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INDEPENDENT NEWS FROM RUSSIA

No End In Sight for Russia's Baltic Tit-
for-Tat

NATO and Russia feed off each other with new permanent
deployments on Baltic borders.

By Matthew Bodner

September 23,2016

Alexei Druzhinin / AP

Over the past two years, the Russian military and the Western NATORmilitary alliance have
watched each other along the dividing lines ofBEastern Europe. With each side suspicious of
the other’s intent,Bdeployments have been matched by deployments.

On Sept. 18, NATO took another step toward reinforcing its easternBflank.

Four NATO battalions, totaling about 4,000 troops, will beERdeployed to the Baltic region no
later than May 2017, the allianceBannounced. Unlike previous temporary deployments, aimed
at deterringBRussia from a possible military adventure in the region, these troopsBwill be
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permanently stationed in each of NATO’s four regionall@member states: Poland, Latvia,
Lithuania and Estonia.

While Moscow claims NATO has long been working to encircle Russia,Btroop deployments in
Eastern Europe were only given significantBconsideration in 2014, following the Ukrainian
crisis. It was aBdirect response to the concerns of eastern members, who remember
lifelunder Soviet rule rather differently than their big brother does.

Moreover, the NATO alliance is famously slow to move. It tookBnearly two years for them to
create a temporary 13,000-man NATO rapidBresponse force.

This was insufficient in the eyes of eastern members, as was itsB48-hour deployment time.
Various independent studies have suggestedBthat Russia could overrun the region within
such a window.

Only at the NATO summit in Warsaw on July 8 did movement begin onBstationing permanent
troops in the region. And the date for theirBcreation was only determined at the next
bureaucratic stop, at alfollow-up meeting in Croatia on Sept. 18.

According to the plans, 1,000 U.S. soldiers will take up positions&in Poland, with German,
Canadian and British soldiers covering theBother countries.

“With these four battle groups, we are not talking exclusivelyBabout a training presence,”
Petr Pavel, chairman of the NATOEBMilitary Committee, was quoted as saying by The Wall
Street Journal.B“This force is to serve as a deterrent and, if necessary, as aBfighting force.”

The new force will most likely be commanded from a regionalBheadquarters in Poland,
possibly the Suwalki Gap, a stretch ofBterritory less than 100 kilometers wide, separating the
RussianEBaltic coast exclave of Kaliningrad and Belarus.

Military strategists believe control of this gap, which separatesBPoland from its Baltic NATO
allies to the north, would be vital inBany conflict with Russia.

Even when the divisions move into position, they will be dwarfedB&by the potential Russian
fighting force on the other side of theBborder. Russia’s western forces have seen an
unprecedented pace ofHexercise in the past two years, with available forces in the region&Rin
the tens of thousands. Not everyone is convinced NATO is doingBenough to cover its eastern
flank.

“Given the intensive nature and enormous scale of RussianBpreparations for war, if Russia
did decide to mount a conventionalBarmed attack, these new NATO deployments would
provide little moreBthan a speed bump,” says Keir Giles, a Russian military expert
atBChatham House. “But it is hoped that their presence will adjust theBcalculations in
Moscow.”

The Russian government response to NATO’s new Baltic force has,Bso far, been muted.
Responding to initial murmurings of the force, inBJuly the Russian Defense Ministry
announced the creation of more thanBfour full new divisions in its western military district.
Many on theBRussian side say NATO is overreacting to Moscow’s moves.



“Moscow is not going to war with NATO, and it does not plan toBRcapture Poland or the Baltic
States,” Lieutenant General ValeryBZaparenko, a former deputy chief of Russia’s General
Staff, toldBGazeta.ru in response to the news. “Besides, from a purely militaryBpoint of view,
you can’t deter much with a few battalions.”

The activity of both sides in the region has been nonethelessBdramatic. With dialogue giving
way to tension across the region, evenBnon-aligned states along the Baltic, such as Sweden
and Finland, haveBbegun to contemplate tighter relations with NATO. For the first
time,Bpublic opinion in both countries is shifting toward the prospect ofBfull membership.

Were that to happen, it would send shockwaves through Moscow —-Band ensure the cycle of
escalation continues for many years to come.
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