
War on the minds of Russia’s elite 

I’ll say nothing more about Mr. Putin’s speech at the 
so-called Valdai Club in Sochi - all the analysts of the 
world have been discussing it. And it’s not in vain that 
they’re comparing it to Winston Churchill’s famous Ful-
ton speech, which was made at the beginning of the Cold 
War. 

It will be remembered however that Mr. Churchill was 
speaking about the “iron curtain” that had descended 
over Europe and about the two marauders - war and 
tyranny - who were threatening the world and against 
which the world had to defend itself. Mr. Putin spoke of 
the “bear that is master of the taiga and who does not 
intend asking anybody’s permission”. In other words, 
when Mr. Churchill was declaring the beginning of the 
Cold War, he was threatening nobody. Yet that’s what 
Mr. Putin is doing and very openly at that. 

An there are some that will remind us that Mr. Putin 
stated outright that the bear roaring in his head doesn’t 
invade “other climate zones” where he’d never feel com-
fortable. Some in reply will ask, in which climate zone 
will Mr. Putin’s bear stop feeling comfortable?

At least one interpretation of the celebrated concept of 
the “Russian World” states that it’s not only the territo-
ries of the former Soviet Union that belong to the “Rus-
sian World”. It also includes territories with large Rus-

sian-speaking communities that at one time were in the 
Russian Empire. Even Finland, for example. As far as the 
Baltic states are concerned, no more need to be said. 

I always maintain that Russia is more than just Mr. Pu-
tin. And so let’s take a closer look at at other statements 
made by Russia’s elite. The secretary of the Security 
Council of Russia Nikolai Patrushev is much the same, as 
was seen in an interview in mid-October with the news-
paper Rosiskaya Gazeta. The interview wasn’t so much 
about “aggressive actions of the US” as Washington cov-
eting Russia’s resources. 

When reading the thoughts of one of Russia’s most in-
fluential officials (at least in terms of his position), it is 
seemingly apparent that he is an echo of the Russian 
president’s assistant Sergei Glaziev who has of late been 
making constant predictions that a Third World War is 
now inevitable. 

Incidentally, I am mentioning Mr. Glaziev only because 
he has hitherto been a prominent assistant of the Rus-
sian president. He has, furthermore, played a very big 
role in engineering the aggression against Ukraine. 

If I wanted to scare you head on with something, then 
it would be far easier to pick out Alexandr Dugin’s ex-
pounded theories or Vladimir Zhirinovsky’s bellicose 
remarks that the Baltic states can be wiped off the face 
of the earth. Not to mention the well-grounded compar-
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isons with the situation prior to the Second World War. 
There’s also the bold announcement of Kremlin political 
expert Andranik Migranian who compares Mr. Putin to 
the “good Hitler”.

My aim, though, is not to allude to history but rather to 
turn attention to the present – to Russia’s war with the 
West which has been called the Third World War and 
which has been called even the Fourth World War (be-
cause it was Joseph Stalin who said that the Cold War is 
the Third World War). This idea is already entrenched in 
the greater part of the Russian elite’s psyche. 

Are the examples of Msrs. Putin, Patrushev and Glaziev’s 
public announcements insignificant? Let’s then remem-
ber the interview given last year to the Financial Times 
by Vladimir Yakunin, another especially influential and 
long-established representative of the KGB in the Rus-
sian leadership. 

Already then Mr. Yakunin (who, for what it’s worth, 
should be considered close not only to Mr. Putin but also 
to the oligarchs suffering the most from sanctions) som-
brely explained that it wasn’t the Maidan but the US that 
overthrew president Yanukovich. It did that simply to 
“destroy Russia” as a geopolitical opponent. 

If you believe that in Russia it’s only the so-called 
strong-handed champions who think in terms of Third 
and Fourth World Wars, ask then what it is that long-
time opponent of Mr. Putin’s regime, political expert 
Stanislav Belkovsky says, for example. 

Mr. Belkovsky in recent times has been closer to the 
oligarchs than to the inescapable representatives of the 
KGB in the Kremlin. He is nevertheless well-aware of 
the moods of the Russian leadership. He also talks of a 
Fourth World War into which Mr. Putin is already drag-
ging the country. Only Mr. Belkovsky hopes that this 
time the “current Russian Federation” will lose and the 
“future Russia – a European example of a nation state” 
- will win. 

The idea of a Fourth World War (whatever form it may 
take) is now so much ingrained in the minds of the Rus-
sian elite that I am convinced that it is impossible to 
gauge the rising Russian threat without considering it. 

Three security dilemmas

Now let’s try to imagine how, in the context of this new 
world war, Russia views the so-called “Kaliningrad prob-
lem”. Russia has always considered Kaliningrad an out-
post or beachhead of its struggle with the West. That was 
always clear to the West, which is why in the famous 1996 

RAND Corporation studio Kaliningrad was declared as 
being an example as to why the Baltic States shouldn’t 
have been granted NATO membership. 

The West, first and foremost the US, changed its stance. 
Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia have become NATO mem-
bers. But will Russia change its stance? 

The Kremlin’s fictional world war with the West within 
the context of the Kaliningrad problem emerges as more 
dangerous even than the so-called issues of the Russian 
minorities in Estonia and Latvia. That’s because from 
Russia’s point of view Kaliningrad has become both a 
military, economic and security problem for all of Rus-
sia. 

There’s not much to say about the military security of Ka-
liningrad. The Russian military itself has made it known 
and makes it known in threats to deploy offensive weap-
ons in Kaliningrad to counter aggression in Ukraine. 

The problem of Kaliningrad’s economic security finds 
an analogy in Crimea. In the context of Ukraine, there 
is constant talk about Russia’s potential drive to “break 
a land corridor through” into Crimea so that it would be 
much simpler to guarantee supplies to the annexed ter-
ritory. 

Let’s take a look at the map: Kaliningrad’s position isn’t 
as dramatic as Crimea’s, where electricity and fresh wa-
ter supplies are dependent on Ukraine showing or not 
showing good will. Still, in the wider context, the posi-
tion of Kaliningrad and Crimea aren’t much different. 
For Russia not even Kaliningrad’s energy security is 
guaranteed. 

Lastly, there’s the security problem of Kaliningrad, loom-
ing under the conditions of a world war against the West 
as perceived by Russia’s elite. It may not be in vain that 
the Kaliningrad governor himself, Nikolai Tsukanov, last 
summer spoke publicly about the incessant plans of the 
West to organise a Maidan in the Russian enclave. 

Occupation of the Baltic states as a last resort?

It’s worth listening to what none-too-candid Russian de-
fence experts are saying all the more loudly about Ka-
liningrad’s security. Colonel General of security Leonid 
Ivashov makes a point of reminding us that, during the 
Soviet times, Kaliningrad was a beachhead against the 
West, a force that was made up not only of Kaliningrad 
but of the entire Baltic military region of which Lithua-
nia, Latvia and Estonia were a part. Will today’s Russia 
make an example of this for the sake of its security?
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Mr. Ivashov, as it happens, has personally experienced 
a NATO challenge; he participated actively in the well-
known 1999 Russian military stand-off at Pristina air-
port. 

Another expert, Viktor Myasnikov, notes: “If necessary, 
Lithuania could easily be converted into a corridor be-
tween Kaliningrad and the main territory of Russia.”

Lithuanian military experts have more than once men-
tioned that the scenario of an occupation of Lithuania 
and at least a corridor into Kaliningrad has already been 
played out in military exercises. It is therefore quite pos-
sible that plans like this were entertained even when 
there wasn’t open talk in Russia of a world war with the 
West.

Lithuana then is more than an obvious target, especially 
in the minds of the Russian elite with their embedded 
idea of a world war with the West.

To my mind, as the threat of certain confrontation with 
NATO emerges, Russia would not limit its ambitions to a 
corridor from Kaliningrad to Belarus, its military ally, via 
Lithuania. It would sooner attack all three Baltic States 
at once so that there’s no need to resolve later any com-
plicated conundrums of security corridors. The Kalinin-
grad problem would then be solved with a newly-formed 
Baltic military region. And that is not a so-called hybrid 
but rather the scenarios of a simple conventional war. 

What good are guarantees?

It is obvious that in the event of an attack on Lithuania, 
Russia risks being drawn into a direct confrontation with 
NATO. That’s indisputable. But is it actually Russia’s and 
not our view that this confrontation is so menacing? 

I mentioned General Ivashov and the Russian para-
trooper move on Pristina on purpose. It was there that 
both the US and NATO were clearly superior in terms 
of more experienced troops and more advanced military 
equipment, especially in the critical aviation sphere.

But General Ivashov, as we already know now, didn’t 
doubt for a moment that the said Russian operation “was 
from the start doomed to succeed”. And that was in 1999 
when nobody would ever have conceived of Russia being 
so arrogant with strategic bombers dispatched not far 
from America’s shores. 

Yet I myself realise that it’s never a sufficient argument to 
rebuff with guarantees of NATO security. What’s more, 
I do not intend to rebuff them. I am convinced that this 
time we’ll defend ourselves (there is at least a written 
guarantee that there will not be a repeat of 1941 when 

the occupation took place without a shot being fired and 
of which we’ve heard enough) and we’ll get help from our 
allies. 

But that’s not why this time some sort of political guar-
antee is needed. Professor Kęstutis Girnius is right when 
he states that Ukraine is not a member of NATO and 
does not qualify for NATO security guarantees. Lithua-
nia does. 

It must nevertheless not be forgotten that in Ukraine 
Russia has truly tested how guarantees granted by the 
US stand. I’m talking here about the so-called Budapest 
Memorandum presented not just by Russia but by the 
US and the United Kingdom, which we’ve heard much 
about and which guarantees Ukraine’s territorial integri-
ty in exchange for abandoning nuclear weapons. 

It is clear that Russia is the aggressor. For the United 
Kingdom, it was just a political declaration. However, 
for the United States, that sees the non-proliferation of 
nuclear weapons as one of its vital national interests, vi-
olation of this memorandum is a serious problem which 
undoubtedly has serious consequences. Yet the US 
shows no signs of actively stopping Russian aggression 
in Ukraine. 

Are NATO guarantees really credible in this context? 
Especially from the point of view of Russia which, let’s 
not kid ourselves, is testing them all in the minutest of 
detail. 

Mr. Girnius argues that maintaining NATO’s credibili-
ty is vitally important, especially for the countries of the 
EU. That’s why in the event of aggression, Russia could 
expect a response. But does the behaviour of France, for 
example, really attest to the importance of NATO’s cred-
ibility - when it cannot make a decision on selling ma-
jor military technology, the Mistral warships, to Russia? 
And the threat here is “just” losing several billion euros 
rather than putting in danger the lives of its citizens?

The temptation to destroy NATO

I do agree with my colleague Prof. Girnius that there is 
no basis to consider “Mr. Putin and those around him as 
irrational fanatics”. For the time being, they are calculat-
ing accurately what they can and can’t do.

The problem is that, based on my above-mentioned ar-
guments, we can expect that Mr. Putin or any other lead-
er of the Russian regime (little would change if Mr. Pu-
tin should suddenly leave his post, for whatever reason) 
might calculate that aggression against the Baltic states 
is “an operation doomed to success”. As Mr. Ivashov, for 
example, reasoned flawlessly in Pristina.

http://en.delfi.lt/opinion/opinion-are-baltic-states-in-danger.d?id=66440692
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In conclusion, I shall present another argument that, de-
pending on one’s point of view, makes the tragic scenar-
io for the Baltic states either very improbable or almost 
unavoidable.

In my opinion, despite all of the above-mentioned argu-
ments, NATO and notably the United States should de-
fend the Baltic states. This is for the simple reason that 
the preservation of NATO is vitally important to the US’s 
status as a world superpower. It is also in the national 
interests of the US. 

Since the US leadership, as well as all rational people, 
realises that NATO would cease to exist at the very mo-
ment when it does not defend one of its members. I be-
lieve that Washington would manifestly have a vital in-
terest in defending the Baltic states. 

But let’s take a look at it again through the eyes of Rus-
sia’s current regime. Indeed, the Kremlin realises just 
as we do that NATO will cease to exist the moment it 
doesn’t come to the defence of one of its member states. 
And the destruction of NATO for Mr. Putin and his fel-
low crusaders would be a goal one hundred times greater 
than occupying entire Ukraine or the Baltic states. 

Yet what if Mr. Ivashov or his colleagues assume that 
because of a nuclear threat the West would never dare 
defend such “unimportant” NATO members as the Bal-
tic states? And if we still bear in mind that most of the 
current Russian concepts (including the concept of the 
“Russian World”) and Mr. Putin’s own address in De-
cember 2013 to the Federal Assembly during which the 
so-called “Doctrine of Conservatism” was announced, 
are supported by ideas of Russian civilization and moral 
values which are superior to the “rotten West”? 

Is it not too big a temptation to resolve in one blow the 
aforementioned Kaliningrad problem, destroy NATO 
and in effect win the Third and Fourth World Wars 
which, as I’ve said, are already entrenched in the minds 
of Russia’s elite?

And what if we believe that Russia is convinced that, 
should the operation fail, it would always be able to re-
treat, albeit dishonourably. We can’t even imagine a po-
tential conflict in which NATO would be willing to fight 
until Russia is completely defeated and capitulates. And 
the Kremlin imagines such a scenario even less. 

Russia’s nuclear blackmail and new threats of 
covert diplomacy

The world has truly entered a new era. Even Russia’s nu-
clear blackmail has become such an everyday occurrence 
that it sometimes passes underappreciated. One con-

cludes thus after last week’s reports in British dailies The 
Times and The Independent about a meeting between 
Russian and US generals in March where Russia voiced 
threats of a nuclear response should NATO continue to 
deploy forces in the Baltic states.

These reports caused most reaction in the Baltic states 
themselves. Although when similar threats were made 
in public by Russia’s Ambassador to Denmark Mikhail 
Vanin, who said that Danish ships might become targets 
for Russian nuclear missiles, that sent shivers through-
out the world.

We know now that the similar threats from Vanin and 
the Russian generals came almost simultaneously. The 
difference was that Vanin’s were made publicly, in the 
Danish daily Jyllands Posten on 21 March, while the 
Russian generals uttered theirs at a closed meeting in 
Germany on 18-20 March. 

It was a regular meeting of the so-called Elbe Group, one 
of the legacies of Barack Obama’s reset policy. Initially, 
the Elbe Group was known as the US-Russia Initiative 
to Prevent Nuclear Terrorism, but it soon grew out of its 
eponymous mission. An idea to hold regular meetings of 
influential Russian and American retired generals (both 
from the army and security agencies) was presented in 
2009 and the first meeting took place in October 2010 
in Istanbul.

From the very start, both Russians and Americans made 
no secret - even underscored - that outcomes of these 
discussions were directly reported to the leaderships of 
the two countries, including the presidents.

Moreover, I was shown the document that was the basis 
for the reports in The Times and The Independent. The 
four-page document comprises of notes made by one 
member of the American delegation, a retired general. 
The notes state that Anatoly Kulikov, head of the Russian 
delegation and former minister of the interior, informed 
his American colleagues that, before the meeting, he had 
had an audience with Russian Foreign Minister Sergey 
Lavrov who had told him the basic message he was to 
communicate to the Americans. According to the notes, 
President Putin had also been briefed about the meeting 
and topics to be covered.

Different forms and goals of blackmail

This makes one wonder: Why Russia’s nuclear blackmail 
in Denmark was open, while for the Baltic states, covert. 
And when the cat got out of the bag, why deny and pre-
tend like it was just a rumour?

The answer is clear - these two moves have different 

http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/news/world/europe/article4399758.ece
http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/news/world/europe/article4399758.ece
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/russia-threatens-to-use-nuclear-force-over-crimea-and-the-baltic-states-10150565.html
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goals, hence different forms of blackmailing. Russian 
Ambassador to Denmark Vanin addressed his statement 
to the Danish society, hoping to turn the popular opinion 
against plans of joining NATO’s anti-missile shield. And 
if it adds to the image of “unpredictable Russia not to be 
messed with” - even better. Publicity is therefore Rus-
sia’s very goal in this case.

The opposite is true in the case of the Baltic states. Rus-
sia, it seems, no longer expects to influence public opin-
ions here. However, it does have faith in the power of 
covert diplomacy and, moreover, is very good at using 
backdoor meetings with the world’s powerful. In recent 
years, Moscow has even used America’s own invention 
for this, the so-called Track II diplomacy which encour-
ages unofficial meetings between non-government fig-
ures to discuss important issues.

The goal of this message passed by Russian generals to 
the Americans was not to make a public statement, but 
to convince US decision makers (as opposed to the so-
ciety) of the danger of permanent deployment of allied 
troops or modern weapons in the Baltic states. Danger 
not so much to the Baltic states, but to America’s NATO 
allies.

Russia knows only too well it will not intimidate the 
Baltic states with threats. Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia 
would rather have tangible security guarantees against 
increasingly likely aggression from Russia, even under 
the Kremlin’s threats of consequences, than be pushed 
to believe that Moscow poses no threat as long as it is 
“unprovoked”.

The Baltic states are convinced that Russia only speaks 
the language of power and nothing can stop the Krem-
lin’s threats and escalation better than a show of actual 
power (NATO, after all, is much more powerful militar-
ily than Russia). Therefore, they think, Cold War-style 
deployment of forces by the borders of the hostile side 
(Russia’s in this case, those of Warsaw Pact nations 
during the Cold War) will be a more effective strategy to 
end the current escalation of tensions than yet another 
attempt to talk to Russia.

The Baltic states are also acutely aware that Putin’s Rus-
sia is aggressive, contemptuous of international law and 
treaties, but by no means unpredictable. Baltic politi-
cians, diplomats and analysts spoke and warned about 
many things that are happening right now for years, 
but at the time their warnings would be dismissed as 
post-Soviet Baltic paranoia.

Right now, however, Baltic leaders sometimes find it 
hard to convince their partners of the opposite, that Rus-
sia’s threats are just a bluff; that the cynical and crimi-

nal figures who currently control the Kremlin only care 
about their own wealth (not that of their country or peo-
ple) and are not to be compared to truly unpredictable 
Islamist terrorists or ideological suicide bombers. There-
fore nuclear blackmail is just a tool in Russia’s diplomat-
ic arsenal in seeking other goals - and not a statement of 
actual intentions.

Will we be fooled again?

It is not an accident that Russia picked the US as the tar-
get of its covert diplomacy - the one country that will, in 
the end, decide on what defence forces will be deployed 
in the Baltics.

In fact, such a strategy is particularly effective when the 
message is exchanged between “some generals” whose 
statements can be easily refuted or dismissed as out of 
line of Russia’s official position. What matters, however, 
is that American and Western leaders believe (and not 
without justification) that the generals were simply pass-
ing on Putin’s own message, despite all public denials 
from the Kremlin.

Why did Russia need to send such a message? Even be-
fore NATO implements all of the decisions made at last 
year’s Wales Summit, there are already talks in Western 
capitals that these might not be enough to deter Russia 
from attacking the Baltic states, let alone effectively de-
fend them in case of an attack.

Talks than the Baltic states can be under real threat can 
now be heard not just from politicians, but from mili-
tary men, too, including US force in Europe commander 
Philip Breedlove. It is therefore natural to expect a real 
discussion to begin soon on permanent deployment of 
troops and modern weaponry in the Baltic states. This 
is exactly what Russia tries to prevent with its nuclear 
blackmail.

The point of the message is this: “No need to escalate the 
military conflict, but let’s talk, or otherwise the conse-
quences might be hard to predict.” This message is re-
inforced by a sense that Russia has been trying to show 
good will lately - it has offered to share intelligence in-
formation in areas of common threats. Even in the said 
meeting there were suggestions to look for forms of co-
operation that would prevent “accidental clashes” all too 
likely in the current climate of extreme tensions.

Russia is not offering to talk about Ukraine. In the meet-
ing, the Russian delegates said that the Kremlin’s goal 
was to create an autonomous region of the so-called 
Novorossiya within confederate Ukraine. Otherwise 
the conflict would remain frozen. It is noteworthy that 
while the generals discussed other issues rather openly, 



6

EESRI COMMENT        May 2015

www.eesri.org

they said nothing on further escalation of war in eastern 
Ukraine.

At the same time, they threatened to use nuclear force 
(not just aim missiles, as in Denmark’s case, but to ac-
tually use nuclear weapon against NATO) to defend 
Crimea, should anyone decide to return it to Ukraine by 
force.

Interestingly enough, there was less aggression when the 
Russian generals spoke about possible supply of arms to 
Ukraine, another key issue on Russia’s covert diploma-
cy agenda. They said that “the Russian people” would in 
that case demand a forceful response, but did not men-
tion the nuclear weapon.

Real threat to the Baltic states

One can conclude from this that right now Russia cares 
more about making sure there are no permanent NATO 
forces deployed in the Baltics than preventing weapons 
supply to Ukraine. Bearing in mind that Russia itself is 
mobilizing its forces, say, in Kaliningrad, one can plau-
sibly speculate that such resistance to NATO presence 
in the Baltics might have a lot to do with Moscow’s new 
plans of aggression - this time in the Baltic states.

In fact, the Russian generals also said they saw in the 
Baltics all the conditions that allegedly forced Moscow 
to “take action” in Ukraine. Their actual wording made it 
sound like it was all the Baltic states’ fault. The message 
to Western leaders was no less clear: the conflict might 
turn dangerous, but you can easily prevent that if instead 
of poking at Russia you restrained the Baltic states. In 
that case, Russia might even resume cooperation with 
NATO, since right now just the Baltics and Poland stand 
in the way.

The conclusion one can draw from this is straightfor-
ward enough - the Elbe Group meeting and the threats 
made there are much more dangerous than the public 
statements against Denmark. However, they attracted 
much less public attention, even when the threats were 
leaked to the press.

Another takeaway for the West, and particularly the US, 
is that they must not succumb to either Russia’s black-
mail or enticement; quite the opposite, a show of force 
(since all attempts to talk with Putin’s Russia has failed, 
sooner or later) is what can deter Russia from thinking 
about new aggressive campaigns.

However, it is likely that the Elbe Group meeting will 
have the consequences that Russia intended. There are 
still strong voices in the West, including the US, saying 
that one can and must talk with Russia, not confront it. 

These voices will be further reinforced by Russia’s si-
multaneous nuclear threats and intimations of readiness 
to talk. But if Russia succeeds, this will be just another 
deception by Putin’s regime, one we will soon be made 
painfully aware of.

Not the first time

One sign of success of Russia’s covert diplomacy already 
came in the form of the so-called Boisto Group meeting. 
Although according to publicly available information, 
there has been only one such meeting last June, to my 
knowledge there was a Boisto-2 meeting last autumn.

I have already discussed the impact of the Boisto Group 
on the Minsk peace talks that went according to Russia’s 
plan.

True, back then it was an initiative of only some people 
in the Russian power elite. Leonid Reshetnikov, retired 
intelligence officer, director of the Russian Institute for 
Strategic Studies and a man of Dmitry Rogozin’s clan, the 
main architects and perpetrators of the war in Ukraine, 
gave an interview in February where he confirmed that 
the idea for Minsk talks first originated in the island of 
Boisto, even though at first he and his colleagues had 
opposed it. Americans had brought identical ideas and 
proposals to his institute.

This time, Russia’s covert diplomacy looks less like an 
initiative of one power elite group than a concerted ac-
tion to implement the Kremlin’s plan, even though it is 
true that many Russians who took part in the Elbe Group 
meeting are close to the clan of Yevgeny Primakov, the 
initiator of the Ukraine peace plan.

Another important point to note is that the Boisto Group 
meeting split the American security and defence com-
munity into two camps: one holds that such secret meet-
ings are neither acceptable nor effective, just Russian 
trap, while the other insists that they are an important 
and efficient way to look for agreement with Russia and 
solutions to the conflict.

Should the Elbe Group meeting and reactions to it prove 
to be another dividing point for the Western community, 
rendering it incapable of a united determination to re-
sists Russia’s nuclear blackmail, it would mean a diplo-
matic victory for the Kremlin, something it was seeking 
all along.

Plans discussed in the open

What supports my point about the Russian threat becom-
ing practical rather than merely theoretical is an article 
by Russian political analyst Rostislav Ishchenko entitled 

http://en.delfi.lt/central-eastern-europe/primakov-clans-trap-for-the-west-or-a-little-about-putins-peace-roadmap.d?id=65864640
http://www.mk.ru/politics/2015/02/10/ideya-minskikh-soglasheniy-rodilas-v-finlyandii.html
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“Redemptive Ransom” (Искупительный выкуп). In it, 
he argues for the inevitability of “preventive occupation 
of the Baltic states” in the vital interest of the Kremlin 
and Russia.

The problem is that, both in the Baltic states and the 
West, this analytical piece by Ishchenko received less at-
tention than it warrants, even if we were to dismiss it as 
pseudo-analysis.

I am convinced that this public analysis of the necessity 
for preemptive occupation of the Baltic states deserves 
as much, if not more, scrutiny than Russian Ambassador 
Miklail Vanin’s nuclear threats to Denmark (over its in-
tention to join NATO’s anti-missile defence shield) or an 
even more serious nuclear blackmail by retired Russian 
generals at the Elbe Group meeting.

I will argue that Ishchenko’s analysis, which was made 
public, is not some absurd blather by a small-time ana-
lyst (as many in the West and the Baltic states probably 
think), but rather a consequential first step in Russia’s 
political preparation for aggression against Lithuania, 
Latvia and Estonia.

I’d like to emphasise that were this just one more public 
threat by the likes of Vladimir Zhirinovsky to sweep the 
Baltic states off the face of the earth, I would not lose any 
sleep over it nor waste time to try to explain my take on 
the present danger.

Whose ideas are these?

Ishchenko is neither someone unknown nor inconse-
quential, although he used to be presented as a Ukrainian 
political analyst rather than Russian.

To better understand whose ideas he is voicing, we only 
have to look at the platforms that publish his analyses 
and other experts he shares his bylines with. In Russia, 
it is hardly a secret that Ishchenko is a close associate of 
the “Izborsk Club” and an expert on its ideas.

He is therefore far from a lone voice. He is a spokesman 
for well-known figures like Alexander Dugin, Alexander 
Prokhanov, retired General Leonid Ivashov and Russian 
politicians who stand behind them: Deputy Prime Min-
ister Dmitry Rogozin, President Putin’s administration 
chief Sergey Ivanov and the like.

From analysis to action

To return to Ishchenko’s piece itself, it is important to 
note that his analysis is a herald of a campaign very sim-
ilar to the one that preceded the attack on Ukraine. De-
ducing from this pattern, we should expect to see more 

analyses like that appearing on public platforms, after 
which Putin will receive a classified policy paper on his 
desk, drafted by some Russian strategic research insti-
tute or a thinktank, with an authoritative analysis urging 
to take tangible action - much like in the case of Crimean 
annexation or aggression in eastern Ukraine.

At this point, Putin’s decision will probably depend sole-
ly on the balance of power within Russia’s political elite 
or perceived costs of such an adventure.

Granted, the Russian political elite is still far from united 
even on the issue of the government’s massive military 
spending amidst general economic strain. The budget for 
defence, rearming and modernizing the army could be 
an important indication of Russia’s aggressive plans.

One must admit that the so-called Russian liberals, rep-
resented in this case by Finance Minister Anton Siluanov 
or even Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev, keep insist-
ing that Russia can hardly afford the planned military 
spending. Even Russia’s Centre for Analysis of Strategies 
and Technologies said in its report that Russia’s rearma-
ment programme was in crisis.

Bearing this in mind - as well as the divergence of views 
on the future of Moscow’s involvement in Ukraine even 
within the Russian elite - there is not enough evidence to 
suggest that these intentions regarding the Baltic states 
(attributable to Rogozin, Ivanov, the entire Russian mil-
itary-industrial complex behind their backs and their 
mouthpiece, the Izborsk Club) will necessarily be imple-
mented. However, we must acknowledge the threat and 
react accordingly.

Moreover, both the precedent of the Ukraine war and 
Putin’s refusal to cut military spending even in the face 
of deteriorating economic situation and against the ad-
vice of government liberals in charge of economy, are a 
good indication of who has been winning similar battles 
in Russia and who has the balance of power tipped in 
their favour.

Political commitment is not enough

It is important to note that even when Ishchenko dis-
cusses the possible consequences of “preventive occupa-
tion of the Baltic states” for Russia, not once does he say 
that what might impede the plan is the Baltic member-
ship in NATO.

Such conspicuous disregard for NATO’s security guaran-
tees under Article Five, something that has been much 
talked about in the West (and I personally do not doubt 
them), serves only to confirm my oft-expounded argu-
ment that as long as NATO’s guarantees are not backed 

http://newsbalt.ru/analytics/2015/04/iskupitelnyy-vykup
http://www.novayagazeta.ru/politics/67389.html
http://www.bk55.ru/news/article/49866
http://www.bk55.ru/news/article/49866
http://www.bbc.co.uk/russian/russia/2014/10/141007_russia_defence_spending
http://www.bbc.co.uk/russian/russia/2014/10/141007_russia_defence_spending
http://warfiles.ru/show-81991-shoygu-voshel-v-zhestkiy-klinch-s-siluanovym.html
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by adequate deployment of troops and weaponry, they 
will not be taken seriously in Moscow.

Quite the opposite - Ishchenko’s analysis suggests that at 
least those groups of the Russian elite that nurture bel-
licose plans regard the Western powers as not strong or 
decisive enough to ever dare to defend the Baltic states. 
Especially in the face of a threat of nuclear stand-off with 
Russia.

Therefore bearing in mind that political preparations for 
aggression against the Baltics - or at least political strug-
gle within Russia’s power groups over it - have already 
started, the only way to truly guarantee security of Lithu-
ania, Latvia and Estonia and prevent a serious challenge 
to the very existence of NATO is to urgently deploy allied 

forces sufficient not just to deter Russia, but to actually 
defend the Baltic states.

Estonian President Toomas Hendrik Ilves’s recent pub-
lic statements should be viewed in precisely this light: 
he said that symbolic NATO presence in the Baltics 
and political guarantees of Article Five were no longer 
enough.

Meanwhile the Baltic states themselves must insist in a 
united and loud voice on the necessity to deploy abun-
dant and well-armed allied forces on their soil - at the 
same time as they mobilize their own resources in pro-
portion to the seriousness of the present situation.
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