondly, retaliatory deterrence should target culturally identified 

Russian vulnerabilities. What does this mean? If we agree that Russia 

represents a political system different from the West‘s, with its own 

values and priorities, it would be naive and – basically – ineffective to 

aim retaliatory deterrence at targets which are crucial in the Western 

world but not critical, or even important, in Russia‘s social and political 

universe. The consequences of the economic sanctions imposed on 

Russia in 2014, or rather the way those consequences are portrayed in 

Russian society, is evidence of this. The standard of living, economic 

stability, political stability or necessary level of military expenditures are 

not factors, that – even if influenced – could force Russian decision 

makers to reverse the aggressive course of action they have chosen. At 

least, not immediately. But propaganda, image within the society, 

political control over the ―near abroad‖ or personal financial assets are 

targets, which – if properly aimed at – may cause more fear and even 

panic in the Kremlin than the mothers of the ―little green men‖ who try to 

find their sons when elections are near. Deterrence is always about 

psychology and perception. If retaliatory deterrence is to work against 

Russia, it must address the mindset and vulnerabilities of its political 

elite. 
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Thirdly, retaliatory deterrence should be designed in such a way that 

NATO can effectively exercise it, not only in theory, but also on a day-to-

day basis. One of NATO‘s core weaknesses is its inability to react 

quickly and decisively. Partly, the source of this weakness is the size of 

the alliance itself; another is Russia‘s attempt to undermine NATO‘s 

cohesion. When Russia violates international agreements, or 

provocatively uses armed forces at NATO borders, NATO leaders 

discuss whether the Founding Act on Mutual Relations, Cooperation and 

Security between NATO and the Russian Federation is still in place. It 

would be hard to find a more absurd example of political impotence 

though examples like this within NATO abound. 

It is easy to say that retaliatory deterrence should be applicable in 

practice. The question is – how to achieve this? It is hardly probable that 

NATO will be able to build a long lasting consensus about when and how 

to use a tool as aggressive and potentially dangerous as retaliatory 

deterrence (as presented above). On the contrary, even if such a tool 

were be created, both in terms of doctrine and applicable retaliatory 

scenarios, discussions within NATO about whether the situation it faces 

is serious enough to act or not would be never-ending. If NATO has 

decision-making problems now at a time when none of its member states 

are directly threatened, it is probable that a carefully planned and 

surprising act of aggression, kept below the level of a high intensity 

conflict, would make it even harder for NATO to act. 

To solve the Alliance‘s credibility problem, NATO itself must admit – 

whether it likes it or not – that with its size and internal differences, the 

unity of all its member states is not something that can be quickly or 

easily achieved in the current situation. NATO must reinvent itself, and 

http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/official_texts_25468.htm
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/official_texts_25468.htm
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come to terms with the fact that the alliance‘s credibility does not – 

because it cannot – hinge on its unity. If its allies are to choose between 

unity and credibility – and in the current state of affairs some feel they 

must – given the effectiveness of any alliance in history the answer is 

obvious: credibility before unity. In today‘s security environment attempts 

to build unity among the 28 member states are doomed to fail. Perhaps if 

one of the NATO members were to face undeniable, open, full-scale 

aggression, all of the member states would not hesitate to issue decisive 

political declarations. However, even then it is not certain that such 

a declaration would be followed by real action on the part of all 

members. Instead of building unity, NATO should build up its retaliatory 

deterrence. 

Retaliatory scenarios should be prepared and performed on two levels. 

On  one level, certain groups of member states, which are able and 

willing to retaliate, should undertake all planned action to ensure that 

retaliation is effective. On another level, those remaining states, which 

for various reasons are reluctant or unable to proactively support action 

taken, should refrain from blocking it, and provide NATO leaders with at 

least political support. Depending on the nature of the threat, the group 

of leading retaliators will differ in size, and may include all member states 

in certain cases. Importantly, each retaliatory group should be built 

around the United States, the key NATO member and the state with the 

real capacity to retaliate against Russia. Of course, this concept sounds 

too vague and politically risky now to be considered a real political 

opportunity for NATO. However, if applied to certain retaliation 

scenarios, it appears politically acceptable and effective. 
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In addition to its potential effectiveness, retaliatory deterrence 

understood this way would also create two additional advantages for 

NATO as a defensive pact. First, it would highly limit – or at least make 

far more difficult – Russian attempts to manipulate differences among 

NATO member states. Retaliatory actions would be prepared and taken 

by the willing, and hence by definition would be easy to initiate and 

sustain. Secondly, even if retaliatory actions were foreseen by Russia, if 

aimed at real Russian vulnerabilities as well as exercised with speed and 

precision by determined actors, retaliatory actions could have a profound 

effect on Russian decision makers, changing their calculation of the 

costs and effects of aggressive action. 

*** 

NATO‘s new deterrence, converging around two deterrence pillars and 

based on certain assumptions about the current security environment in 

Europe, will remain little more than an intellectual exercise so long as 

NATO avoids having a decisive political and intellectual debate about its 

future role and functions. Such a debate should not exclude any ideas or 

concepts that could even theoretically increase the effectiveness of the 

organization. NATO needs to reinvent itself. The question is whether 

NATO member states are aware of this and willing to do this. As long as 

NATO remains intellectually adrift and short on out-of-the box thinking, 

the alliance will not be able to effectively counter security challenges in 

the East. 
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The Security Dilemmas Facing Central and Eastern Europe, NATO, 

the United States, and Transatlantic Security Relations 

By Robert Kupiecki 

Historically, transatlantic relations have always been a rather 

complicated concept, and even more so in practice. Heavily burdened 

with perceptional differences-that of a global power for whom Europe is 

just one segment of its global reach, and that of the European allies, 

strategically attached to their region-and profoundly asymmetrical in 

terms of power relations, they have often led to heated disputes and 

controversies over strategy and political actions within the Western 

community. And yet despite the occasional acrimony over policy and 

military issues, burden-sharing, and loyalty, this relationship has yielded 

some impressive results: NATO, the most accomplished military alliance 

in history; a peaceful end to the Cold War; the successful democratic 

transition of post-communist Eastern Europe; and the anchoring of 

nations in that region within the Atlantic Alliance and European Union. 

From the US perspective, the peaceful democratic transition of Central 

Europe can be considered one of the greatest achievements of its 

foreign policy in the last quarter of a century. 

In security policy terms there are, however, cracks in the facade of 

America‘s successful engagement policy. Though a success in Central 

Europe, the post-Soviet democratic transition in Russia did not produce 

similar results overall. Its net effects failed to meet the expectations of 

subsequent White House administrations, which have attempted several 

―resets‖ with Russia under various names since 1990. There is nothing 

wrong with trying, but there are reasons, however, to reconsider their 
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long-term effects in different areas. In security and defense terms, recall 

the constraints unilaterally adopted by NATO in the years 1996-7. The 

US-backed policy ―of no will, plans and intentions‖ to deploy conventional 

forces and related military infrastructure on the territory of new Allies for 

almost two decades built into collective defense mechanisms an 

asymmetry to the detriment of new members. Meant to reflect the ―peace 

dividend‖ and America‘s investment in its relationship with Russia, it has 

not, however, been met with a reciprocal response from Moscow. On the 

contrary, it has led to a significant collective defense gap along NATO‘s 

Eastern Flank. It would be grossly injust to blame Washington solely for 

this policy, but its responsibility for it is proportional to the role it plays in 

NATO. Today, this policy not only no longer reflects the reality on the 

ground, and thus lacks lasting strategic value, but also can be 

instrumentalized by those who might want to use its logic to justify 

NATO‘s inaction, or the lowering of its response bar (reassurance and 

military re-adaptation) to Russian aggression in Ukraine.  

The outbreak of the Ukrainian conflict was a wakeup call on both sides of 

the Atlantic, since it cannot be treated as a temporary manifestation of 

Russian imperialism, but rather as a long-term threat posed by 

a revisionist superpower. For Poland and other countries in the region 

the crisis as well as the reactions following its outbreak have re-

confirmed the obvious, i.e. that the transatlantic bond and America‘s 

direct political and military involvement in Central Europe are essential 

for the security of the region. The question, however, is not ―what can 

America do for us?‖ but rather ―what can we do for ourselves, and how 

can America help us?‖ This is definitely the case for Poland and its 

understanding of the inherent link between Articles 3 (self-defense) and 

5 (collective defense) of the Washington Treaty. 
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However, Russia‘s aggression in Ukraine has exposed some of the limits 

of regional cooperation in its current format. This is particularly true when 

it comes to the V4. Historically, the Visegrad framework has been built 

upon a shared strategic political goal, namely that of Euro-Atlantic 

integration. When this became a reality, member states started looking 

for new cooperation opportunities within NATO and the EU. Political 

collaboration went well – countries shared similar perceptions of the 

security challenges facing the region and, what is even more important, 

adopted similar positions with regard to both NATO and the EU. 

However, such collaboration fell short when it came to defense. No 

significant industrial or procurement initiative or development project has 

been implemented so far. Imbalances in defense spending created a 

natural obstacle to deeper practical cooperation (Poland spends on 

defense more than all other NATO members combined who joined the 

Alliance after 1989). While Poland has pursued an ambitious, well-

funded modernization plan, other nations have focused on maintaining 

existing or developing niche capabilities. Then-Prime Minister of Poland, 

Donald Tusk, must have been quite stunned to hear his counterparts and 

fellow panelists from Czech Republic, Hungary, and Slovakia say 

publicly at Globsec in 2014 that ―increases in defense budgets are 

immoral‖, ―the stationing of NATO troops on our territories is out of the 

question‖ and other statements of this sort.  

On one hand, the Ukrainian crisis, which has revealed divisions among 

the transatlantic community, has reinforced Central Europe‘s desire for 

stronger unity in the West. In Central Europe the debate over the scale 

and scope of Western countermeasures has somewhat reawakened 

dormant stereotypes and dilemmas still present and quite strong in some 
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corners of the region. These stem directly from its turbulent history. 

Below are the three I find most significant: 

1. The first is the dilemma of broken promises, which boils down to the 

expectation that security guaranties must be executable. Central 

Europeans fear abandonment in the face of brute force in no small 

part due to their historical experiences. This is particularly the case 

in Poland. When the Ukrainian crisis broke out, Central Europe 

anxiously followed all the deliberations, particularly those in the 

West, questioning the utility of NATO‘s military capabilities and the 

political will of its member nations, both of which are indispensable 

to NATO if it is to fulfill its security guarantees. 

2. The second dilemma is that of being on the periphery of the West. 

There is a deeply rooted sense in Central Europe that the ―old‖ 

allies still do not fully perceive the region to be an integral part of the 

transatlantic community. The struggle for membership in the Euro-

Atlantic structures was largely motivated by these nations‘ 

determination to exit their security ―grey zone‖. NATO enlargement 

was supposed to provide Central Europe and the ―old‖ allies with an 

equal level of security. Instead, the region received an unwritten or 

unspoken yet nonetheless different military status within NATO – 

one devoid of major military deployments and infrastructure. 

3. The third dilemma is the ―Russia first‖ approach, which is deeply 

ingrained in the mentality of many Western elites. Such thinking 

makes those in the region anxious lest they be sacrificed in a wider 

geopolitical game between Russia and the West. Suspicions have 

grown alongside the West‘s potential desire to reach an agreement 
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with Moscow at all costs, even if it means sacrificing their own 

values and ignoring the scale and consequences of Russia‘s 

violations of its own commitments as well as the principles of 

international law. 

The initial reaction to the Ukrainian crisis – NATO‘s military deployments, 

the European Reassurance Initiative (ERI) announced by President 

Obama in Warsaw in June 2014, and finally the Newport Summit 

decisions – solved these issues only partially – they are still bubbling 

under the surface and will continue to come up every time the West 

appears reluctant to become more visible and decisive in the East. The 

polarizing debate we had just before the Newport Summit about the 

validity of NATO pledges contained in the NATO – Russia Founding Act 

(despite Russia‘s blatant violation of theirs), which were made in a 

completely different strategic environment, only fueled concerns in 

Central Europe.  

From the region‘s perspective after Russia‘s able application of hybrid 

warfare, aggressive military actions in Ukraine, and provocative military 

activities along NATO‘s borders (calculated to be in the hundreds), the 

Founding Act cannot be read in the same way as it was before the crisis. 

However, some allies want to use it as an excuse to limit NATO‘s 

assurance measures as well as the Alliance‘s ability to adapt to the new 

security environment. Thus the Founding Act has led to unilaterally 

limiting the Alliance‘s efforts to strengthen collective defense. And while 

no reference to the NATO Russia Founding Act appears in the Summit 

Declaration, one detects its spirit there. 
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Central Europeans expect that the Newport decisions aimed at 

increasing the responsiveness and readiness of the Alliance will be 

implemented fully. In more philosophical terms, it is necessary to erase 

the ―mental brackets‖ of the past which have limited military activities in 

NATO‘s East. Any attempts to ―water down‖ the Summit defense 

package and especially its main deliverable, the Readiness Action Plan 

(RAP), would be met with suspicion in the region, leading to 

unnecessary public debates about the credibility of NATO‘s security 

guarantees. In this context, three issues are of particular concern to 

those in the region: 

1. A persistent rotational military presence on the Eastern Flank. No 

one is under the illusion that such a commitment will be conducted 

by all of the allies. To put it bluntly, not every ally is politically 

prepared or militarily capable to take part in it. Therefore, we need 

strong leadership and firm commitment from key allies, above all the 

United States. This persistent presence should include both troops 

conducting extensive exercises with allied forces on the Eastern 

Flank and the prepositioning of military equipment there. This latter 

element is particularly important for it will have a strong deterrence 

effect and meaningfully enhance reinforcement capabilities in 

Central Europe. 

The countries in the region have already expressed their readiness 

to share the burden of a persistent presence of NATO troops. 

Poland has offered both infrastructure and host nation support 

arrangements that will go beyond standard NATO practices in such 

situations. Similar announcements were made by a number of other 

countries in the region.  
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2. Reinforced command and control (C2) arrangements on the Eastern 

Flank. Sixteen years after the first wave of NATO enlargement the 

only element of the NATO Command Structure (NCS) on the 

Eastern Flank is the Joint Force Training Center (JFTC), located in 

Bydgoszcz, Poland. While an important facility for training and 

transformation efforts, it is in no way a military headquarters. Given 

that any significant rearrangement of NCS would be politically 

difficult, NATO should make better use of and further strengthen 

existing NATO Force Structure (NFS) elements. Since they are 

owned and resourced by nations, the decision to reinforce them will 

not require extensive debate within the Alliance. The burden will fall 

on the interested nations‘ shoulders, becoming their substantive 

contribution to the strengthening of the Eastern Flank. 

Moreover, Poland has offered its Multinational Corps North-East 

(MNC N-E) in Szczecin as a hub for NATO in the Eastern region 

with a special focus on collective defense. Two other framework 

nations of the Corps, Germany and Denmark, are ready to support 

this initiative. The special role of MNC N-E has to be reflected in the 

detailed military arrangements of a new NATO C2 architecture on 

the Eastern Flank. We must, however, establish some new 

elements of the multinational C2 arrangements on the Eastern 

periphery with a primary focus on increasing nations‘ abilities to 

receive reinforcements. The new entities on the Eastern Flank 

should be made up of many nations. There is room for all the Allies 

to participate in this effort by sending well-qualified personnel to 

these structures. This would be another display of solidarity with the 

region. 
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3. NATO Response Forces (NRF) reform. The establishment of a Very 

High Readiness Joint Task Force (VJTF), called a ―spearhead‖ by 

the NATO Secretary General, was the flagship of the Wales 

Summit. The VJTF was meant to be a brigade size unit ready to 

move on short notice to reinforce other allies if necessary. This 

force should be accompanied by two brigades with lower readiness 

levels. From the very beginning it has been clear that NATO‘s 

reformed rapid reaction capabilities serve not only collective 

defense purposes but also those of crisis management. There was, 

however, a broad consensus that such a force should be better 

prepared than its predecessor for an Article 5 type of mission. 

Hence, for Central Europe it is crucial that a special emphasis be 

placed on collective defense in the VJTF training and exercise 

program.  

The concept behind the VJTF assumes that the most capable allies 

will assume the role of framework nations on a rotational basis. 

Poland and six other European allies have volunteered to do so 

while the US has agreed to provide enablers for the VJTF. 

However, Central Europe expects America to put ―boots on the 

ground‖ as well, especially since the Polish rotation of the VJTF is 

on standby. This is important not only where the reinforcement role 

of these forces is concerned, but in a crisis response scenario as 

well. 

The NATO Warsaw Summit in 2016 should provide ample opportunity to 

renew transatlantic relations and to close old Central European security 

dilemmas. To make this happen several issues have to be resolved.  
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First, Europe should start delivering on the defense pledge adopted at 

the Newport Summit. It is unrealistic to expect that by 2016 nations will 

have increased their defense spending up to 2% of the GDP. However, it 

is realistic to expect them to have stopped cutting their budgets even 

further and to come up with a realistic plan to increase them in the future. 

The majority of Central European allies are already taking steps in this 

direction. But it goes without saying that the real changes will occur once 

key Western European allies join them in this effort. 

Second, by 2016 the main elements of the Newport decisions regarding 

the new posture of the Alliance must be in place. This relates to NATO‘s 

enhanced presence on the Eastern Flank, including the new C2 

arrangements. A lasting solution to the VJTF has to be found as well.  

Third, a kind of US presence in the region should be established, both 

with regard to the prepositioning of military assets and the lasting 

modalities for the rotational military presence.  

Fourth, growing tensions between Eastern and Southern perspectives 

within the Alliance have to be reconciled. Greater focus on the Eastern 

Flank after Russia‘s aggression towards Ukraine has caused some 

southern allies to fear that their sensitivities are being paid less attention. 

In order to preserve the unity of the Alliance, these concerns have to be 

accommodated. The clashing of East-South security perspectives is 

likely to hamper NATO decision – making, and hence should be avoided 

at all cost. 

There is one more substantial issue to discuss within the Alliance, 

namely its relations with Russia. Today, however, it is unclear in which 

direction Moscow‘s policy will further evolve, but there are few reasons to 
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believe it will be a good one. The Kremlin is unlikely to undertake 

reforms that will bring it any closer to the Euro-Atlantic community. 

Indeed, public statements by Russian political leaders attest to their 

rejection of Western values. Russia‘s political elites are determined to 

continue to consolidate the post-Soviet space in direct opposition to 

European integration. It is also highly unlikely that Russia will restrain 

from using force in its closest neighborhood in a foreseeable future.  

Therefore, any idealistic vision of the strategic partnership must be 

suspended. In its future dealings with Russia NATO will have to be 

balanced. Its own instincts as a democratic community founded on the 

principles of international law will be tested on the grounds of its long – 

term response to the annexation of the Crimea and conflict in Eastern 

Ukraine, as well as on its management of the interests it shares with 

Moscow, such as fighting terrorism and religious radicalism, confidence-

building measures, and other global problem. Pragmatism should not, 

however, lead to a symmetric transactionalism within the relationship, 

where Russians would come to expect concessions from NATO in 

exchange for compromising on its principles. 

From the region‘s perspective the most pressing issue is to strengthen 

the transatlantic community because ―only a strong NATO can build 

a truly constructive and cooperative relationship with Russia‖, as 

Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg so aptly put it in one of his first 

public addresses. However the scale and complexity of the challenges 

that have emerged during his term are comparable to those in the 80‘s 

and 90‘s of the previous century. Both old and new challenges share 

a few things in common: a changing security environment which has 

forced NATO to adapt to it both militarily and politically, the Russian 
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factor, the geography and nature of the threat, and the diverse interests 

of the Member States. The new NATO boss, and spokesman of the 

Member States, will have therefore to: 

 - recognize that we must return to an understanding about the 

primary role and importance of collective defense, which is the 

foundation of all Allied military missions and the only one irreplacable 

NATO function. Two decades of operational NATO involvement in the 

Balkans, Iraq, and Afghanistan have given birth to two diametrically 

different military myths, one about quasi-military police missions being 

the "war of the future", and the other about the shrinking importance of 

―heavy‖ military forces. Both perceptional errors have influenced 

decisions to develop (or rather reduce) the Alliance‘s conventional 

military capabilities; 

 - properly guide debates over defense budgets so that the 

Alliance continues to ―buy‖ the military capabilities it needs to conduct 

the full spectrum of its missions. Such discussions are often confined to 

the scale of the expenditure revolving around the magic number of 2% of 

GDP. However, this is part of the problem, and it in no way reduces the 

nature of another problem, namely, how we use our defense resources. 

Europe today still has one of the largest military budgets in the world and 

valuable forces. The key is to strengthen allied defense planning and 

multi-national projects – not for the sake of multinationality, but rather to 

foster greater defense synergy; 

 - push Member States to abandon their sometimes narrowly 

defined national interests, and to look at the needs of the Alliance as 

a whole. The way the Newport defense package is implemented will 
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affect not only the Alliance's military posture and its deterrence policy, 

but it will also determine its credibility and improve burden-sharing 

among Europeans and Americans. 

In this context, the Readiness Action Plan must play several functions. In 

practical terms it needs to bring a tangible NATO military presence to the 

Eastern flank. This would gradually reverse the effects of the unilateral 

restrictions imposed in the years 1996-7 by the Alliance's own military 

operations in this part of the North Atlantic. Though such restrictions 

were understandable in an era of post-Cold War optimism, prolonging 

them in a profoundly changed strategic environment makes little sense. 

The continued cooperation of the United States and its European allies is 

crucial in this respect. Although the US leadership in NATO will continue 

to shoulder a proportionately greater military burden, Europe must 

inevitably ―improve the figures‖. Division "fifty - fifty" (compared with 

today's "75:25"), as proposed by America, seems more than fair. This 

must, however, entail the development or maintenance of European 

military capabilities, including headquarters, weapons, as well as 

logistics necessary to carry out operations of a large and diverse scale. 

One way to achieve this goal is to rapidly improve military cooperation 

between NATO and the European Union. 
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Deterrence and Reassurance through the Prism of Economic 

Measures 

By Ernest Wyciszkiewicz 

Concerted Western efforts to put an end to Russia‘s proxy war in eastern 

Ukraine have brought no tangible results thus far. Initial political 

demarches and public statements, delivered to express grave concerns, 

have been largely ignored by the Kremlin. Subsequent rounds of 

sanctions, beginning from individual travel bans and asset freezes to 

targeted economic restrictions affecting financial and energy sectors, 

generated significant costs, but were clearly insufficient to change 

Russia‘s political calculus. Unsurprisingly, no desirable political outcome 

has been achieved, at least when it comes to influencing Putin‘s policy 

on the ground. In parallel to ongoing talks in the Minsk and Normandy 

formats, and in clear contradiction with recurring Russian calls for peace, 

the so-called separatists continue to be actively supported by their 

powerful sponsor with advanced weapons, communications systems, 

and troops. Despite mounting evidence, the Kremlin has denied any 

involvement in Donbass so far, apparently to uphold its questionable role 

as an ―honest broker‖. Looking back over the past few months one sees 

only a continuous escalation of the conflict, interspersed with short 

periods of sham ceasefire, agreed to for the sole purpose of regrouping 

or tactical adjustments on the Russian-backed side. Resolve and political 

determination are not lacking in Russia, which does not seem to care 

much about the broader implications of its policies.  
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Russia’s struggle for systemic survival in a geopolitical guise 

There are many explanations for Russian policy, many of them focusing 

on the natural geopolitical clash of interests resulting from the alleged 

humiliation of Russia by NATO and EU enlargements. Such claims 

resemble a cover-up story, elaborated to convince domestic and 

international audiences that Russia only defends the inherent laws of 

international politics, in particular, an apparent great power‘s entitlement 

to make choices for those (and against their will if necessary) who 

happen to be inferior in the global pecking order.  

However, the Russian regime decided to engage in Ukraine not because 

of its faithful adherence to the abstract laws of geopolitics, but rather out 

of uncertainty about the potentially disturbing impact of Ukraine‘s 

rejection of the post-Soviet model of underdevelopment. The grass-roots 

social movement that forced the former Ukrainian president to flee the 

country evoked a strong reaction from Putin, who saw the whole 

situation as a challenge to his own political survival, as well as to the 

future of the political order he has crafted. Unfortunately, this makes the 

current situation even more perilous since no one can be sure how the 

regime will react when faced with the risk of collapse. Possibly, it might 

be interested in transforming its imminent implosion into an explosion in 

order to share the costs of its downfall with others. Therefore, any 

scenario of a potential Russian military incursion into NATO territory 

should be analyzed with this context in mind, and not be attributed solely 

to Moscow‘s ―neo-imperial DNA‖. 

Accordingly, Russia‘s war in Ukraine is more about domestic politics and 

the regime as such than about revising the European and/or international 
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order. The Russian leadership has managed to plant in their compatriots‘ 

minds the idea of a pre-planned conspiracy executed by the US to 

dismember the Russian Federation.
19

 Geopolitical justifications and anti-

Western clichés have become instrumental in increasing public support 

for the corrupted regime, which is interested only in ensuring its political 

survival and well-being. Such clichés have also been presented to 

international audiences in order to rationalize Russian aggression. 

Alas, surprisingly, such arguments are considered to be valid by some 

renowned Western scholars and retired policy-makers, in particular 

those who strongly opposed NATO enlargement in the 1990s.
20

 In their 

eyes, it was the West and its expansionism that pushed a ―humiliated‖ 

Russia to defend its national interests. According to such twisted logic, 

the perpetrator becomes the victim, while the victim is actually denied 

the ability to choose its own path of development.  

Although such fallacies have not prevailed so far, they do contribute to 

the creation of self-deceptive expectations in the West. The argument 

goes that it is enough to leave Ukraine in Russia‘s ―sphere of privileged 

interests‖ (i.e. reject its NATO and EU aspirations, recognize Crimea‘s 

                                                           
19

 See December speech of President Putin in which he said that ―even if Maidan had not 
happened the West would have come up with sanctions‖ or interviews of Nikolai Patrushev, 
Head of Security Council, to Rossyiskaya Gazeta in which he deciphered the whole US-led 
conspiracy aimed at destroying Russia and taking over its resources. Second Cold War, 
Rossiyskaya Gazeta, October 15, 2014, http://www.rg.ru/2014/10/15/patrushev.html, 
Patrushev: US Goal is to  Weaken Russia, Rossiyskaya Gazeta, February 10, 
2015http://www.rg.ru/2015/02/10/patrushev-interviu-site.html (both in Russian). 
20

 J. Mearsheimer, Why the Ukraine Crisis Is the West’s Fault, ―Foreign Affairs‖, 
September-October 2014, 
S. Walt, Why Arming Kiev Is a Really, Really Bad Idea, Foreign Policy, February 9, 2015, 

<http://foreignpolicy.com/2015/02/09/how-not-to-save-ukraine-arming-kiev-is-a-bad-idea/>, 

Interview with Henry Kissinger: 'Do We Achieve World Order Through Chaos or Insight?', 

Spiegel International, November 13, 2014, 

http://www.spiegel.de/international/world/interview-with-henry-kissinger-on-state-of-global-

politics-a-1002073.html. 
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annexation, and enforce a constitutional coup) for the conflict between 

Russia and the West to dissipate. However, given our initial assumption 

that the conflict is about the survival of the regime, the surrender of 

Ukraine will not change the picture much. The Russian system of power 

will remain fragile and vulnerable to various internal and external factors, 

which sooner rather than later will lead to another attempt to instigate 

a crisis so as to strengthen Putin‘s legitimacy through a ―rally-around-

the-flag‖ effect.  

The system has not failed so far 

A common theme in Russian propaganda and official Kremlin statements 

holds that the annexation of Crimea and the current conflict are merely 

symptoms of systemic change, or, to be more precise, systemic failure. 

This is an obvious attempt either to transfer responsibility for the crisis 

back to the West, the architect of said system, or to dilute the issue with 

abstract categories. Under such perverse logic, despite having violated 

the UN Charter, the OSCE Helsinki Act and numerous other obligations, 

Russia has actually helped to reveal existing weaknesses of the system.  

The West should unequivocally reject such statements and not pursue 

yet another ―Grand Bargain‖ between the real and self-proclaimed great 

powers. This would only legitimize Russia‘s unilateral breach of the 

normative foundations of the existing system. The system is still there, 

the rules are still there, and the very fact that one actor has decided to 

act against them does not mean the rest should treat this as proof of 

collapse and as a signal for reform. Highway speeding by some drivers 

doesn‘t lead to calls for scrapping the entire traffic code.   
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Sanctions work, patience wanted 

This lengthy introduction is meant to emphasize the fact that, under the 

current circumstances, the West cannot afford inertia and paralyzing 

risk-aversion. The military and security means needed to deter and 

reassure are a significant part of the picture, particularly in the short-

term, though honing a coercive economic strategy is equally important. 

Surprisingly, however, the EU and the US have managed to easily 

overcome earlier hesitations and concerns, and to swiftly decide to 

introduce sanctions against Russia.   

Ideally, economic sanctions should change their target‘s balance sheet 

and consequently influence its behavior. Yet, their real impact is always 

more complex and context-dependent than this. Numerous factors 

matter: the overall economic conditions of the target, the properties of its 

political system, the scope and intensity of international cooperation as 

well as the availability and application of other coercive measures.
21

 

Success in the short-term is rare, particularly, when sanctions are used 

against a state that has accumulated significant resources (regardless of 

the structural shortcomings of its economy) and developed a system of 

power capable of absorbing significant external shocks. Therefore, it 

would be naïve to assume that economic sanctions could have an 

immediate effect on Russian policy. Such a crude measure of 

effectiveness wrongly suggests that sanctions were intended to serve as 

                                                           
21

 For more on the efficiency of sanctions, see. G.C. Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions 
Reconsidered, 3rd Edition, Peterson Institute for International Economics, Washington, 
2007. The authors offered synthetic recommendations in the form of seven 
commandments: (1) „Don‘t Bite Off More Than You Can Chew‖, (2) „Friends Are More 
Likely to Comply than Adversaries‖, (3) „Beware Autocratic Regimes‖, (4) „Slam the 
Hammer, Don‘t Turn the Screw‖, (5) „More Is Not Necessarily Merrier‖, (6) „Choose the 
Right Tool for the Job‖, (7) „Don‘t Be a Cheapskate or a Spendthrift‖, 
http://www.iie.com/publications/briefs/sanctions4075.pdf. 

http://www.iie.com/publications/briefs/sanctions4075.pdf
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an economic equivalent of blitzkrieg. Rather, they were supposed to 

raise costs little by little, with the hope being that sooner rather than later 

such costs would exceed an acceptable level and lead to a policy 

change.
22

 Unfortunately, no one knows what Russia considers 

acceptable, so sanctions remain something of a long shot. In Russia‘s 

case, restrictions quickly turned out to be painful, not because of their 

design, but rather due to their coinciding with the growing systemic 

problems facing the Russian economy which were fully exposed in 2014 

by the drop in oil prices. Political and military adventurism did not pay off 

economically, leading to a currency crisis, dwindling reserves, rising 

inflation, a looming recession, and a decrease in production, trade and 

investments. Restricted access to international financial markets only 

exacerbated the situation. Russia would have had a lot of opportunities 

to mitigate the harmful effects of its own policy if not for the sanctions, 

which denied it access to necessary capital.   

Though sanctions did not force Russia to step back from Ukraine, they 

were far from worthless, having generated significant costs, both tangible 

and intangible, including dealing a severe blow to Russia‘s credibility as 

a safe place for investments. Russia‘s economy will be suffering for 

years due to the lack of reforms and the fall-out of the current crisis. The 

sanctions may have also prevented the Kremlin from taking more 

aggressive actions, though such an argument is impossible to prove 

beyond any doubt.  

                                                           
22

 For an in-depth analysis of sanctions, their evolution, functions and effectiveness, see. 

M. Eriksson, Targeting Peace. Understanding UN and EU Targeted Sanctions, Ashgate, 

2010. 
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When considering the economic dimension of the West‘s strategy 

towards Russia, time is of the essence. Russian vulnerability to Western 

economic pressure is of a mid- to long-term nature, yet structural 

weaknesses are being revealed every day. In every patrimonial system 

the most valuable currency is loyalty, which is guaranteed either by the 

redistribution of resources among the elites or by stirring up fear among 

the masses when necessary. It is hard to evaluate precisely the strength 

of the bonds forged among Russian elites, but it is easy to identify ways 

to weaken them. The West has been inflicting significant amounts of pain 

on the Russian economy by reducing the resources available for cronies 

to allocate to one another. The sanctions may also have an important 

security dimension, as they indirectly put pressure on military spending. 

Obviously the regime does not wish to reduce its current level of 

spending; however, refusing to do so will only generate additional 

tensions amidst emerging budgetary constraints. Hence, what the West 

needs most right now is simply patience and perseverance.  

Given the nature of the Russian system, the sanctions imposed were 

chosen correctly. The system responded in a very peculiar way, officially 

by implementing counter-measures in the form of embargoes on various 

Western products, but in reality by forcing hardship upon Russian society 

in order to achieve a ‗rally-around-the-flag effect‘. Russian elites turned 

the risks which were mounting due to the crisis they had caused into 

a national struggle for survival, laying the blame with the West while 

urging their own citizens to tighten their belts. Although it seems rather 

unlikely that sanctions alone would force Russia to redefine its policy, 

governments can only endure so much hardship. Russian tolerance for 

economic hardship might be high, especially now, when the prospect of 

walking away from Ukraine and Crimea is considered more risky 
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politically. Nonetheless, the Western community, if it indeed is 

determined to defend universal norms and values, should sit back and 

wait without extending a helping hand to Moscow. The sanctions 

imposed on Russia will become more and more painful with time, and 

hence should stay in place, unless real concessions by Russia are 

made.  

Sanctions and reassurance 

Sanctions matter not only as an instrument of coercion, but also as a 

mechanism for improving the West‘s resolve. This is particularly true for 

the EU, which has managed to overcome deep internal divisions to 

unanimously adopt several rounds of economic restrictions against its 

eastern neighbor. It was a huge surprise for Russia‘s elites, who were 

convinced that Europe‘s actions would be short-lived. Such sanctions 

constitute the most important material confirmation of a common political 

and legal assessment of the annexation of Crimea and the ongoing 

violations of Ukraine‘s territorial integrity. The logical thing to do would be 

to lift sanctions only after Russia‘s return to the status quo ante, no 

matter how improbable this may seem at the moment. The sanctions 

imposed on Russia should remain until this happens, not just as 

a deterrent, but also as a symbol of unity. 

The asymmetry in the vulnerability and exposure to Russian pressure 

between US and European financial institutions and industries has made 

many observers think that a common position on sanctions is unlikely to 

be reached. Luckily, the political costs generated by Russia‘s aggression 

and the subsequent escalation of the conflict have helped to build 

a consensus. The restrictions jointly supported by the US and EU should 
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not be underestimated even if they are not optimal. Putin and his cronies 

did not expect Obama and Merkel to speak with one voice on sanctions. 

This was reportedly a shock for many in Russia, who were convinced 

that driving a wedge between Washington and Berlin would be relatively 

easy.  

But while a consensus on sanctions is necessary, so is EU-US 

cooperation aimed at reducing the former‘s sensitivity to Russian 

economic pressure. Obviously, this concerns mainly energy cooperation, 

particularly when it comes to oil and gas supplies. The US has become 

increasingly secure in terms of its energy supplies (be they oil or gas) 

and less dependent on energy imports, an issue which is likely to 

disappear sooner rather than later from the US foreign policy agenda. 

Under such circumstances, is there any chance for the EU‘s energy 

challenges to become a part of US energy policy?  

European economies are highly sensitive to Russian economic pressure, 

though even those heavily dependent on Russian gas and oil are better 

prepared to deal with potential disruptions than conventional wisdom 

suggests. The stress tests, ordered by the European Commission last 

year to check the resilience of their gas sectors to even a total cut-off of 

Russian gas, proved that what EU members need most to survive with 

minor losses is mutual cooperation, which would distribute the inevitable 

costs of the crisis relatively equally among all partners. Still, in terms of 

its political significance, Russian gas is at the heart of the threat 

perception in Europe, and is seen as a potential tool of power projection, 

especially in Central Europe. Naturally, if we want to reduce the EU‘s 

vulnerability we must complete the internal energy market, diversify 

sources and develop indigenous production. It goes without saying, 
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however, that positive changes in US energy policy and ongoing EU-US 

talks on TTIP create an excellent opportunity to think about qualitatively 

new ways to cooperate in this field. If this were to happen, it would surely 

impact beyond the energy domain and strengthen transatlantic relations 

overall. 

No return to business as usual 

The current Russian leadership has gone so far in its information war 

that going back to ―business as usual‖ is highly unlikely anytime soon. 

Putin and his inner circle have become hostages to their own 

propaganda. Their domestic credibility relies now on maintaining 

antagonistic attitudes towards the West. Hence, there should be no 

illusions about the prospects for real change in Russian policy under the 

current regime. Putin – after Crimea – relies on anti-Western and anti-US 

rhetoric to legitimate and stabilize the post-Soviet political system. Given 

this, desperate efforts to find some sort of face-saving solution for Putin 

just to buy us some time are futile, for as long as such naïve hopes 

remain the West will not able to come up with realistic approaches.  

Understandably, such a situation creates challenges, especially for 

European policy-makers who must navigate a low-risk political culture 

grounded in the belief that frequent negotiations in good faith are the 

pathway to a mutually beneficial resolution. Occasionally, however, it is 

not possible to go back to business-as-usual, at which point one partner 

must determine what costs its adversary is willing to pay. This is what 

Russia has been doing by warning against the looming risk of a greater 

war breaking out and by increasing the number of military air and sea 

incidents to test NATO‘s capabilities and undermine the confidence of its 
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members, in particular those who feel most vulnerable. Deliberate 

actions aimed at heightening tensions and uncertainty are supposed to 

influence the calculations of political costs in European states in addition 

to driving a wedge between particular EU members as well as Europe 

and the US.  

In the realm of security the Euro-Atlantic community has obvious 

difficulties engaging in such an exchange, as ongoing debates over the 

pros and cons of arming Ukraine have made clear. Those against 

weapon deliveries argue that this would automatically pave the way for 

further escalation; however, they fail to notice the obvious correlation 

between Russia‘s military build-up and Western conciliatory behavior. 

The more the West hesitates, the more effectively Russia is able to 

change the situation on the ground. It is true that democratic European 

governments are much more risk-averse than authoritarian Russia, but 

this is a weakness that must be overcome if we are to raise the stakes 

and make the potential costs of an escalation prohibitive for the 

aggressor. We must not forget that Putin faces a puzzle, i.e. how to 

remain untouched politically without bringing the Russian economy to its 

knees. The paradox is that he needs the West for both aims – as an 

adversary to consolidate public support and as a partner in trade and 

investment. 

In a broad sense, the West faces the following dilemma: either to give 

up, lift the sanctions it has imposed and let Russia go along with Crimea, 

the Donbass and Ukraine more broadly, or to realize finally that the 

conflict is not only about Ukraine but about the very concept of the West 

as a community able and willing to defend its constitutive values.   
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NATO’s Eastern Flank: Reframing Executive and Legislative 

Initiatives after the Republicans’ Midterm Victory 

By Marcin Zaborowski and Cordelia Buchanan Ponczek 

―The 1980s are now calling to ask for their foreign policy back because 

the Cold War‘s been over for 20 years.‖ These words were spoken by 

Democratic President Barack Obama to his Republican opponent Mitt 

Romney in the October 2012 presidential election debate. With these 

words Obama countered Romney‘s overenthusiastic assessment of 

Russia as a ―geopolitical foe‖. While the American public may have 

agreed with the president‘s foreign policy assessment two years ago, 

they certainly have a different perspective now. Americans‘ concern over 

Russia and its global security incursions is high and rising rapidly.  

Critics often juxtapose President Obama‘s robust domestic policy with 

his less assertive foreign policy, including his Russia policy. Previously, 

the lack of an executive foreign policy strategy towards Russia may have 

gone unnoticed, but the present situation is not so forgiving. Increasingly, 

the president‘s own executive staff, his political party, and the American 

public are looking for a concrete policy that would curtail Russia‘s 

growing incursions in Ukraine and the ominous shadow it has cast over 

U.S. allies on the eastern front. The want of a strategy throws the door 

wide open for the Republican Party and its leaders, presenting them with 

an opportunity to challenge the president‘s leadership and, by proxy, the 

leadership of the Democratic Party, thereby establishing a viable bid for 

a power shift. 

Nothing has demonstrated this more than the Republicans‘ midterm 

victory. And, while it does not portend an abrupt shift in U.S. foreign 
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policy and strategy towards Russia and NATO‘s eastern flank, this 

change in legislative leadership signals a new power dynamic between 

the president and Congress, and primes the platforms for legislative and 

executive priorities now, and political platforms in the upcoming 2016 

presidential elections. 

Executive and Legislative Foreign Policy Balance 

In its wisdom, the United States Constitution provides for a share of 

foreign policy tasks and balance of strategies employed by the executive 

and legislative branches. Like a Venn diagram, these roles are separate 

but overlap in areas of common interaction, as defined by those who 

fulfill each role. The executive position of the president, along with the 

secretary of state and national security adviser, is overt. In contrast, the 

role of Congress is supportive, dissident, or independent. Congress can 

reinforce the president‘s initiatives through corresponding legislation or 

check the executive through counter legislation or funding denials and 

restraints. To this end, Congressional committees wield significant 

influence over such initiatives, about which more later. 

The overlap of the two positions is maintained by the exchange of 

initiatives and subsequent responses: the two branches can either work 

as a complementary and cohesive force on foreign policy or as disparate 

poles of repelling magnets, each of which serves as its own variable. 

This translates into four foreign policy scenarios: (1) executive initiation, 

legislative support; (2) executive initiation, legislative counter; which then 

leads to the possibility of (3) legislative initiative, executive support; or 

the scenario (4) legislative initiative, executive counter. A parry by either 

party in scenario 2 or 4 leads to the reversal of power positions and 
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determines whether or not a reciprocal relationship is possible. This 

dynamic inevitably frames perceptions of presidential power. 

Exchanges between the executive and legislative branches regarding 

foreign policy decisions are further nuanced by the nature of the issue at 

hand. Hypothetically, either Congress or the president could have the 

decisive say, but it is the event itself that shapes its own resolution. In 

effect, certain types of events will scale up or scale down the interest of 

and the interaction between the legislative and executive. This is 

supported by two different factors of American foreign policy. The first 

factor is the evolution of America‘s response to a world event. Foreign 

policy is created by many different actors, and is constantly evolving to 

meet new situations and needs. This axiom begins with the event at 

hand—whether it is static or dynamic—and can be extrapolated to the 

parties who address the event. This leads us to point two: when 

addressing an event, the relationship, roles, and interactions between 

the legislative and executive branches fluctuate based on variables such 

as the personalities of the president and members of Congress, party 

cooperation vis-à-vis the respective executive-legislative parties in 

power, and finally, the overarching national discourse on a given event at 

a given time. This last variable is the result of several factors, such as 

a party‘s platform, domestic politics, public opinion, and whether the 

initiating event presents an unprecedented challenge.  

The variables present in determining the importance of Russia and 

NATO‘s eastern flank include the present executive-legislative party split 

between the Democratic and Republican parties, the projected defense 

objectives envisaged by the Republican Party platform and reinforced by 
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U.S. voters who wish to see a strong U.S. reaction to Russian 

revanchism, and robust U.S. support for allies on the eastern flank. 

The Executive  

Decisive foreign policymaking has not been the Obama‘s 

administration‘s strong suit. To wit, the most and least effective 

measures alike have been statements that either directly yield a change 

in outcome or shift the international dialogue enough to create a new 

dynamic. This results from several factors: first, the president‘s efforts to 

differentiate and distance himself from the mistakes of his predecessor, 

George W. Bush; second, vis-à-vis the first, making the scaling down, 

and eventual completion, of U.S. operations in Iraq and Afghanistan 

a defining platform of his election and re-election campaigns; third, 

Obama‘s own contemplative style—his habit of deliberating at length 

before making a decision, something for which he has been both lauded 

and criticized.  

President Obama, along with Secretary of State John Kerry and National 

Security Advisor Susan Rice have shaped a concerned but cautiously 

removed policy towards the ongoing security situation in Ukraine, 

Russia‘s encroachments in the region, and the subsequent 

apprehension voiced by NATO allies on the eastern flank.  In both cases, 

no one on the foreign policy executive staff is an expert on the region, 

unlike former National Security Advisor and Secretary of State 

Condoleezza Rice.  Conclusively, the personality of the executive—

extending beyond the president himself to his staff—alters the coherence 

of policy objectives towards Russia and the eastern flank.  
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The cautiousness of the executive has been chiefly marked by 

diplomatic and rhetorical gestures such as state visits to allies by the 

president, vice president, and secretary of state; commentary or 

condemnation of events by the White House press office, which 

reassures allies or reprimands and discourages perpetrators; and finally, 

discourse with foreign leaders on strategies for dealing with the 

developing security situation. While effective, the strategy employed by 

the executive has had the adverse effect of maintaining the status quo, 

which is increasingly unacceptable to eastern NATO allies, who have 

called for an increase in military investment and suggestively potent joint 

exercises—decidedly not the status quo. It is unlikely that the president‘s 

steady diplomatic rhetoric will waiver on its own. Instead, it is more likely 

to be shaped by the legislative branch, particularly in the light of 

Republican midterm victories, which will likely result in increased 

legislative oversight on foreign policy. 

The Legislative 

The Republican Party anticipated victory, but even the most experienced 

political pundits expressed amazement at the sweeping gains made by 

Republicans in the House of Representatives and the Senate, which 

they re-took, in last November‘s midterm elections. Campaign speeches 

touted a common denominator: the Obama factor. Republicans ran on 

voter disapproval of Obama‘s policies, including foreign policy. In pre-

election polling, overall approval of the president stood at 40 percent; 

approval of his handling of foreign affairs was 31 percent. American 

voters delivered major changes to their government, effectively to the 

legislative branch. The Republican majority in the House retained its 

leadership roles—namely the Speaker of the House and the Majority 
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Whip. In the Senate, Republican Senator Mitch McConnell became 

Senate Majority Leader. This is a powerful factor affecting Republicans‘ 

chances of achieving their legislative goals: House and Senate 

leadership positions are noted for their ability to control the legislative 

agenda and to bring issues to a vote or to stymie unwanted legislation. 

Aside from the Congressional leadership, the power of committee 

appointments is far more nuanced: the Republicans‘ Senate majority 

provided directives to advance Senate Republicans to the much-coveted 

committee leadership positions.   

There are three committees to take note of when considering U.S. policy 

towards Russia, each with a corresponding and crossover presence in 

the House and the Senate: the Committee on Appropriations, 

responsible for regulating government expenditures, including military 

expenditures via the Subcommittee on Defense; the Foreign Affairs 

Committee, which addresses proposed legislation affecting U.S. policy 

and actions abroad; and the Committee on Armed Services, charged 

with oversight of the American military, including operations aboard.   

As noted, following the midterm majority change in the Senate, control 

shifted from Democratic to Republican chairmanship in each of these 

committees. This drastically affects the power Senate Republicans will 

wield in bringing their agenda to the forefront. Admittedly, the initial focus 

has been on immediate issues such as immigration and energy, but 

defense, including military spending and foreign policy oversight, will 

follow quickly on the heels of such pressing topics, particularly as budget 

discussions begin for fiscal year 2016. President Obama has proposed 

a larger defense budget, and Congressional Republicans will need to 
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balance their own parsimonious austerity with their desire to increase 

military spending. 

It is worth noting that Congressional action on NATO, Ukraine, and 

Russia has been consistently bipartisan in nature. This is best displayed 

in congressional support for lethal aid to Ukraine: the most recent House 

bill advocating $1 billion in lethal aid to Ukraine was co-sponsored by the 

ranking Republican and Democratic members of the House Armed 

Services Committee, Representative Mac Thornberry of Texas and 

Representative Adam Smith of Washington. Legislation sponsored in 

2014 was also bipartisan - S. 2828 was introduced by Democratic 

Senator Robert Menendez of New Jersey, and the corresponding House 

bill, H.R.5859 was introduced by Republican Representative Jim Gerlach 

of Pennsylvania. Both pieces of legislation boasted extensive co-

sponsors from both sides of the aisle.  

Given this bipartisan consensus, Congressional Republicans have an 

opportunity to scale up their leadership role as initiators of legislation that 

will undoubtedly garner Democratic support, starting with easily 

reconcilable issues such as aid to Ukraine, and moving on to more 

challenging but still negotiable policies like the advancement of military 

operations with NATO allies and increased defense spending. Displays 

of Congressional leadership now will simultaneously strengthen 

Republican bids for the 2016 presidential election and weaken President 

Obama‘s foreign policy objectives if he does not rise to meet the 

challenge.  
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Public Opinion  

The office of the President of the United States includes the title of 

Commander-in-Chief. As such, the position entails a certain expectation 

of foreign policy and military leadership. In practice, if Americans are 

preoccupied with domestic struggles, they tend to disregard the 

president‘s foreign policy role. But as domestic issues right themselves, 

the pendulum swings the other way, resulting in increased public 

awareness of exterior threats.   

A rising number of U.S. academics, newspapers, and journals are 

responding to the public‘s interest in foreign affairs and weighing in on 

Russia‘s incursions into Ukraine. This renewed interest is significant not 

because it is the sole dominating theme of U.S. foreign policy 

discourse—a platform shared by a variety of ongoing global events—but 

because of its swift and decisive rise in prominence. Two years ago, 

Islamic terrorism commanded the forefront and Russia barely existed; 

now, Americans are rapidly shifting their attention back to Russia and, as 

a result, towards European and NATO allies. 

Influenced by the ongoing violence and destabilization in Ukraine, 

American negativity towards Russia and its military has reached an all-

time high. A Gallup survey conducted in February 2015 reports that, in 

answer to the open-ended question, ―What one country anywhere in the 

world do you consider to be the United States‘ greatest enemy today?‖, 

18 percent of Americans said Russia, up from 9 percent in 2014, and 2 

percent in 2012. Indeed, Russia now tops the list of enemies, beating out 

North Korea, China, Iran, Iraq, and ―Countries in which ISIS operates‖, 

among others. 
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Another poll shows that nearly half of Americans—49 percent—see 

Russian military power as a critical threat to the United States. This 

number has increased dramatically since 2004, when only 18 percent of 

Americans considered the Russian military to be a threat; the numbers 

remained constant until 2010, when 23 percent were concerned with 

Russia. Last year, 32 percent saw Russia‘s military as a threat.  

In another poll measuring favorable and unfavorable impressions of 

Russia, Gallup noted that, in 26 years of reporting on the trend, 2015 

represented an unprecedentedly negative American view of Russia with 

70 percent of Americans viewing Russia unfavorably. Since the end of 

the Cold War American discontent towards Russia has never been 

higher. Just three years ago—in 2012—more Americans saw Russia 

positively than negatively. Past spikes in unfavorable views were in 

2002, when 66 percent of Americans rated Russia unfavorably, and 

during the Kosovo War in the 1990s. Interestingly, there was no spike in 

discontent towards Russia in 2008, following the Russo-Georgian War, 

perhaps resulting from Obama‘s ―reset‖ with Russia.   

U.S. voters are not merely showing a renewed interest in the country; 

rather, it is topping their list of concerns. This portends a shift in what 

constituents expect from their legislators in terms of appropriate 

legislation, and from their president in terms of foreign policy objectives.  

Both of these cast towards military might and spending, another polling 

trend.   

According to Gallup data, which has tracked public opinion towards 

American military strength, one in three Americans believes the 

government is spending too little on national defense and the military. 



100 

Since this number spiked to 41 percent in 2001, following terrorist 

attacks on American soil, the percentage of Americans who think the 

U.S. should spend more on military strength has been in steady 

decline—until now. Starting in 2011, the trend gradually rose upward, 

and now, at 34 percent, 2015 represents the highest percentage of 

Americans who want to increase military spending since 2001. This trend 

can also be attributed to other perceived security threats; however, the 

desire for increased military spending is present, and public opinion is 

returning to a favorable opinion of military spending, unheard of during 

U.S. military operations in Iraq and Afghanistan.  

The idea of the United States as a military power is also coming back 

into fashion, with 59 percent reporting that the United States is the No. 1 

military power in the world; this trend is on a gradual rise after its slump 

from 64 percent to 50 percent in 2010–2013. Equally as interesting is the 

converse trend: that the United States is one of several leading powers. 

Fewer Americans—currently 38 percent—see the U.S. as sharing its 

claim to global military might, which perhaps reflects the administration‘s 

desire to share the burden of protecting the eastern flank with other 

foreign powers. 

When it comes to providing lethal aid to Ukraine, defined as military 

weapons and equipment, neither critics—take note of the internal 

Brookings‘ split between Talbot and Shapiro—nor the public, is 

convinced.  Gallup reports that 54 percent oppose the measure while 40 

percent favor it; 6 percent ―don‘t know‖. This, too, is indicative of an 

unwillingness to engage at the ground level just yet: Americans are still 

reeling after the fiasco in the Middle East. Another sobering trend is 

that—contrary to the above poll showing Russia as the chief enemy 
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country—only 44 percent of Americans see the conflict between Russia 

and Ukraine as a critical threat to the vital interests of the United States. 

45 percent see the conflict‘s threat as important, but not critical, when 

presented with a list of issues that includes Islamic militants, international 

terrorism, Iran‘s nuclear program, and North Korea.   

Yet, on that same list, consistent with the above-cited concern about 

Russia, 49 percent see the military power of Russia as a critical threat, 

while 41 percent see it as an important, but not critical, threat. In sum, 

while the crisis in Ukraine is not one of Americans‘ foremost concerns, it 

has risen swiftly in importance over the last two years. Americans have 

been consistently concerned about threats posed by Islamic militants 

and terrorists, North Korea, and Iran for the last ten years, but Russia is 

something new. Indeed, the idea of Russia as a military threat is gaining 

ground in the minds of many Americans. 

Conclusion 

The United States may not be in the 1980s foreign policy-wise but there 

is little doubt that Russia will be on Americans‘ minds as the 2016 

presidential campaigns commence. Russia has become a greater 

foreign policy variable than President Obama or the Democratic Party 

could have foreseen in 2012. Like a juggernaut, the sheer momentum of 

the Russia issue has made it a concern for Americans at home.  

Most potently, this affects the perception of presidential power, and how 

either party will use Russia‘s resurgence to their benefit. Republican and 

Democrat midterm election campaigns shared something in common: 

the distance both parties put between themselves and President Obama. 

Though this is standard practice for an opposing party, it represents 



102 

a break for Democrats accustomed to looking to their party‘s chief as an 

effective leader. Likewise, Americans look to their president to chart 

a clear path for the nation‘s foreign policy. In both cases, something is 

lacking in President Obama‘s repertoire. The perceived action or inaction 

of the executive branch greatly affects internal party politics and 

Americans‘ opinions of the competency of their president. Obama does 

not have to run for office again—something he cheekily noted in 

January‘s State of the Union address—but future Democratic candidates 

do, and many wonder whether the foreign policy legacy of their 

compatriot will serve as an asset or a liability—as was the case in 

November‘s midterms. 

When deciding what foreign policy decisions to make, the abstract 

values of either the executive or the legislative branch are less important 

than the concrete steps each party is willing to take to reach a common 

goal. As such, the largely bipartisan consensus on censuring Russian 

aggression and reaching out diplomatically to allies, particularly those 

most concerned by the ongoing crisis, has created an opportunity for the 

president to reassert his power. Democratic support for a more muscular 

policy in Ukraine and the newly elected and more aggressive Republican 

Congress could complement President Obama‘s deliberative style and 

lead to more systemic and lasting changes on the eastern flank that will 

pay dividends in the coming years. 
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RECORD OF THE PROCEEDINGS OF THE WARSAW 

DEFENSE DIALOGUE 

 

CENTRAL AND EASTERN EUROPE’S SECURITY DILEMMAS AND 

THE CURRENT STATE OF TRANSATLANTIC SECURITY 

RELATIONS 

It was noted during the discussion that the history of transatlantic 

relations is riddled with tensions, fundamental misperceptions and even 

serious crises. At the same time, the transatlantic community has the 

unique ability to unite around great strategic projects. The last great 

joint European-American project was the enlargement of NATO and 

the EU, which managed to return Central Europe ―back into the fold‖ of 

Western civilization. Throughout this project, America remained engaged 

in Europe ―repeatedly and intrusively‖ at the political, economic and 

security levels. 

In 2004, following the second (and largest) post Cold–War wave of 

NATO enlargement, the predominant feeling on both sides of the Atlantic 

was that the mission had been accomplished. Washington believed that 

the Central European countries were fully integrated into Euro-Atlantic 

security and economic structures. The predominant mode of thinking 

was: ―The US does not need to engage with Europe strategically 

anymore, because we have a solid relationship there.‖ That was the 

moment when the US began to withdraw from Europe. 
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One member of the panel noted that another reason why America‘s 

focus shifted away from Europe was Europe itself. With the European 

allies having decided to benefit from the ―peace dividend‖ and cut their 

defense spending, Washington saw no point in retaining previous levels 

of American engagement on the continent and shouldering most of the 

costs of Europe‘s security guarantees.  

In the meantime, a new strategy began to take shape in Washington. 

It pushed American foreign policy towards engagements with 

―difficult‖ states. Some influential members of the Obama 

Administration began to argue forcefully that the US should make more 

of an effort to engage with countries like China, Pakistan or Iran.  

While to the US transatlantic relations became just another element 

of its global relationships network, for the Central Europeans it 

remained a key relationship. In Poland and most other countries in the 

region, the belief that NATO was the platform of cooperation that would 

continue to guide the transatlantic relationship was near-universal. The 

level of Polish-American cooperation in Iraq and Afghanistan and the 

advanced negotiations on missile defense only reaffirmed this belief. The 

notion that Europe had been reduced to the status of a ―solved issue‖ 

was not fully recognized in Europe until considerably later. 

The first warning signs that Europe was in fact not ―finished 

business‖ came at the 2008 NATO Bucharest Summit, where deep 

divisions amongst the allies over the enlargement process were on 

display. The summit revealed the lack of consensus on the issue of 

whether to continue enlargement. Beyond that, though, the dramatic 

developments that followed, namely the Georgia–Russia war, still failed 
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to serve as a ―wake-up call‖ for the transatlantic community. On the 

contrary, the result was a silent agreement among the Allies to simply 

freeze the enlargement project, while Russia started carrying out its own 

project in the region - an attempt to reunify the former Soviet republics 

under its own banner. 

The Core Group strongly agreed that Putin’s actions in Ukraine have 

finally reawakened the entire transatlantic community. On one hand, 

they have reinforced the unity of the West, but on the other, they have 

also revealed the Alliance‘s weak spots, exposing the divergence of 

opinions, especially regarding the scale and scope of its unified 

response towards Russia. Russian actions have also rekindled some 

deep seated concerns about the future of regional security, quite 

strong in Central Europe, which have their roots in the heritage of the 

region‘s modern history. The panelists highlighted three major 

interconnected and overlapping Central European dilemmas, whose 

origins can be traced back to those historical experiences. 

The first is the dilemma of broken promises, and a fear of being 

abandoned by allies. Rooted firmly in the historical experience of some 

Central European countries, this leads to a questioning of the credibility 

of the Article 5 provisions. It does not necessarily challenge the general 

credibility of the security guarantees, but rather their individual elements: 

the procedures, military capabilities, and political will underpinning them.  

The second is the ―periphery of the West‖ dilemma. It is very much 

connected to problems of perception among some of the ―old‖ NATO and 

EU members in the past, namely the question: Is Central Europe an 

integral part of the West, or not quite? The unspoken yet nonetheless 
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real differences in the status of Central and Eastern European members 

in NATO, who are left without major military deployments and NATO 

infrastructure, have further fuelled those concerns. It was pointed out 

that the initial US response to the crisis in Ukraine (land component 

deployments, air presence, enhanced training on the Eastern Flank), the 

European Reassurance Initiative (ERI) announced by President Obama, 

and finally the Newport Summit decisions mitigated to some extent the 

―periphery dilemma‖. All of these US and NATO decisions were very 

timely and very much expected by the publics of Central and Eastern 

Europe. Concern remains though.  

The third dilemma was called ―Russia first‖. It is very deeply ingrained 

in the mentality of Western elites but provokes anxiety that the region 

may be sacrificed in a broader geopolitical game between the West and 

Russia. This suspicion mounts alongside the West‘s seeming readiness 

to reach an agreement with Moscow at all costs, even if this requires it to 

sacrifice its core values or ignore the extent to which Russia has violated 

its own commitments and international law. The debate about the 

applicability of the NATO – Russia Founding Act that preceded the last 

NATO summit has deepened concerns. In the Newport Summit 

declaration, there was no direct reference to the Act, but its spirit was 

present in the document. 

The panel agreed that the Ukrainian crisis strengthened Central 

Europe‘s conviction that transatlantic relations and the direct 

political and military involvement of the United States in the region 

is a precondition of its security. Indeed, the region has expressed its 

increased willingness and ability to contribute to this relationship. In 

Central Europe (especially in Poland and the Baltic region) ―free-
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riderism‖ is losing its appeal. The old thinking was: ―What can America 

do for us‖? The new thinking goes: ―What can we do for ourselves and 

how can America help us in the process?‖ 

The crisis in Ukraine has exposed the limits of regional cooperation 

within the current structures. This is particularly true when it comes to the 

Visegrad Group, but the same could be said of the Weimar Triangle, 

which includes Germany, France and Poland.  

The Core Group agreed that the Kremlin’s foreign policy will not 

change in the foreseeable future. Russia aims to restore its sphere of 

influence from the Soviet Union era and it is testing NATO‘s credibility by 

organizing both large scale and snap exercises on the Alliance‘s 

borders. 

There were differences in how individual members of the Core 

Group assessed the West’s response to the Ukrainian crisis. Some 

pointed to the fact that given the scale and scope of Russian aggression 

(the annexation and militarization of Crimea, and Russia‘s direct 

involvement in the fighting in the Eastern Ukraine), NATO‘s response 

was rather weak and symbolic. They argued that deploying relatively 

small military assets had a negative impact on NATO’s credibility and 

may have caused Central Europe to question the Article 5 

guarantees. The economic sanctions were also seen as timid: ―Despite 

targeted sanctions, big business goes on‖.  

On the other hand, some from the Core Group argued that the West‘s 

initial reaction was carefully measured and constitutes a good 

starting point for future action. They recalled the immediate military 

deployments under Operation Atlantic Resolve, the announcement of the 
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European Reassuring Initiative (ERI) by president Obama in Warsaw, 

and NATO Summit decisions, particularly the Readiness Action Plan 

(RAP). Referring to the sanctions introduced so far, these participants 

pointed out that they do work, and that they actually have revealed the 

―underbelly of the Russian economic system‖.  

However, all of the participants agreed that a more decisive and robust 

approach is needed, both on the military and economic fronts. NATO 

has to adapt to the new security environment. As a first step, the 

transatlantic community needs to reinvigorate strategic thinking about 

NATO so as to overcome the differences among the allies exposed by 

the Ukrainian Crisis. The current situation in NATO was compared to that 

of the mid-1960s. Some recalled The Harmel Report and the effect it had 

on the Alliance. As one of the panelists stated: ―That document was both 

about deterrence and détente‖. Participants agreed that the Alliance 

doesn‘t seem to have much of either at the moment. The level of 

deterrence provided by NATO is not adequate for the current 

security environment. The Wales Summit was an initial step in the 

direction of changing that, but much more must be done. NATO’s 

presence on the Eastern Flank must be deepened. 

The possibility of dialogue with the Kremlin should remain open 

should conditions improve. As some participants pointed out, Russia 

is sometimes even more unpredictable than the Soviet Union, which 

was a status quo power, especially in the latter stage of the Cold War. 

Today‘s Russia is aggressively operating in grey areas with not many 

rules, and the West simply does not know how Moscow will respond to 

its actions.  
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Furthermore, the Core Group agreed that the West must coordinate its 

communication with Russia, which it is not doing at the moment. One 

participant strongly defended the NATO-Russia Founding Act‘s 

provisions. However, an equally strong argument was made that the 

document should not project or limit military and political responses 

to the current crisis. 

It was also said that the Alliance should continue to support Kiev. 

Some argued for approving lethal military assistance. Others 

believed that the West should concentrate in the first place on supporting 

the necessary reforms, including the reorganization of the military. 

Everyone agreed that these tasks will demand significant resources and 

determination. Therefore, every nation in the transatlantic community 

should be prepared to share a burden of the costs.  

Ukraine is fully entitled to be an independent, sovereign member of the 

international community, able to make its own strategic choices. Some 

panelists stressed that Kiev shouldn’t push for NATO membership 

right now, since such a move at the moment is unrealistic. An 

official request from Kiev to join NATO would, in their opinion, only 

complicate the Euro-Atlantic debate about the measures to be taken 

against Russia. 

However, others argued that if Ukraine decided to formally apply for 

membership, the West should carefully consider how to respond. Even if 

the most prudent response for now were a ―no‖, the prospect of 

eventual NATO membership should remain open. The very hope of 

joining, it was noted, accelerates reform and maintains morale, playing at 

the same time against all those who want to push Ukraine back to where 
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it was at the beginning of 2014. Before asking for membership, however, 

Ukraine should undertake the necessary structural reforms, including 

those in the defense sector. The survival of the Ukrainian state is the real 

task for the West. 

If Ukrainian membership in NATO is to materialize one day, there would 

need to be a ‖heavy-weight‖ ally, like the US, to push such a project 

forward. Still, Ukrainian membership will only be feasible once the issues 

of Crimea and Donbass are settled.  

The panel agreed that it would be a strategic mistake to respond 

negatively to a formal Ukrainian request for NATO membership. The 

West should not accept any attempts to ―Finlandize‖ Ukraine, which 

would only reward the Kremlin for its aggression and reinforce Moscow‘s 

conviction that it can carve up Europe at will and institutionalize its own 

grey zones. Such a move would undercut the transatlanticists in Ukraine 

-- the most reform-oriented group -- and also send a troubling message 

to the Ukrainian people who have sacrificed so much to bring their 

country closer to Europe. 

All agreed that the West should stay united in its economic pressure 

on Russia and be patient as the sanctions take effect. It was noted 

that the different economic situations in the US and Europe have 

impacted both sides‘ readiness to impose sanctions.  

Most significant, it was argued, is the asymmetry in energy policies. The 

US is becoming more and more self-sufficient and sooner or later will no 

longer be dependent on energy supplies from abroad. This is not the 

case for the EU, however, which continues to depend on foreign energy 

supplies.  
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From the European perspective, an important issue is whether the EU‘s 

energy challenges become a part of the debate in the US, especially in 

the context of possible gas and oil exports. Individual EU states have 

signaled that they are interested in a more politically oriented approach. 

The US administration seems to prefer a free market one. The panel 

agreed that if this approach prevails, America should at least consider 

some joint crisis-response solutions to give the Europeans more 

flexibility to counter Russian energy pressure. At the same time, some 

argued that Europe should reform its heavily state-owned energy 

sector in the first place, as it limits the free flow of electricity, gas and 

other energy resources across borders. Such a liberalization could 

significantly reduce European dependence on Russia.  

As the Ukrainian crisis has made clear, the old regional frameworks 

for security cooperation are less and less feasible. Within the V4 

there are political differences over how to respond to the threat from 

Russia. Hence, a new and wider forum for regional defense cooperation 

seems to be necessary, one that includes the Nordic, Baltic and Central 

European countries.  

Everyone agreed that this option should be carefully considered. 

However, some noted that there are growing concerns in Central 

Europe about the possible regionalization of security cooperation, 

which might lead to defense becoming more compartmentalized, 

making it easier to dodge responsibility for defending those parts of 

Europe that are ―further from home‖. One panelist pointed out that recent 

decreases in defense spending by nations who feel less threatened from 

the East make the prospect of ―compartmentalized‖ defense all the more 

dangerous.  
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The participants agreed that finding a common denominator for the 

new transatlantic strategic project will not be easy because many 

nations remain focused on issues at home. Even after the Ukrainian 

crisis erupted, many decision makers in Washington still considered 

Europe to be ―solved‖ with more important challenges awaiting America 

in Asia and the Middle East. Therefore, the ―us project‖ should attract 

more political attention, time and space.  

Some US panelists argued that Europe has an important role to play in 

changing the US decision makers‘ approach to security. In their opinion, 

it should demonstrate its readiness to shoulder its share of the security 

costs. Political decisions to increase defense spending would be a step 

in the right direction. Unless the West starts reinvigorating transatlantic 

relations it will at best end up with new divisions in Europe that will bring 

Central Europe back to the periphery of the West. 
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LIKELY THREAT SCENARIOS AND THE STRATEGIES NEEDED TO 

COMBAT THEM 

One panelist pointed out that the strategic problem facing the West is 

not the Russian political elite, but Russia as a whole. According to 

Russian public opinion polls there is a growing dissatisfaction with 

President Putin‘s domestic policies. At the same time, the society 

supports the government‘s aggressive foreign policy. There is an 

overwhelming sense in Moscow that the West introduced sanctions not 

because of Ukraine, but because Russia had simply become too 

powerful. As a result, public opinion might be critical of Putin‘s domestic 

agenda, but it is very proud of his foreign policy. Not unlike during Soviet 

times, Russian society seems to be able to endure a lot of pain if that is 

what its government demands of it. Ordinary people may find it harder 

and harder to survive, but it appears unlikely that they will stand up and 

fight against the government. 

Another participant noted that the roots of the Ukrainian crisis lie in 

the geopolitical turmoil in the East, which has its origins in the 

collapse of the Soviet Union. After the breakup of the USSR, there 

were a number of succession wars, e.g. in Armenia, Azerbaijan, and 

Central Asia. The current conflict in Ukraine more closely resembles a 

colonial war. Russia, on the verge of losing a very important bastion of 

its sphere of traditional political and economic influence, reacted 

aggressively (and illegally) to keep it from drawing closer to Europe.  

One member of the panel invoked a Russian analyst‘s opinion that it is 

actually hard to explain why president Putin decided to invade Crimea 

and then Eastern Ukraine, since the best way to regain influence in 
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Ukraine should simply have been to sit and wait until the new 

government in Kiev fell into trouble and dissolved.  

A disturbing aspect of Russia‘s new foreign policy is its professed desire 

to defend Russian minorities wherever they live. Following this logic all 

three Baltic states may be judged as an inherent part of the greater 

community described by Moscow as ―Russkiy Mir‖. The policy of borders 

being drawn by the presence of Russian minorities, and not by treaties, 

is a dangerous one. 

To stimulate debate on this subject participants put forward a number of 

hypothetical scenarios that the transatlantic community might face in the 

future with regard to Russia. In the so-called ―nightmare scenario‖ 

Russia launches aggressive actions in the form of a ―Zapad‖-type 

exercise and takes some or all of the Baltic States. Then either by 

nuclear intimidation or by taking actual nuclear action, it bars NATO‘s 

response to its first military move. The panel was in agreement that this 

scenario would be extremely difficult to deal with, but that the likelihood 

of its happening remains extremely low. 

In the ―Donbass scenario‖ Russia makes use of its paramilitary forces 

or ―little green men‖. Given their geographical location, the Baltic States 

could be where this scenario materializes. Another potential location is 

the Black Sea region, particularly Moldova. Such a scenario, the panel 

agreed, had a mid-level probability of occurring but posed a very high 

risk.  

In the ―unrest scenario‖ Russia instigates turmoil in the region. This is 

a high-probability scenario since it has already tried to do so in the Baltic 

States and the Black Sea region. In the near future the Kremlin could 



115 

orchestrate similar upheavals in Moldova, Gagauzia or Transnistria 

specifically in order to further test NATO‘s cohesion and resolve. Such 

actions would be less risky for Moscow than provoking unrest in the 

Baltic States. 

The ―cyber or service denial scenario‖ is the most likely though it 

carries the lowest risk. Such a scenario has already played out in 

Estonia.  

Additionally, it was pointed out that some ―harassment scenarios‖ are 

well underway, especially in the Black and Baltic Seas, as well as in the 

air space. They are aimed at increasing tensions and challenging NATO 

cohesion. 

Finally, it was pointed out that the West should also be prepared for the 

implosion of the ―Donbass scenario‖. The economic situation in 

Ukraine was deemed extremely serious. According to one expert there 

are doubts about the readiness and determination of the new Kiev 

government, as well as the Ukrainian president, to proceed with real 

reforms. The tendency among Ukrainian elites to use the war as an 

excuse to halt reforms was also mentioned. Hence, societal 

disappointment and frustration could create favorable conditions for the 

collapse of the government. 

The panelists do not, however, foresee a similar implosion in Russia, at 

least not on a country-wide scale. Russian society remains consolidated 

around the authorities in Moscow. This is not the case in individual 

regions, such as Northern Caucasus, where an outflow of ethnic 

Russians from the region could lead to conflict. A similar phenomenon is 
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present in the Far East where a shrinking Russian population could 

result in instability. 

While the Group considers all of the above scenarios to be feasible, 

it would be short-sighted to limit our considerations to those mentioned. 

Russia is becoming increasingly unpredictable, making it hard to 

anticipate Moscow‘s next move. Hence, the West should seek to actively 

shape the security environment and not simply react to and mirror 

Russian actions. 

One of the reasons for the rather modest American reaction to the 

Ukrainian crisis was likely the economic crash in 2008, which resulted 

in a shift away from foreign policy and a renewed focus on domestic 

politics. However, recent defense cuts surely factored into the US‘s 

strategic calculus. Indeed, savings influenced the 2012 Defense Policy 

Guidance, which famously regarded Europe‘s security situation as 

a settled matter and proceeded to outline new goals in East Asia and the 

Pacific - the Obama administration‘s so-called ―pivot‖ to Asia. As one 

panelist put it, it was simply no longer feasible for the American military 

to say that they would have the kind of global presence they once did.  

And yet, despite the fact that the American defense sector is 

increasingly under–resourced, the public is for the most part mainly 

concerned about the economy. At the popular level, foreign policy and 

defense issues have not risen back to the preeminence they once had. 

Still, they are ―on the rebound‖. 

It was agreed that the West is not yet in a position to effectively 

deter the ―nightmare scenario‖ from happening, because doing so 

requires reinforcements that cannot be assembled on short notice. 
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Moreover, some pointed out that after years of restructuring their forces, 

Europeans and Americans have lost some of the capabilities 

indispensable for effective deterrence. Still, the nightmare scenario 

remains highly unlikely, because Russia realizes how devastating the 

consequences of such a step would be. 

Once it increases the readiness of its rapid reaction forces, NATO will 

be able to handle the ―Donbass scenario‖ and ―little green men‖ such 

a scenario would entail. This is not a demanding military scenario; 

however, the difficulty would be keeping it under control. The allies 

haven‘t developed a means of cooperating with both potentially affected 

countries and other allies. (This is also the case for the other non-military 

scenarios mentioned.) At the 2014 Summit in Newport NATO made 

another significant step in cyber defense stating that such an attack 

could be considered grounds for invoking Article 5.  

Lastly, Western decision makers have to change their mindset 

toward and  perception of Russia, and understand that the Kremlin 

actually needs anti-western and anti-US rhetoric and policy to stabilize 

its political system and to further consolidate its power over its people. 

Realizing this will be an intellectual challenge for the West, because of 

its diplomatic culture of frequent negotiations, which have occasionally 

led to the easing of tensions and to mutually beneficial cooperation.  

The West should avoid committing anything that it knows from the very 

beginning it can‘t deliver. It should not enter into any deals that it knows 

are not going to be kept by Russia. The West’s response must be 

better targeted, for Russia represents a completely different political 

and social culture. In practice this means that Russian priorities and 
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Russian vulnerabilities are different than the vulnerabilities and priorities 

of the West. If the West wants to retaliate punitively then it must first 

identify these vulnerabilities.  
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WASHINGTON’S PERSPECTIVE IN LIGHT OF RECENT POLITICAL 

CHANGES ON THE HILL (AND IN THE PENTAGON). DOES NATO’S 

EASTERN FLANK MATTER? 

It was noted that there is a generational shift on the Hill, where young 

members generally lacking in world experience and institutional 

knowledge of US defense policy dominate.  

Right now there are 54 senators in the US Senate who have been there 

only six years or less. Some of these legislators serve as committee 

chairmen after only four years in the Senate. Whereas in 1995, after 

Republicans retook the House, the number of senators with 6 years of 

experience or less was down to around 40, with no committee chairmen 

having less than 10 years of experience. Many younger members were 

only in high school or college when the Cold War ended, and are less 

familiar with the context of that time, unless they were paying a lot of 

attention to the news at that time. Another factor to consider is the basic 

lack of understanding among the majority of current legislators of 

congressional oversight. The Hill, predominantly Republicans, but also 

some Democrats, doesn‘t know how to do oversight and investigations – 

things Hill staffers used to know. In the past, one expert noted, the 

process of altering a position would usually involve writing letters to the 

interested parties, then organizing briefings, which were eventually 

followed by committee hearings. If the position still did not change, a bill 

was drafted. Now some members don‘t know how to write a letter 

anymore, let alone delve into the details of a particular position.  
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Politics in Washington has become very White House-centric. The 

overcentralization of power inside the National Security Council inhibits 

consultation with Congress in terms of how policy is being formulated. 

Popular opinion is that such a lack of consultation has not been seen on 

the Hill during either the Clinton or Bush administrations. Members of 

Congress rarely get answers to their questions, and classified briefings 

are scarce. Generally, there is a deficit of information sharing. As a 

result, policy is made on the fly, with attempts to fill in the gaps as they 

emerge.  

As one might expect, strategic thinking has become constrained. Larger 

political fights continue to hurt smaller fights. For instance, how 

Congress handles defense spending has an impact on Central and 

Eastern Europe security policy. Most of the time, the larger fight 

undermines whatever Congress is trying to do to help a particular 

country or region. 

Moreover, even though there is still a good deal of interest in European 

issues, like the NATO parliamentary group and some other entities on 

the Hill, there is less than there was 10 or 15 years ago as evidenced by 

the group‘s declining numbers. As a result, those bodies are repeating 

the same ideas, as they keep retreading the same ground.  

The panelists admitted that there are still individual members of 

Congress, like John McCain or Lindsay Graham, who can be very 

forceful on particular security issues, but not enough supporters have 

rallied around them in conference committees.  

There is no foreign policy consensus among current members of 

Congress. Over the last four years the Republican Party has been 
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cleaved by a schism between neoisolationism and a more globalist 

understanding of American engagement and leadership. It was 

suggested during the discussion that the presidential election of 2016 will 

be the time when the Republican Party truly adjudicates this issue. The 

same is also true for the Democratic Party, which is experiencing 

a similar type of rupture. President Obama has been able to prevent 

some of it from rising to the surface, but divisions in the Democratic 

Party exist between mostly progressives, liberals and civil libertarians, 

and more moderate democrats, who are in favor of engagement and 

strong defense. 

On the other hand, some panelists pointed to the fact that even at the 

height of the libertarian Tea Party ascendancy in 2010, Republicans still 

nominated an internationalist, Mitt Romney, suggesting that although 

neoisolationist elements are stronger than they used to be, they are not 

as prominent as some people have speculated. 

A lot of what is going on now in Eastern Europe and the Middle East is 

helping to drive people away from a neoisolationist perspective, which is 

not to say that most Americans are neo-isolationist to begin with. 

(They‘re not.) Still, politicians struggle to communicate with their 

constituencies, especially with the twenty-somethings, and even the 

thirty-somethings, to whom it is hard to explain why the US should 

protect its global interests. Arguments in favor of America‘s playing 

a more active role in the world need be somewhat indirect, for example 

making the public aware that our global economy depends on secure 

shipping lanes and on stability in key regions. 
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Having said that, it should be noted that European policy on the Hill is 

largely still bipartisan, though this unity is getting harder to maintain now 

that members are considering different tactics to take in Europe.  

Americans on the panel argued that Congress sees Europe as having 

fallen short of its commitments, namely its commitment to spend 

adequately on defense. And yet, because few members have memories 

of or experience governing during the Cold War, many lack 

an understanding of what collective defense even is. There have been 

some voices arguing that only NATO members who could create 

a security surplus within the Alliance should be allowed to join it. 

However, a security surplus removes the need for collective defense. 

Discussions about the Hill‘s European policy very often boils down to 

arguments about burden sharing. According to the panelists, this 

highlights the fact that some members haven‘t thought about this issue 

long enough to understand what is going on, and why one might be 

inclined to allow militarily weak countries into the Alliance. 

From the Republican perspective, the current administration has no 

coherent strategic policy for Europe, Middle East, or Asia. As a result, 

the Republican argument goes, the American people are coming to 

believe that the administration is fundamentally disengaging from the 

world. For example, in one of his first foreign trips, the Deputy Secretary 

of State went to India where he all but announced America‘s willingness 

to help manage the devolution of its responsibilities as a leader in the 

world to other powers like China or India. Some National Security 

Council officials were heard saying that it is time for the US to disengage 

and take care of its own problems.  
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As far as the Hill is concerned, America‘s priority should be first and 

foremost the Middle East and Iran. Russia and Eastern Europe are next 

on the list. In December 2014, Congress successfully pushed through 

the Russian Aggression Prevention Act (RAPA), which expanded the 

sanctions against Russia and helped appropriate more assistance, 

including lethal military aid, to Kiev.  

Some members are of the opinion that Russia should be just as much of 

a priority as the Middle East is for Congress as both pose a grave 

challenge to the international legal and normative framework. Of course 

they are different and should be managed differently, but they ultimately 

pose the same threat and hence foreign policymaking should not be 

treated as a matter of „either Russia/Ukraine‖ ―or MENA/Iran.‖  

The role of Russia in the Syrian conflict has yet to be mentioned. During 

a recent visit to Washington, King Abdullah of Jordan informed members 

of Congress that when he met with Putin, he was told that Russia had 

become disenchanted with Assad and that it wanted to help Assad 

depart the scene and affect some sort of regime change in Syria. If Putin 

becomes the savior of Syria this will undoubtedly affect how the US 

deals with Russia and what the Administration agrees to on Ukraine and 

other issues. 

There were several initiatives proposed in the 2015 Defense 

Authorization Act pertaining to Eastern Europe. Specifically, Congress 

has considered modernization and capability development for Eastern 

Europe, and has very specifically spelled out Eastern Europe and 

Central Europe in terms of military infrastructure construction. This 

included the European Reassurance Initiative – a billion dollars to be 
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spent until October 2016. Congress also called on the Administration to 

look into a security enhancement plan.  

Another issue that US foreign policy is wrestling with in debates over 

Europe is that of hard power versus soft power. Without strong 

leadership from the Administration it is very hard to get members to 

commit to a common approach. It takes a strong leader to say: ―These 

are the things we have to consider and deliver on‖. 

In the coming two years of Washington policymaking, fiscal issues are 

sure to remain paramount. Much as many people would like to see 

sequestration abandoned, Washington politicians seem to be stuck on 

the question of how to cut spending without actually doing so. Until 

somebody finds an answer to this question, the next secretary of 

defense should submit a defense budget consistent with the 2011 

Budget Control Act top line. Maybe this will allow Congress to carve out 

some savings so that the Department of Defense doesn‘t become 

subject to sequestration when everything else does. The panelists 

agreed that actual bargaining over how to get defense spending back up 

will take real politicking in order not to raise the hackles of the deficit 

hawks within both parties. 

According to one of the panelists, the sequester resulted from the 

collapse of the grand bargain between the Democrats and the 

Republicans on fiscal issues. While the sequester posed a challenge to 

Republicans who were unwilling to cut defense spending, at the same 

time Democrats underestimated the Republican reaction. Preoccupied 

with the debt at that time because of the Tea Party‘s influence, the GOP 

decided to support the automatic cuts mechanism and the sequester 
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became a reality. The panelists agreed that the new Congress definitely 

needs to find a way to dismantle thesequester.  

US Defense Strategy and Political Outlook 

For several decades, the Pentagon talked about ―win-win‖, or ―win-halt-

win‖ defense strategies with regard to military conflicts in two separate 

war theaters. The latest Quadrennial Defense Review introduced the 

concept of a ―win-deny‖ strategy. This means that for the second theater, 

the Pentagon would have to sit on its hands before it could shift forces 

and engage. From Europe‘s perspective Russia poses a major potential 

security risk but to policymakers in Washington the US armed forces 

have 5 major potential adversaries with whom they could be at war if 

things go wrong: Russia, China, North Korea, Iran and ISIS, the last of 

which the US is already fighting. Given these five potential adversaries, 

when one looks at the ―win-deny‖ strategy and the sequester, which will 

be very hard to defeat, the US is in a tight spot.  

One group in the United States Congress, of which Senator McCain is 

perhaps a leading member, is in favor of „leading from the front.‖ Such 

a strategy, however, in addition to requiring a 700 billion USD defense 

budget, would be more of a value-oriented than interest-oriented foreign 

policy. It is rather hard to imagine the US returning to these sorts of 

defense budgets in the near future.  

On the other extreme, are those such as Rand Paul who favor 

retrenching US military involvement overseas. These voices have called 

for a 350 to 400 billion USD defense budget. This type of strategy 
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emphasizes the ―vital‖ interests of the United States, and encourages 

decision makers to reconsider just what US vital interests really are. 

Such an ―offshore balancing― strategy is truly an example of ―leading 

from the rear‖.  

Then there are those who seek a middle road  let us call this position 

that of ―leading from the middle―--of which Jeb Bush and Hilary Clinton 

are examples. Theirs could be called an „empowerment strategy―, one 

which recognizes that since the United States doesn‘t want to abandon 

its interests, it must empower its allies all around the world, not just in 

Europe, to do more.  

There is a widespread sense both in the Administration and on Capitol 

Hill that the US should not be defending Europe more than Europe is 

willing to defend itself. As one panelist pointed out, the fact that Russia‘s 

annexation of Crimea did not persuade NATO Allies to exceed 2 percent 

of their GDPs on defense spending is indicative of the region‘s strategic 

inertia. Many also perceive Ukraine to be undeserving of much US 

support, having failed to stem its rampant corruption over the past twenty 

years. The corruption that continues there, the political dynamic, as well 

as debates over the support of its military forces are genuinely shocking 

to people in Washington, which is why the US has prioritized the 

perimeter west of Ukraine in terms of what the West is willing to defend. 

NATO‘s red line lies west of Ukraine, and for this to change would 

require a lot of different decisions by the Ukrainians, clearly and 

consistently conveyed to Washington.  

NATO countries are right to be mildly pleased with themselves for 

reacting adequately in the face of a fast burning crisis given that most 
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Western democracies are ill-suited to respond to such crises. The flip 

side to this is that Putin has accurately assessed NATO‘s willingness to 

act, and has been more or less right in judging that the West was not 

going to intervene in a big way beyond the sanctions it has imposed. The 

West has sent a dangerous signal to Putin especially about the limits of 

NATO‘s willingness to act. The good news is that Putin is facing 

headwinds of his own as he tries to preserve an eroding status quo, 

whether that status quo is the Russian economy or Russian influence in 

the world.  

If the West is to deal with the security challenges in Europe it must not 

blame itself for Russia‘s choices, nor view the West‘s frequent attempts 

to find a solution as actually amounting to one. Russia has made 

a series of terrible choices, and at a minimum the West should be doing 

a much better job of simply saying this.  

Instead, the West is letting itself be drawn into a conversation in which 

Putin warns: ―Be careful, a wounded bear is very dangerous‖. However, 

it is also true that a bear doesn‘t have to be wounded to be dangerous. 

The Russians are behaving in a way that is increasingly dangerous. Why 

is this so difficult for the West to admit? The longer it takes to realize this, 

the higher the price of any effective strategy will be. 

It is true that sustaining and expanding unity in the West is a challenge 

NATO ought to think more carefully about tackling. Lots of NATO allies 

are good messengers and pushing them into the lead is actually 

consistent with what the Obama Administration would like to see being 

done – ―leading from behind―.  
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Some on the panel suggested that the United States should start 

pursuing the strategic objective of winning over, maintaining and 

strengthening its allies. Partnerships are a vital US security policy issue, 

because ―without them nothing can be done and with them the US can 

be a force multiplier‖. Forging partnerships requires America to invest in 

them upfront, but not necessarily in material terms. This is especially the 

case for those allies who have shown their resolve and ability to invest 

their resources in such partnerships instead of merely offering words of 

support. 

One panelist noted that NATO should define where its red line on Russia 

actually lies. All participants agreed that an optimal coalition of the willing 

with whom to have this kind of conversation is the US, Germany and 

Poland: Poland, because it is the most exposed and forward-leaning and 

Germany because it is ―both the bulkiest and most essential‖ of the 

European allies. If one could get the Germans on board then others 

would follow. In the long run such a trilateral coalition would not be 

sufficient alone, but would nonetheless constitute an essential core that 

could embed itself in the broader activities of the Alliance.  

Germany would need to be on board in order to add some ―punching 

power‖ to the coalition. When the Poles began organizing the Eastern 

Partnership with the Swedes, this led to a supposed ―two-track policy‖, 

with the Poles working with the Swedes and the Germans working 

through their own channels to assist in the modernization of Russia. 

Minister Sikorski managed to break Poland out of the East European 

post-communist area - an important achievement - but the Swedes didn‘t 

have enough punching power to carry out the project. If Poland had had 

the Germans behind it, things would have gotten done. Hence 
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Germany‘s membership in the trilateral setup is arguably more important 

than that of any other West European partner.  

In debates over the NATO-Russia Founding Act, the West should try to 

avoid making grand political statements. American troops need to be 

stationed in Central Europe ―temporarily in perpetuity,‖ so that NATO 

cannot be accused of violating the Act. Reassurance measures in 

response to Russian violations of the Act should remain in place so long 

as Russia‘s behavior remains unpredictable. The lifting of these 

measures would most likely happen well into the future as Russia‘s 

behavior seems unlikely to change soon.  

Another way of dealing with the NATO-Russia Act would be to draw up 

a Warsaw NATO Summit declaration that notes the Russians‘ repeated 

violations of the NATO-Russia Founding Act. There would be no need to 

repudiate the Act. It would be enough to point out in the summit 

statement, agreed on by all the NATO countries, that the Russians are in 

material breach of this agreement. This would require NATO to 

acknowledge the facts and to devise a set of actions to ameliorate the 

situation. 

Looking ahead to the US presidential election in 2016 Europe would 

definitely like to see a stronger transatlantic relationship, meaning more 

robust US leadership and engagement, especially in the central and 

eastern parts of the continent. Although, as has been pointed out, 

domestic politics dominated the recent mid-term Congressional 

elections--one of the most visible Democratic reactions to the results was 

its removal of the secretary of defense, which echoed the removal of 

Secretary Rumsfeld in 2006. Despite official reasons for this decision it 
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may have in fact reflected the American public‘s desire for clear and 

strong leadership in foreign and defense policy. 

There is also a certain yearning in Europe for stronger leadership in 

foreign affairs and security issues. In Donald Tusk‘s initial statements as 

the President of the European Council one sensed geopolitical overtones 

much different from his predecessors‘. His reference to the situation in 

Ukraine as well as the TTIP negotiation process was rare for an EU 

politician. Even his emphasis on the need for unity within the EU 

suggested he sees the EU acting in the capacity of a ―superpower‖, 

which, actually, it is (at least on paper).  

The Obama administration‘s policy of retrenchment, now in its sixth year, 

is becoming costly, not just because of America‘s loss of prestige, but 

because the Koreans, the Saudis, and the Australians are all starting to 

wonder if they might be better off shopping around and buying aircraft 

from the Chinese or the French instead of the Americans. The American 

defense industry is in for some rough times if this trend continues. The 

potential contenders in the 2016 election seem to be discovering Central 

Europe. Rick Perry has already been to Poland and wants to go back. In 

2012 Mitt Romney saw some value in traveling to Warsaw and then to 

Israel and London. There seems to be an understanding on the 

Republican side that Europe remains important. Candidates such as Ted 

Cruz and Marco Rubio are much more internationalist than some of their 

constituents would like them to be.  

The Group was encouraged by the European Reassurance Initiative 

(ERI) and pleased that President Obama felt that he needed to come to 
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Warsaw to propose it. Regardless of how it will be implemented, it simply 

needs to be done. 

US universities 

Towards the end of the third panel the discussion turned to the role of 

US universities in strengthening transatlantic relations. The panelists 

suggested that at the moment there are very few American students 

interested in Europe. The ones who are share the ―condescension‖ that 

many Europeans have for American attitudes. These are the people 

most likely to run NGOs after graduation.  

It is relatively normal now for American students to drop out of college to 

form their own startup companies. A way to direct their attention towards 

Europe is to tell them that their company may be eventually put out of 

business by European regulations. Another way is to remind them of the 

values that bind America to Europe and vice versa. 

During the Cold War, Russian and Eastern European studies were to 

a large extent congressionally funded, in terms of the money that went to 

universities to raise new generations of scholars with area study 

expertise beyond that of US security and foreign policy. These graduates 

were actually required to speak and read Russian and also to do some 

traveling. Naturally, when communism collapsed, the situation changed 

dramatically. Some people called Russian studies little more than an 

―archeology business‖. East European and Russian area studies 

became „a kiss of death― for tenure aspirants. If you eschewed rational 

choice theory, data sets, and elaborate models, you were a goner.  
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Today students don‘t want to take courses on the EU because it is 

taught as a tangled web of regulatory and bureaucratic procedures. It is 

dry and lacking in any grand or strategic vision.  

What‘s more, your average American university lacks a critical mass of 

faculty members with enough expertise to teach European studies. This 

puts the burden on think tanks to provide forums where large groups of 

people can actually talk about Europe. Indeed, part of the reason why 

this project is under way is the need to strengthen the transatlantic 

constituency in DC and the think-tank community more broadly—to do 

more „thinking― and less „tanking―. 

Area Studies should be back in fashion soon now that the current 

situation has debunked once and for all the myth of ―the end of history―. 

After the Cold War ended, universities turned their back on Area Studies, 

not just in the US but elsewhere, like the UK, for example.  

The current generation of young people is sometimes called the „echo 

generation―. They became frustrated with their parents, and the lack of 

values and discipline they represented, that they actually began to echo 

back to their grandparents‗ generation. A couple of years ago the Marine 

Corps featured a marine climbing a mountain in one of its promotional 

videos. Once he reaches the top his image is overlaid with those of 

WWII-era marines. The message to young recruits seemed to be: follow 

in your grandfather‘s footsteps and become a marine.  

It is true that twenty and thirty-somethings today are highly adventurous. 

They will live in China for 5 years and then go to India and Tajikistan 

because they are interested in learning more about those places. The 

United States has done a lot in terms of investing in and bringing people 
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to the United States, to universities and on fellowships. The European 

Union should be doing the same thing – the Germans along with a few 

other countries do this but – as one American participant asked - how 

many people from America are encouraged to come to Poland? Poland 

might need to do its own outreach to try to get Americans and whomever 

else to come and experience Poland for themselves and to build 

personal relationships. 

Some organizations seem to have given up on Washington and its 

foreign policy. What they have done instead is to go directly to 

universities to hold lectures and conferences and focus on getting people 

before they even come to Washington. Through discussion and debate 

they try to generate interest, knowledge and awareness. The Hamilton 

Society is chief among them, but there are a few others. So some people 

recognize there is a disconnect here. 

A rich variety of think-tanks are engaged in Europe from the Atlantic 

Council through Brookings and CEPA to CSIS and others. The challenge 

has been to find a niche: what is their added advantage, when there is 

little interest from the Administration in Europe. Events help those 

organizations - Ukraine has helped put them back on the radar screen, 

but many still struggle to meet their fund-raising goals.  
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THE GEOSTRATEGIC CONTEXT AND REQUIRED MILITARY 

ACTION 

The panel agreed that the Euro-Atlantic community is at a strategic 

crossroads. One of the underlying reasons for this is the fact that the 

cooperative security that NATO had been building for a long time 

largely failed when Russia annexed Crimea and continued to destabilize 

Ukraine.  

One of the panelists characterized NATO as a heavily burdened, yet 

sclerotic alliance. Altogether, the United States alone has at least 7 

major powers to reckon with. While the eastern flank members are 

naturally preoccupied with Russia, the Mediterranean allies are focusing 

more on North Africa and ISIS. In addition, there is the emerging Arctic 

front. In other words, there is a centrifugal dynamic in NATO that is at a 

risk of pulling the Allies apart with everyone focused on dealing with a 

different set of security issues.   

There are also some serious doubts within NATO about the political 

solidarity and military effectiveness of the Alliance. Its military posture 

is judged by many to be inadequate to deal with the challenges ahead. 

Since 1989 and for many years now, the Alliance has been tailored to 

lighter peacekeeping and counter insurgency campaigns, not large-scale 

combat operations. 

Some panelists argued that the Alliance may need a new, better 

strategy, one that would effectively prioritize and then address the 

current security threats – a policy of „modern containment―. The most 

important element of this strategy should be improved defense and 

deterrence, supported by strong US leadership. It would not have to 
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involve major changes to the NATO Strategic Concept, which 

generally works fine, but it could mean commissioning a small group of 

experts to help prepare a threat assessment report which the Alliance 

could use as a principled framework for future actions. 

On the other hand, there were some who doubted the need for such 

actions, arguing that the Alliance may not be able to afford to draft 

another ―new strategy‖. Though there have been many such 

pronouncements in the past, few today are able to quote even a line 

from these documents.  

With regard to the security of Central and Eastern Europe, the panel 

agreed that its most important defining factor is Russia, which has 

become an increasingly volatile mix of military might, growing 

economic fragility and intensifying anti-Western revanchism, combined 

with a heavy dose of xenophobia. 

It was noted that Russia has been pursuing a 750 billion USD armed 

forces modernization program, which has already had some impact, 

especially when one compares the differences between the Russian 

military operations during the invasion of Georgia and the assault on 

Crimea. Images of disheveled soldiers staggering along both the back 

and front echelons have been replaced with disciplined and efficiently 

operating SOF troops. In general, there has been a steady increase in 

the number of Russian SOF forces, air bases, and area-denial 

capabilities. Russia has also striven to upgrade its anti-aircraft systems 

and worked hard on its 5th generation aircraft.  

In addition, Moscow regularly organizes massive military exercises, 

like ZAPAD 2013, which saw the involvement of between one hundred 
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and one hundred and fifty thousand troops. Exercises similar to ZAPAD 

have taken place in many military districts. Putin frequently holds 

weekend spot exercises in the Black and Baltic Sea regions for which he 

mobilizes 30 or 40 thousand troops at will. 

The modernization of Russian troops is in stark contrast with what has 

been going on in Europe and, to a lesser degree, in the United States in 

recent decades. Allied capabilities have been steadily declining. 

Russia is economically volatile and militarily assertive at the same time, 

which should fuel growing concern among Western leaders.  

The panel agreed that NATO needs to take a far more proactive 

approach towards its partners in the former Soviet sphere, like Georgia 

and Moldova. It should consolidate its strategy towards them on the 

assumption that their prosperity and security is in its own interest. NATO 

and the EU should cooperate together on these issues.  

Yet another issue is the uncertainty of Belarus. Could it become a solid 

NATO partner one day? Or will Putin use Lukashenka to further his 

aggressive foreign policy as he has been doing by using Russian bases 

on Belarusian territory? 

The Alliance needs to think more about how to deal with the ambiguity 

that comes with hybrid warfare. It has to think about ways to help 

frontier members buy the time necessary to mobilize their national forces 

and to mobilize other Allies once a contingency occurs. It is also 

necessary to think about hybrid threats in the context of NATO‘s Defense 

Planning Process, and hence Article 5 of the Washington Treaty. 



137 

In the years preceding the Ukrainian crisis, the question of Russia had 

more or less been reduced to a question of patience and 

cooperation. Because NATO wanted to cooperate with Moscow, and 

despite problems with major deliverables in this area, Russia was not 

seen as a potential problem. The new NATO Secretary General has 

stressed the need for stable and predictable relations with Russia. 

The panelists agree that a fundamental condition for such relations is 

a strong and united NATO.   

Following this assessment, the panel proposed several 

recommendations for NATO on how to tackle the current crisis with 

Russia. One solution could be to impose costs on any military action 

Moscow might take. Obviously, these must be higher than the ones 

Ukraine alone has been able to impose so far. The West should start 

exploiting the fear and unease that Putin‘s policy has created along 

Russia‘s borders. To counter Putin‘s gains in Ukraine, NATO should find 

ways to make him lose the momentum he has acquired in Kazakhstan or 

Azerbaijan. The Alliance could also stiffen its resolve on Georgia. Such 

a tactic would not only impose an added cost on Putin, but it would also 

cause Moscow to spread out its forces into different areas.  

Moreover, the Alliance should deny Russia the ability to make small 

territorial gains with lightning action. Currently Russia can mobilize 

its forces much faster than NATO, act decisively, and then just settle with 

what it has managed to achieve.  

Another aspect which NATO needs to think about is its lack of sufficient 

intelligence on Russia. It is absolutely crucial to have the right 

surveillance assets out there to watch what Russia is doing, so that the 
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Alliance can better predict what actions it may take. At the tactical level, 

the knowledge seems to be adequate, but the question remains whether 

the same is true at the strategic level. 

There was a consensus among the panelists about the urgent need to 

reinforce NATO’s eastern flank. Some pointed to the fact that the 

agreed upon Readiness Action Plan, while comforting to the eastern 

flank members in the short term, falls short of actually reinforcing the 

frontier. RAP, while right in principle and structure, requires 

sustainability and the ability to move beyond its current 

ramifications if it is to change Putin‘s calculus.  

Greater reassurance is needed to enable those countries along Russia‘s 

periphery to better defend themselves. Having an aggressor and 

instability close to NATO‘s frontier is not a recipe for stability. The 

Alliance needs to offer more engagement, more exercises, and also 

some equipping, if necessary. Astonishingly, NATO held only one 

exercise in Ukraine last year. The participants agreed that there should 

be many more, not just in Ukraine, but in Moldova, Georgia and 

elsewhere. 

Other Core Group members were of the opinion that RAP does contain 

elements that aim at the long-term enhancement of NATO, improving 

defense and deterrence more permanently. Elements like the 

continuous rotational presence need to be implemented and the 

overall preparedness of the Alliance for conventional warfare improved. 

NATO should develop the appropriate capabilities to this end, including 

more tanks, armored vehicles, and artillery. As one of the panelists 

pointed out, ―missile defense shouldn‘t be sent to the museum yet‖.  
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The general conclusion was that reinforcement should be 

improved. NATO‘s objective is not necessarily to get back to a full-

fledged forward presence and forward defense. Poland would have 

nothing against this, but there might be some unprepared for it. 

Reinforcement should be improved through a better distribution of NATO 

forces in Europe, and for this particular endeavor America‘s contribution 

is critical.  

The panel agreed that despite its shortcomings, RAP shouldn‘t be 

undermined to such an extent that it becomes self-defeating, especially 

as there is nothing better on the table right now. As one panelist noted, 

given the last 20 years of NATO reinforcement, RAP is a breakthrough 

in terms of collective defense and collective military action in this part of 

Europe.  

For Poland, RAP is not only about building a visible NATO military 

presence in this part of Europe, but also about breaking the ―glass 

ceiling‖ built in 1996 and 1997 with NATO’s unilateral commitments 

written into the NATO-Russia Founding Act, commitments which 

have been reiterated many times in recent debates. The Readiness 

Action Plan should be implemented thoroughly. The Poles expect this to 

happen before the Warsaw NATO summit of 2016. 

The group agreed that the Alliance needs to think more tactically 

about Russia’s provocations: the confrontational or military 

operations Putin has been performing in the north Atlantic and the 

Black and Baltic Seas. SACEUR doesn’t have any real capacity to 

react to such events, which may explain in part the weak Western 
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response to them. NATO‘s decision-making process is slow by nature, 

and it requires careful legal consideration. 

NATO should be able to produce a dynamic response to Russia‘s 

provocative actions. Right now, Putin has the ability to mobilize and 

move his troops rapidly, in contrast to the West, which spends long 

hours deliberating over how to respond adequately. Responding 

decisively even to small events is crucial. One panelist suggested that 

when a NATO warship is harassed in the Black Sea, the Alliance should 

organize a big exercise the following week to demonstrate how it might 

respond if something similar happened again.  

In conclusion, an effective mechanism should be created by means of 

which air, land, and maritime assets could be deployed quickly in order 

to demonstrate that the Alliance is watching developments in Eastern 

Europe and is able to counter them in real time. Otherwise, it was 

pointed out, Moscow will continue its tactics and make, at some point, a 

strategic blunder. The West has to redefine its political objectives vis-a-

vis Russia by taking a more assertive and more proactive approach.  

It must be said that there is a possibility that Russia will misinterpret 

such NATO activity, which raises serious doubts whether the end result 

would not be an ever more unpredictable Putin. 

Panelists voiced concern about Putin‘s repeated public statements 

regarding the role of tactical nuclear weapons and the corresponding 

changes in Russia’s strategic doctrine, which now looks more and 

more like a classic Cold War specimen. Some of the panelists proposed 

that the Alliance try to think of ways to make its nuclear deterrence 

more credible by, for example, expanding the number of countries 
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engaged in the nuclear delivery program. Most panelists agreed that 

expanding participation in NATO nuclear deterrence is long overdue, 

as the still standing decisions in that respect were made back in the 

1950s, when NATO had half as many members as it does today.  

One panelist stressed that the threat of a nuclear strike is actually 

more likely than a conventional conflict with Russia, the reason for this 

being Russia‘s wish to deny any potential military support for the 

countries of Central Europe. Russian strategists expect that the 

implications of such a ―nightmare scenario‖ would effectively deter the 

countries of Western Europe from assisting the eastern flank.  

Secondly, Russia is likely to tackle a potential crisis with the least 

expensive set of tools. Moscow might resort to a hybrid war scenario or 

try its luck with a conflict just shy of ‗hot‘ instead of pursuing a purely 

conventional warfare strategy. This is why Russian exercise scenarios 

typically involve some nuclear elements in order to boost this kind of 

nuclear deterrence.   

One expert argued that NATO members may be unable to deliver on 

their promises to increase defense spending, and that historically this 

has been true even under the much harsher geopolitical conditions of the 

Cold War (starting from the 1952 Lisbon declarations). We should not be 

so discouraged, however, that we stop reminding Allies about their basic 

commitments, though there seems to be no immediate fix to the 

problem. The aggregated defense budget of all 12 NATO members 

that joined the Alliance after 1999 is evidence of this, with Poland’s 

defense budget slightly higher than the aggregated defense budget 

of the remaining 11 countries.  
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Therefore, in order to make the financial underpinning of the 2 percent 

pledge more viable economically, pressure should be exerted on the 

largest economies in Europe. Even if some of them raise their defense 

budgets to 2 percent of their GDP within the next 10 years, this would 

not mean much in terms of purchasing power. It doesn‘t mean, however, 

that free-riding in NATO should be accepted. Hence, the NATO Summit 

in Warsaw in 2016 will need to address this issue in a serious way, 

building on the Newport defense pledge made by all Allied leaders. 
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