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A new normal for
NATO and Baltic
Sea security

Anna Wieslander

Although movements are limited, the
prospects of Sweden and Finland joining
NATO attracts a lot of attention.
Meanwhile, with less spotlight but more
speed, the two Nordic states have started
building a new and deepened relation with
the Alliance close to home. In just a year's
time, a new normal for cooperative
security in the Baltic Sea region has been
established. How did this change come
about?

It might appear natural that focus on Baltic
Sea security would have come quickly for
NATO after the Russian annexation of
Crimea in March 2014, but this was not the
case.

NATO had in the past decade taken a
fragmented view of the region, on the basis
of individual incidents, such as the Russian
cyberattack on Estonia in 2007 and the
Russian invasion of Georgia in 2008.
Some measures had also  been
implemented: Poland received Patriot air
defence in 2010, the Baltic countries
gained contingency planning a while later
and in autumn 2013 the “Steadfast Jazz”
exercise was launched, the first since the
end of the cold war to train collective
defence.

Overall though, the Baltic Sea region had
for many years been considered as one of
the most peaceful in the world. In spring
2014, NATO still lacked a common




assessment of the Russian threat and a
military strategic perception of the region.

The focus on Baltic security thus has
involved a strategic shift for the alliance.
This occurred gradually from autumn 2014
to spring 2015, and three main factors
drove the development.

“New normal” helped shape threat
perception

The shift began after the repeated Russian
incursions into Nordic and Baltic air space
and an intensive submarine hunt in
Stockholm's archipelago in October 2014.
Reuters' top news story on 28 October
2014 was ”Nordic, Baltic states face 'new
normal’ of Russian military threat”. The
article was widely spread and that NATO's
Deputy Assistant Secretary General James
Appathurai posted on his official Facebook
page, with the comment: “Nordic ripples
from the rock Russia has thrown in the
European pond...”.

These events led to internal discussions
within NATO, since both members and
partners were affected by Russian
activities. The term "new normal” came to
be a guideline to describe increased
Russian military activity and aggression in
the region. It helped shape a common
perception and understanding of the
Russian threat and that it was not
temporary, which was a fundamental factor
in moving the alliance forward.

One strategic military field

Secondly, the more NATO looked at the
region, the clearer it became that it must be
viewed as one military strategic area.

With the short distances involved, in
combination with the long range of today's
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weapons systems, and modern society's
vulnerability, not least in terms of IT
systems and energy flows, mutual
dependency was great, regardless of
whether the countries around the Baltic
Sea were members of the alliance or not.

To these considerations, the speed by
which modern crises and wars occur must
be added, as well as the complications
provided by hybrid warfare in assessing
threats and identifying aggressors.

As a consequence, there was an obvious
interest for both the alliance and Sweden
and Finland to collaborate on these issues.

NATO membership still at far distance
The third factor that supported NATO
engagement for enhanced partnership on
Baltic Sea security was the fact that it did
not appear likely that NATO membership
would come any time soon neither in
Sweden nor in Finland.

Not all members of the alliance were in
favour of enhanced partnerships with
Sweden and Finland. There were doubts,
for instance among the Baltic states, to
whether this would actually strengthen
NATO. Was there not rather a risk that it
would blur the distinction between
members and  non-members,  thus
undermining the collective defence
commitment? Would it not simply be
better for Baltic Sea security if Sweden and
Finland joined the alliance?

It might be that this was the desired
outcome for quite a few alliance members.
But  neither  public opinion, nor
parliamentary support, was sufficient to
make it happen any time soon. National
elections in Sweden in September 2014,



which resulted in a red-green coalition
government, confirmed such a direction.

So NATO had to settle for closer
cooperation with Sweden and Finland
within the partnership framework, while
giving it a new - closer to home - content.
Not to deepen collaboration at all appeared
as a worse option, given the new normal.

Nordic neighbour helpful
Who within NATO put Baltic Sea security
and the partner perspective on the agenda?

It was important that NATO's new
Secretary General, the Norwegian Jens
Stoltenberg, gave an early signal to
NATO's staff to look more closely at the
Baltic Sea region. Thus, the International
Staff at NATO had an interest to drive the
work forward.

Among member states, Estonia, Latvia and
Lithuania, like Poland, naturally have had
decisive roles in defining the Russian
threat and drawing NATOQO's attention and
resources to the eastern border. But for
reasons mentioned above, they have been
less influential in allowing Sweden and
Finland into closer collaboration in a Baltic
context.

Instead, Denmark has played a key role,
with some support from the United
Kingdom. This may seem surprising given
the fact that Denmark has traditionally not
been among the prime movers in Nordic
military ~ cooperation.  However the
situation in Crimea and eastern Ukraine
has caused Denmark to feel the need to
connect Sweden and Finland more closely
with NATO so as to reinforce security in
the region, according to Danish foreign
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minister Martin Lidegaard. (Politiken
13/05/2015)

New forms of political consultations

The key to getting NATO strategically
engaged in the Baltic Sea region has been
the political consultation mechanism
permitted by the enhanced partnership
between NATO, Sweden and Finland, as
was decided upon at the NATO summit in
Wales in September 2014.

In autumn 2014, it was still about setting
the agenda and defining more exactly what
these consultations should cover. The start
up was slow. The 28+n format had been
tried before with Central Asian countries
but with limited success and little concrete
follow up. In addition, NATO had a huge
task ahead implementing the
transformative decisions from the Wales
summit. In practice therefore, the partner
agenda was quite far down on the NATO
staff's list of priorities.

Keeping the Baltic on the agenda

The first meeting in the deputy ambassador
circle between NATO, Sweden and
Finland, in the new 28+2 format, did not
take place until January 2015. At this
meeting, the Danes were the prime movers
in initiating a military assessment of the
security situation in the Baltic Sea region,
with input from Sweden and Finland.

The nest step was taken on 22 April, when
Stoltenberg chaired a meeting of the North
Atlantic Council (NAC). For the first time
in many years, the council discussed the
security situation in the Baltic Sea region.
The structure of the meeting, with 28
alliance  members plus Sweden and
Finland, was also new.



A new normal needs reactions

The basis for discussion was the military
assessment with its focus on a new normal,
in which Russia's intensified activities
could no longer be considered as a passing
storm. In general, Russia had a strong
interest in securing access to the Baltic
Sea. It was perceived that Russia was
testing NATO's determination to stand up
for security in the region, with regard to
both members and third parties, with
hybrid warfare as a central part.

The conclusion about a new normal
received wide agreement around the table.
The question then became how this new
situation should be handled. On a Danish
initiative, a number of areas were
identified where cooperation with Sweden
and Finland should be intensified in the
future: the exchange of situational
awareness in the region, the exchange of
information  about  hybrid  warfare,
connection with NATO's rapid reaction
forces and coordination of training and
exercises in the region.

The United Kingdom proposed a road map
for the intensified cooperation with
Finland and Sweden.

The decision was that NATO should work
on these issues further in relevant working
groups. NATQO's military organisation was
also to prepare a strategic analysis of the
security situation in the Baltic region by
November 2015, with contributions from
Sweden and Finland. The analysis was
then expected to form the basis for a report
to the North Atlantic Council before the
meeting of foreign ministers in December
2015.
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Baltic Sea security also reached the agenda
at the meeting of foreign ministers at
Antalya in Turkey in May. A first
discussion about intensified cooperation
with Sweden and Finland focused on
exchange of information about Baltic
security and more joint exercises.

What does this mean for Sweden?

This process has coincided with Sweden
looking more closely at its security policy
doctrine of 2009 and what it actually
implies with regard to being able to “give
and take support” in relation to Baltic Sea
neighbours, including alliance members. In
light of this, Sweden has signed a host
nation agreement with NATO and
intensified the bilateral military
collaboration with Finland, Denmark and
most recently, also Poland.

The consultation opportunities within the
intensified partnership give a valuable
platform for discussing the defence and
security policy aspects of Baltic Sea issues
together with strategic partners inside and
outside the region. This is an important
contribution.

The challenge lies in keeping Baltic Sea
security high on the alliance's agenda
beyond 2015, in competition with the
ravages of the Islamic State, terrorism,
enormous flows of migrants as well as the
continuing tense position in East Asia.
Meanwhile, as the new normal suggests,
Russian behaviour and its implications
when it comes to both the military
environment and hybrid threats that mainly
target civil sectors, is most likely to
continue, and might intensify.



A Baltic Sea Commission the next step?

The question is whether the ordinary
consultation mechanisms will be sufficient
or whether a specific Baltic Sea
Commission should be established for
Sweden, Finland and NATO, similar to the
way in which Ukraine and some other
countries have regulated their collaboration
with the alliance. Such a Commission
could ensure a continued political
dialogue, help shape a common
understanding of problems and provide a
solid structure for the security issues of the
region in challenging and worrisome times.

Anna Wieslander

Deputy Director, the Swedish Institute of
International Affairs
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