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FOREWORD 

International relations and strategic studies are comparatively new academic 
disciplines that have been firmly established in universities only since the late 
1940s. Yet, for all that, and also for the richness of events that have made or 
marred international life or otherwise shaped it, the study of these domains 
remains largely theoretical and/or historical. More recently, operational re-
search has attempted to quantify the many factors that influence strategic ac-
tors’ decision processes. 

This work is different. It is an academic paper written by a practitioner, but 
it deploys a sound academic and theoretical basis to illustrate in detail how a 
security dilemma is resolved in practice. To do so, it considers the juncture 
between history and political decision-making using small state theory. It 
speaks of the difficult choices that Estonia has had to make, and the trying po-
litical and philosophical journey that was required to ensure the definitive sur-
vival of the newly (re-) independent country. Similar processes were followed 
by a number of other post-Soviet republics, notably in the other Baltic states, 
but also in countries that had never been independent, such as in the Caucasus 
and Central Asia. The originality of this thesis and part of its usefulness lie in 
the fact that, for the first time, we have an accurate historical, political, and 
strategic depiction of what went right. There are no better lessons learned than 
those from a case where a nation recognizes, after the completion of the work, 
the moments where it succeeded, and how it succeeded in guaranteeing its own 
security, and thence to participate actively and constructively in international 
life. This is what Estonia (and the other Baltic states) did, and it did so punch-
ing well above her weight. 

This paper illustrates the complex mental navigation that decision-makers 
need to perform to effectively steer a course for their small state, between the 
attraction of a successful alliance (NATO) and the appetites of a nostalgic 
former empire. But this is the common strategic perception. This paper also 
implicitly considers the other structural pressures on newly independent coun-
tries; the question of legitimacy; the difficult transition from a command to a 
market economy; and the tension-filled relations between the Russian minority 
and the Estonian majority. Not to be forgotten are the gamut of ordinary chal-
lenges that face modern societies: environmental responsibility, agricultural 
policy, human resource and social development, health care, democratic tur-
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bulence—all these factors are intimately intertwined with the general notion of 
security. 

Nowadays, when scholars speak of this general definition of security, they 
speak of “human security” as a sophisticated evolution of the conditions that 
make life worth living. The concept itself has emerged in response to the 
emergence of so many failed states in the wake of the collapse of communism. 
This strong contrast between what is and what should be blurs the fact that the 
single most important pursuit of states—and this is even more the case for 
newly independent states—is survival. 

So many of us see NATO’s enlargement process through Western eyes. 
Some of us believe that the values embodied (and promoted) by the Alliance 
are—if not universally applicable—so attractive that they create their own de-
mand for fulfillment, triggering a seemingly inescapable logic of enlargement. 
Estonia’s security dilemma was not initially motivated by value-based consid-
erations. This fact is patently obvious in this paper, for it does not even con-
sider the Alliance’s 1995 Study on Enlargement, which put great emphasis on 
the need for applicant countries to settle internal and external differences of a 
socio-political nature before being seriously considered for admission. This 
study is original because it places the notion that NATO membership was not 
automatically the preferred solution back into consideration. 

Neutrality and alternative regional security arrangements were also consid-
ered very seriously by many of these newly independent states, and—as this 
thesis shows—there was also significant lobbying in Estonia in favor of these 
options by regional powers that faced a security dilemma of their own. This 
paper sheds new light on the development of such security options, seen from 
an insider’s perspective. From an analytical point of view, these debates can-
not be divorced from the strategic consequences for the region and wider 
Europe, nor from the domestic implications of pursuing a given course of ac-
tion (even if a decision doesn’t spill over into a regional crisis). For example, 
the neutrality option was heavily influenced by the relative experience of Es-
tonia and other Scandinavian countries. During the Second World War, Esto-
nian neutrality meant losing its sovereignty to the USSR, but for Finland it was 
the recipe for success. Today, both countries are influenced by that memory as 
they compose their national security strategies. Finland’s victory over the So-
viets in the 1939 Winter War gives it bragging rights, but victory was not at all 
decisive, if we consider Finlandization during the Cold War. But it did achieve 
the primary aim of national survival. Estonia’s point of view (and experience) 
was exactly the opposite, but the evaluation and the negotiation of the advice 
given by Finland also needed to go through a careful assessment of ways and 
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means. In this sense, Estonia and Finland are radically different, and this con-
tributed to the disqualification of neutrality as a security option. 

Historical, academic, and sometimes psychological considerations can-
not—indeed, must not—make an abstraction of the structural constraints of 
such a model. Neutrality would come at a prohibitive cost for Estonia in terms 
of its standing force structure. Estonia ultimately understood that focusing only 
on the means of achieving “hard security” would cost too much in terms of 
“soft (social, or human) security.” Social insecurity and its consequences for 
internal stability—guns being purchased at the expense of butter—loomed 
large in calculations of the country’s overall security. More insecurity would 
also be triggered by the connotations of a sudden military buildup from the 
perspective of Estonia’s neighbors. In other words, economic, demographic, 
and internal pressures also figure as “adversaries” that informed this decision. 

The national strategic equation of any country is always influenced by such 
considerations, but we all remember the rhetoric of “like-mindedness” and 
“shared values” as a motivator for Estonian membership in NATO. This work 
shows us that such rhetoric was manifestly the product of well-intentioned 
politicians, but it never entered the vocabulary of those charged with finding a 
geopolitical solution to the question of state survival. Estonia’s decision-mak-
ing process, illustrated here, can serve as a model of responsible state behavior 
for other nations. 

It is also a model of analysis. All three Baltic states have, for the most part, 
managed to avoid the kind of ethnic conflagration that is now a source of such 
turmoil in the former Yugoslavia, to take but one example. As a result, the 
quality of advice and advisors who are sent as part of so many foreign military 
aid programs is widely divergent. Whereas the former Yugoslavia benefited 
from Dayton-imposed advice (more akin to intervention) adapted to failed 
states, the Baltic states offered a near-perfect social context in which to work. 
Thus the arrogance of the Western point of view was sometimes a source of 
resentment; abandoned throughout the Cold War, having successfully escaped 
Russia’s cold embrace, and having avoided ethnic rage, the Baltic states could 
be justified in these feelings. One way for advisors to avoid being resented is 
to do their homework on their adoptive country. This paper is a textbook ex-
ample of how an analysis should be conducted, and what type of effort any 
advisor sent to any foreign country should make prior to landing in an advisory 
role. 

Finally, it opens the mind on the subject of the application of state sover-
eignty in a globalized world. Many critics of multilateral organizations, inter-
national legal regimes, and globalization in general complain about the erosion 
of sovereignty. The elaboration of options for Estonia’s security has not 
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avoided the most difficult questions; joining NATO was always fraught with 
danger, particularly when the NATO-Russia rift over Kosovo is taken into ac-
count. Yet it was in consideration of the alternatives (especially neutrality) that 
Estonia decided to join NATO, despite the risks. All that this means is that real 
pressures can sometimes be ignored in favor of security solutions that seem to 
nullify a state’s newly acquired sovereignty. Thus the nation is actually exer-
cising its freedom of maneuver in dealing with actors with greater relative 
power. It certainly puts a dent in the notion that internal factors such as ethnic 
nationalism and economic determinism have their own inescapable logic, 
leading nations in predetermined directions. Again, the Estonian example 
stands in contrast to the sad parade of states that failed, whether through the 
shortsightedness of their leadership, the intolerance of their constituents, or, to 
be perfectly fair, the lack of engagement of the international community. 

This paper demonstrates how Estonia made the sovereign decisions that 
would guarantee its security, so as to secure the appropriate amount of “re-
sidual” sovereignty necessary for internal stability. It is also untrue to suggest 
that an alliance like NATO is an impediment to sovereignty anyway, since the 
rule of consensus preserves this prerogative. The Alliance’s decisions are a 
collection of individual state decisions—the expressions of national sover-
eignty. State power is alive and well, even for small states. Estonia’s achieve-
ments would be inexplicable otherwise. The current state of transatlantic rela-
tions is further proof of this notion. Hegemonism has its limits, and function-
alism cannot support the cold logic of realism. Small states can be—and are—
the masters of their destiny. Accounts like these present a challenge to con-
ventional strategic wisdom, historians, and theorists, and provide a model for 
responsible statecraft for others to follow, be they governments or foreign 
advisors. 

 

     Frederic Labarre 
     Rome 
     14 July 2005 
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INTRODUCTION 
This thesis is about Estonia’s security policy since the country regained its in-
dependence after the collapse of the Soviet Union.1 There were roughly three 
main policy options available to Estonia in 1991: remaining a neutral country, 
cooperating regionally with Finland and the other two Baltic states (Latvia and 
Lithuania) in security matters, or striving for integration with Western security 
institutions such as the European Union (EU), the North Atlantic Treaty Or-
ganization (NATO), and the Western European Union (WEU).2 It is a well-
known fact that Estonian politicians chose the last option. I will argue that this 
was the best alternative of the three available options. 

For the most part, the theoretical approach used in this thesis is “small state 
theory,” or, more precisely, the aspect of the theory dealing with small states’ 
conduct in foreign policy. The reason for using small state theory is twofold: 
first Estonia is a small country, in terms of geographical size, population, and 
degree of influence in international affairs; second, there is no other competing 
theory that better describes the behavior of small states in international rela-
tions. For example, classical realism and structural realism are inadequate to 
explain small states’ foreign policy behavior. According to classical realism, 
states are driven by self-interest, and the purpose of statecraft is national sur-
vival in a hostile environment. State survival and the game of international 
politics revolve around the pursuit of national interests defined in terms of 
power. Therefore, the primary obligation of each state is the maximization of 
power.3 Structural realism, in turn, identifies international anarchy and the 
distribution of power within the international system as the major determinants 
of state behavior. It gives little attention to domestic influences on how states 
choose to act. Within this perspective, the structure of the international system 
and power maximization dictate foreign policy choices.4 

Neither realism nor structural realism emphasizes interstate cooperation as 
the main driver of the international system. Rather, these theories hold that the 
effectiveness of alliances and cooperation compete with the adverse feelings of 
insecurity and dependence, with the latter being the main dynamic of the inter-
national system. One of the reasons for this is that states are uncertain of each 
other’s future intentions and actions, which works against the need for coop-
eration. States are also afraid of becoming too dependent on others for their 
own security; structural realism in particular sees dependence as threatening to 
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a state’s well being.5 Within this perspective, David Vital argues that small 
states can pursue a meaningful foreign policy only when they are acting alone, 
not when they are acting in concert with other larger states.6 At the same time, 
Vital holds neutrality or non-alignment to be very far from constituting a secu-
rity guarantee for small states, especially in the case where a small state is in 
possession of a strategic geopolitical position in which a larger state is inter-
ested.7 Estonia’s geopolitical position has played a crucial role in shaping its 
history. Due to its geo-strategic location, the country was occupied by foreign 
rulers from the thirteenth century onwards. 

In small state theory, a state can be considered small if its territory or 
population is small, or if it lacks material wealth, organization (in terms of 
state bureaucracy and grass-roots movements), and influence in international 
politics.8 When small states act alone, they cannot make a significant impact 
on the international system.9 They are considered weak because they do not 
have the means to maximize their power, unless they act in cooperation among 
themselves or join larger organizations. 

According to small state theory, however, small states exhibit many shared 
foreign policy behaviors. They have a low level of participation in world af-
fairs, address a narrow scope of foreign policy issues, and limit their action to 
their immediate geographic arena. While they tend to employ diplomatic and 
economic instruments (as opposed to military instruments) in their foreign 
policy, they also emphasize international law, secure multinational agree-
ments, and join multinational institutions whenever possible. Small states are 
also said to choose neutral positions and rely on superpowers for protection, 
partnership, and resources. They cooperate and avoid conflict with others, and 
spend a disproportionate amount of foreign policy resources on ensuring their 
physical and political security and survival.10 

Jeanne Hey argues that this list of small states’ most common foreign pol-
icy behaviors is in itself quite self-contradictory. It suggests that both align-
ment and neutrality are policy options of equal weight; the list also suggests 
that small states focus primarily on diplomatic and economic cooperation, but 
at the same time are consumed with security concerns.11 Focusing on diplo-
macy and economic cooperation to solve conflicts is not contradictory to being 
obsessed with security concerns. On the contrary, diplomacy and economic 
cooperation might provide valuable means to remedy an existing “security 
deficit.” 

Several of the above-listed foreign policy behavior patterns could have also 
qualified as Estonian security policy options at the beginning of the 1990s. 
One of the security policy options for Estonia as a small state was to adopt the 
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policy of neutrality.12 Non-alignment is also often regarded as a useful posture 
to serve the security interests of small states in the international system.13 

The concept of complex interdependence complements small state theory in 
explaining both interstate cooperation and Estonia’s security policy choices. 
Of the many available security policy options, Estonia chose alignment with 
and integration into Western security institutions. The theory of complex in-
terdependence emphasizes cooperation among states. Even though the theory 
claims that survival is the primary goal of all states, it gives a significant role 
to international organizations in world politics. According to the concept, na-
tions are involved in a complex network of interdependence. International or-
ganizations help to activate potential coalitions in world politics. They also 
allow agencies of governments that might not otherwise come into contact to 
turn potential coalitions into explicit transgovernmental coalitions character-
ized by direct communication. The theory also suggests that international or-
ganizations are frequently congenial institutions for small states.14 

The theory that best explains Estonia’s security policy options and behavior 
in international politics since it regained independence after the collapse of the 
Soviet Union is small state theory. This is primarily because, as mentioned at 
the outset, Estonia is a small country in terms of land mass, population, and 
international influence. Even though realism or structural realism cannot ex-
plain Estonia’s choices in security policy, they do explain the behavior of the 
United States in supporting NATO’s eastward expansion. Both theories stress 
the importance of the state as the main actor in the international scene. How-
ever, in the case of the U.S. role in NATO enlargement, the state did not act as 
a monolithic entity with its own interests to pursue. Rather, the U.S. policy of 
supporting the eastward expansion of NATO was the result of the activities of 
various social forces, such as the Baltic-American lobby and support of senior 
U.S. politicians for NATO enlargement. 

Although the theory of complex interdependence emphasizes cooperation 
among states, the role of international organizations, and mentions the ten-
dency of small states to belong to international organizations, it does not focus 
on small states. It does, however, deal with the issue of vulnerability in inter-
dependence, which is very important when I discuss Estonia’s behavior vis-à-
vis the United States and the advantages and disadvantages of Estonia’s inte-
gration with Western security institutions. For the most part, the theory used in 
this work to explain Estonia’s conduct in security policy is small state theory, 
due to the fact that it thoroughly explains the behavior of small states in inter-
national relations. 

For a small country, seeking a distant protector is standard practice in inter-
national politics.15 According to small state theory, a small nation must look to 
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the assistance of powerful friends for the protection of its rights.16 By choosing 
membership in a larger political community, a small state might sacrifice some 
of its sovereignty, but in return it gains greater protection and a more solid 
economic foundation that flow from membership in the broader organization.17 
Charles Lerche’s analysis is applicable to Estonia’s integration to the Euro-
pean Union. Estonian foreign and security policy experts mostly regarded the 
EU as a guarantor of soft security.18 The same explanation can be adapted to 
security alliances as well; in fact, by choosing membership in NATO, Estonia 
denationalized its security and defense policy, which became part of NATO’s 
collective defense system.19 Gärtner has also argued that for small states the 
decision to join alliances depends on the judgment of whether the overall 
benefits of doing so are greater than the costs.20 

Whether a small state becomes a member of an alliance depends on con-
crete circumstances, in particular on the state’s interests in joining an alliance 
and the foreseeable development of the security environment. Small states 
very often join an alliance to protect themselves against larger adversaries.21 
Even though the foreign policy of Russia has become more encouraging over 
the past decade, Russia still possesses the conventional and nuclear capabilities 
of a military superpower, which must be taken into account in the defense 
planning of other countries, such as Estonia.22 A nation is secure only to the 
extent to which it is not in danger of having to sacrifice its core values, such as 
independence or territorial integrity.23 For instance, Estonia’s membership in 
the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) would have put these core 
values in danger. The Russian military’s preferred position right after the es-
tablishment of the CIS was that the CIS was simply the Soviet Union by an-
other name.24 Estonian political forces feared that the CIS would be a vehicle 
for a revived Russian imperium.25 At the beginning of the 1990s, there existed 
a security deficit for Estonia, and NATO membership was viewed as a solution 
to remedy this deficit.26 

Since the beginning of the 1990s, the aim of Estonian politicians has been 
to acquire hard security guarantees for Estonia against Russia, mainly through 
NATO.27 Most of the Estonian political elite (including the president and 
minister of defense), as well as the public, believed that the real security guar-
antee for Estonia in the 1990s would be speedy integration into Western secu-
rity structures. It was believed that Western international security systems like 
the Partnership for Peace (PfP) initiative within the framework of NATO, the 
WEU (under the rubric of the EU), and NATO itself would provide guarantees 
for the freedom of Estonia.28 Membership in the EU was seen to foster soft 
security as well as economic development, while admission to NATO was 
seen primarily as a method of bolstering hard security.29 
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The methodology utilized in this thesis primarily relies on written official 
documents and depth interviews. A “depth interview” is an extended, highly 
focused conversation, with the purpose of collecting detailed information. It 
allows the researcher and respondent to explore an issue in significant detail.30 
The interviewer prepares a preliminary list of questions to start the interview 
and lets the interviewee do most of the talking. The persons interviewed for 
this thesis are Estonian government officials and military officers who are re-
sponsible for dealing with security policy. The aim of the depth interviews was 
to look for answers to the following questions: 

• Why did Estonian politicians and security policy experts not perceive 
neutrality or membership in the CIS as viable security policy objectives 
for Estonia at the beginning of the 1990s? 

• Why did the Estonian military leadership opt for a total defense concept 
as the foundation of Estonian security? 

• Why did the politicians start to question this choice at a later stage? 
• What makes total defense incompatible with NATO standards, and what 

are these NATO standards? 
• Why was close regional cooperation with Finland not seen as a feasible 

security alternative for Estonia? 
• What are the aims of Estonia in being a contact NATO member for 

Finland? 
• Why was Baltic military cooperation seen as not sufficient to serve Esto-

nia’s security interests, but rather seen as a means to acquire membership 
in Western security institutions? 

• What were the concerns of Estonian politicians at the beginning of the 
1990s when Russian troops were still on Estonia’s soil? 

• Why did Estonian politicians have more trust in the United States than in 
many Western European states, and what created that distrust toward 
Western European countries? 

• What are the weaknesses of Estonia’s integration to Western security in-
stitutions, if any? 

Interviewees might have insufficient or false memories, forget to reveal all 
aspects of an issue in answering a question, or be reluctant to reveal everything 
they know. Therefore, official written documentation was used as a significant 
source to complement the depth interviews. Governments and organizations 
express themselves through bureaucracy, and in particular through the docu-
mentation they produce. An important characteristic of official written docu-
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mentation is the fact that a researcher does not have any control over the way a 
document is formulated. In order to make the information produced in official 
documents usable, a researcher has to use the methods of selection, interpreta-
tion, and comparison of necessary information.31 The EU, NATO, the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs of Estonia, and the Ministry of Defense of Estonia produced 
the documentation used in researching this paper. 

The next chapter introduces the historical background for Estonian security 
policy from 1918–1939, before the country was incorporated into the Soviet 
Union. It reveals that Estonia was a neutral state during this period of time. 
The chapter also demonstrates that neutrality was not a valid security policy 
option for the country after regaining independence. Chapter Two focuses on 
Estonian regional military cooperation in the 1990s. Estonia maintained close 
ties with Finland and the Baltic states. This chapter explains the reasons why 
regional cooperation was an insufficient solution to serve the security interests 
of Estonia. The nation’s main security interest was to acquire defense against 
Russia. Hannes Walter, a former head official in the Estonian Ministry of 
Defense wrote in December 1993, “There is only one state in the world influ-
ential politicians of which have publicly threatened to eliminate the Republic 
of Estonia; to say bluntly that Estonia needs a defense against the Russian 
threat is not an unfriendly act but acknowledgement of reality.”32 The third 
chapter discusses the U.S.-Baltic relationship. It demonstrates that there was 
mutual interest in the last round of NATO enlargement: the Baltic states were 
interested in becoming members of the Alliance, and at the same time the 
United States focused on helping the Baltic countries through the accession 
process. The chapter explains the reasons why the U.S. supported NATO ex-
pansion to the east and the Baltic states’ integration into Western security in-
stitutions. The final chapter points out that integration into Western security 
structures was the best security policy option for Estonia, and discusses the 
advantages and disadvantages of Estonia’s integration into Western security 
institutions.  
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C H A P T E R  1  

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

Introduction 
This chapter will show that Estonia’s desire for independence is an enduring 
phenomenon. It also demonstrates, according to the tenets of small state the-
ory, that it is difficult for a small neutral country to remain independent when 
facing larger neighboring powers that have geopolitical interests and want to 
expand their territories in the region where the small state is situated. To dem-
onstrate this, the first section of this chapter deals with Estonia’s geopolitical 
position, revealing the country’s vulnerability vis-à-vis Russia. The second 
section of the chapter provides an overview of Estonia’s independence in the 
interwar period, and the attempts made at that time to initiate regional security 
cooperation. As these attempts failed, Estonia became a strictly neutral coun-
try. The third section explains Estonia’s neutrality option and the reasons for 
the Soviet Union’s annexation of the country. The fourth section of the chapter 
discusses the fifty-year Soviet occupation that Estonia suffered, during which 
period there remained a strong desire for independence. The fifth and final 
section of the chapter will show that neutrality was not a valid security policy 
option for the country after regaining independence. 

Estonia’s Geo-strategic Location 
Geo-strategic location is an important constraint on a state’s survival. States 
cannot choose their neighbors. Since their location is constant, they must find 
the best ways and means of getting along with their neighbors, particularly the 
most powerful ones. Hence, interactions among states, as well as friendships 
and enmities among them, are determined largely by geo-strategic realities.1 

Estonia’s geographical position has played a crucial part in shaping its his-
tory. The country is located in northeastern Europe, bordering the Baltic Sea to 
the west and the Gulf of Finland to the north. The length of its coastline is 
3,794 kilometers. The countries bordering Estonia include Latvia to the south 
and Russia to the east. The length of the border shared with Latvia is 339 
kilometers, and that shared with Russia is 294 kilometers. In economic terms, 
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Estonia’s location has offered throughout its history excellent opportunities for 
transit and trade across the Baltic Sea. Due to this geopolitical position, the 
country was occupied by foreign rulers from the thirteenth century onwards: 
by the Germans, the Danes, the Poles, the Swedes, and the Russians. The 
twentieth century witnessed both Soviet and German occupations.2 

Estonia proclaimed independence from Russia on 24 February 1918.3 The 
roots of Estonian independence date back to the nationalist awakening of the 
1860s, and even to the agrarian reforms and educational advances of the first 
half of the nineteenth century.4 In 1918, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania all had 
to protect their newly gained independence and fight both Russian and German 
forces in order to remain independent states.5 In late February 1918, Estonia 
was occupied by Germany. The occupation lasted until November of that year. 
The end of German rule left only a temporary power vacuum. In late Novem-
ber 1918, Soviet Russia began a broad military offensive to recover the areas 
of the former Russian empire that had been taken under German occupation.6 
This marked the outbreak of the Estonian War of Independence, which lasted 
until February 1920.7 In that war, Estonia was aided by the British and the Fin-
nish governments.8 This could be considered to be one of the earliest cases of 
independent Estonia cooperating with other states in security matters. During 
their wars of independence the Baltic states also cooperated with each other; 
their military and political leaders had regular meetings to discuss mutual con-
cerns aimed at winning independence from Soviet Russia.9 

The Period of Independence and Regional Cooperation 
Due to the fact that Great Britain had contributed decisively to Estonian inde-
pendence during the War of Independence (1918–1920), Estonia suffered from 
the illusion that this relationship, which was of great importance to it, was 
equally important to Britain. Throughout the period of independence, the lead-
ers of Estonia were convinced—despite Britain’s formal statements to the 
contrary—that, should the need arise, Britain could be counted on to come to 
Estonia’s defense. Despite maintaining economic relations with Estonia, Brit-
ain refused to commit itself to Estonian defense.10 

The single overwhelming theme that dominated Estonian security policy in 
the 1920s and the 1930s was the preservation of the country’s independence.11 
During the early years of its independence, Estonia tried to develop diplomatic 
ties with neighboring countries as well as with existing superpowers. The 
objective was to mitigate its tenuous geographic and strategic position, thereby 
allowing Estonia to enjoy sovereignty in the international system.12 In the 
1920s, the most promising source of support for Estonian independence was 
thought to be a regional alliance, combined with membership in the League of 
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Nations. Hence, Estonia joined the League of Nations on 21 September 1921, 
and tried to initiate regional political and military cooperation with the other 
Baltic republics.13 

At the beginning of the 1920s, the creation of a Baltic union was declared 
to be a high priority by all Baltic states. This union was supposed to consist 
not only of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania but also of Finland and Poland.14 In 
1920, the five countries approved the concept of a defensive military accord 
and a regional non-aggression pact. A treaty was drawn up, and would have 
gone into effect if all five states had approved it by 15 December 1920. How-
ever, in 1920, Polish forces occupied the Vilnius district, depriving Lithuania 
of its historic capital and largest city, and creating a permanent source of con-
tention between the two countries, as well as removing Lithuania’s common 
frontier with Soviet Russia.15 This conflict between Lithuania and Poland de-
stroyed any prospect for the treaty to be formally approved by the deadline. 
The conflict made Baltic military and political cooperation difficult, and pre-
vented any real alliance from taking shape.16 After failing to create a broad 
military alliance, Estonia and Latvia decided to proceed with bilateral ar-
rangements. They concluded a pact in July 1921, which was meant to establish 
military cooperation, but in reality it did not lead to common defense plans.17 

The Neutrality Option 
In the 1930s, with the rise of Nazi Germany and a revived USSR, Estonia 
faced new security dilemmas. It had the choice to form an alliance with Ger-
many or the Soviet Union, create a smaller Baltic union, or remain neutral.18 
Estonia did not want to ally with either one of the large neighboring powers, 
and decided to base its security policy on strict neutrality.19 The country also 
found it necessary to conclude cautious non-aggression pacts with both the 
USSR (1932) and Germany (1939). 

Nevertheless, in September 1934 a narrow “Baltic entente” among Estonia, 
Latvia, and Lithuania emerged. The “Treaty of Good Understanding and Co-
operation,” signed by the three Baltic states for an initial ten-year period, 
called for periodic conferences among their foreign ministers and consultation 
on foreign policy matters. However, this entente made no provisions for com-
mon defense, and did not establish a military alliance. For most of the interwar 
period, the Baltic states practiced only limited cooperation, and their political 
and economic ties remained weak.20 

In the 1930s, neutral Estonia also had a brief period of bilateral security co-
operation with Finland. The countries reconstructed the Tsarist naval batteries 
on both sides of the Gulf of Finland. The coastal artillery was supposed to be a 
menace to the operations of the Soviet Union’s vessels.21 Reconstruction of the 
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naval batteries, however, was the full extent of the partnership; it did not 
evolve into a military alliance.  

During the era of Estonian independence (1918–1939), the country had no 
significant cooperation in security or defense matters with other countries. 
Attempts to form a Baltic union had failed, and all other arrangements and al-
liances did not contain military dimensions. Estonia remained a strictly neutral 
country. 

European stability, and hence the security of the Baltic region, suffered a 
severe setback with the Munich Agreement of September 1938. In an attempt 
to satisfy Hitler’s territorial demands in Europe peacefully, the Western pow-
ers acceded to the dismemberment of Czechoslovakia. It quickly became clear 
that Hitler would also demand new arrangements for other areas lost by Ger-
many after World War I. Soon after German troops marched into Prague in 
March 1939, Berlin demanded that Lithuania surrender the Klaipeda district to 
Germany. Fearing German occupation of the whole country, Lithuania com-
plied. The Western powers—namely Great Britain and France, upon whom the 
Baltic countries relied for their security—did little to protest this course of 
events. To France and Great Britain, it was Poland’s security, rather than that 
of the Baltic countries, that was the key to maintaining peace in Europe. The 
Baltic republics remained caught between the USSR and Nazi Germany, who 
appeared to be moving steadily towards war.22 

Hitler had long expressed interest in the Baltic region; accordingly, the So-
viet Union began looking for ways to fortify its Western border, and increas-
ingly regarded the Baltic states as an important buffer zone against a possible 
German attack. In the spring and summer of 1939, the Baltic states became 
pawns in the diplomatic negotiations of the major European powers. Covert 
negotiations between the Soviet Union and Germany resulted in the signing on 
23 August 1939 of a non-aggression pact—the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact.23 

For Hitler, the pact meant the prevention of Soviet interference in the up-
coming German-Polish war. For Stalin, the pact bought time to build Soviet 
defenses while offering the Soviet Union a sphere of influence in Eastern 
Europe.24 The secret clause of this pact assigned Finland, Estonia, and Latvia 
to the Soviet sphere of influence. In September 1939, Lithuania was also trans-
ferred to the Soviet sphere in exchange for additional German interests in ac-
quiring the territory of Poland.25 Moscow pressured the Baltic states and 
Finland to conclude “mutual assistance treaties” that would enable the Red 
Army to occupy strategic bases on their territory. The Baltic states had to ac-
cede to Soviet demands, and a Soviet-Estonian treaty was signed on 28 Sep-
tember 1939. This treaty allowed the Soviets to establish military bases on 
Estonian soil and station 25,000 Soviet troops.26 This secret protocol of the 
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Molotov-Ribbentrop pact disregarded Estonian neutrality, as well as Estonia’s 
non-aggression pacts with both Germany and the Soviet Union. As a result, 
Estonia was forcefully incorporated into the USSR in 1940. 

The Fifty-Year Soviet Occupation 
The Soviet absorption of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania ended the twenty-two-
year period of independence for the Baltic states, and gave Stalin an important 
buffer zone between the Soviet Union and Germany. Legally elected local 
governments were replaced by Soviet “people’s governments.” Soviet-style 
elections were held, which permitted only one candidate for each post. These 
elections granted “Soviet-minded” representatives of the working class domi-
nation of all seats.27 

The Soviet annexation did not, however, diminish Baltic passion for inde-
pendence.28 Although the Baltic governments decided against armed resistance 
and gave in to Soviet pressure, allowing the Red Army to occupy their coun-
tries, the people of the Baltic states did not welcome Soviet rule. The Soviets 
knew how insignificant their support in the Baltic countries was, and how 
strongly the populations of these countries were committed to resisting them. 
Therefore, they planned a series of repressive measures aimed at breaking any 
resistance to Soviet rule in the area. In June 1941, massive deportations of na-
tive Baltic people to Siberia took place. It is estimated that Soviet repressions 
and evacuations cost Estonia 61,000 citizens.29 These actions were directed 
against political, public, and religious figures of the interwar independence 
period, and more selectively against people suspected of resistance or opposi-
tion activities – e.g., making anti-Soviet pronouncements, or simply refusing 
to cooperate with the Soviet regime. However, the repressive measures proved 
to be counterproductive, as they contributed to the growth of resistance in 
terms of both the number of resisters and the determination to resist.30 After 
the outbreak of war between Germany and the Soviet Union in June 1941, the 
USSR mobilized approximately 50,000 Estonian men into the Soviet army. 
Thousands of men fled to the woods to escape from mobilization, and formed 
an anti-Soviet guerrilla movement.31 The Estonian voluntary defense organiza-
tion, known as Kaitseliit (Defense League), which went underground after 
Estonian annexation, played an essential role in organizing partisan resistance 
against the occupying forces.32 Although the Soviet authorities had confiscated 
the League’s arsenal in the summer of 1940, members succeeded in hiding 
some of the weapons.33 

By the end of June 1941, Estonia was occupied by Nazi Germany. In the 
three-year occupation period that followed, about 8,000 Estonians were killed. 
By 1944, Germany had mobilized about 32,000 Estonians into its army. Dur-
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ing the World War II battles of 1944, Estonians mobilized into the Soviet army 
were fighting Estonians mobilized into the German army. Estonians collabo-
rated with Nazi Germany during the occupation period with the aim of ob-
structing the return of the Soviet occupation and to re-establish Estonian inde-
pendence after the end of the war. In March 1944, a National Committee of the 
Republic of Estonia was formed to resume Estonia’s independence. In August 
1944, when the Germans were fleeing Estonia and the Soviets had not yet ar-
rived, an Estonian government was formed which proclaimed Estonia’s inde-
pendence. The government also declared Estonia’s neutrality in the ongoing 
war.34 At the end of September 1944, the Soviet armed forces recaptured Tal-
linn, which marked the beginning of the second Soviet occupation. To escape 
from the return of Soviet brutality and terror, approximately 70,000 people 
fled the country.35 

Again, massive repressions started to take place. In the period from 1945–
1951, mass deportations of native Baltic people took place on an annual basis. 
The people deported were mostly relatives of the guerrillas or members of 
families friendly to them, as well as members of the “bourgeoisie.”36 The 
biggest deportation took place in March 1949, when over 20,000 Estonians 
were sent to Siberia.37 Partisan warfare against Soviet troops continued. In the 
early 1950s, the open resistance movement was slowly dying out (even though 
the last known partisan was not captured until the 1970s). Arrests and deporta-
tions diminished the potential reserves of the resistance movement.38 This did 
not mean, however, that Estonians surrendered to the Soviet regime. 

At the same time, however, there were plenty of people who were inter-
ested in collaborating with Soviet rule, people who either genuinely believed 
in communism or were simply careerists. By the first half of the 1950s, how-
ever, due to the USSR’s antagonistic behavior and acts of terror towards the 
population of Estonia, the number of people who continued to support the So-
viet regime out of socialist idealism lessened.39 

Most of the collaborators with the Soviet regime were people who were 
somehow disadvantaged under the Republic of Estonia; they took advantage of 
the Soviet regime to launch successful careers and gain influence. There were 
also people who had realized that if they were to be useful to their country, 
they had to join the Communist Party, because only Party members could oc-
cupy significant positions in the government and national enterprises. The So-
viet authorities were well aware of the weakness of their foothold in Estonia. 
Moscow distrusted the Estonian people as a whole, including the Estonian 
Communist Party.40 By the 1970s, the old methods of shooting or deporting 
unreliable people of Baltic origin had been replaced by imprisonment (in 
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penitentiary facilities as well as in psychiatric hospitals) and, in some cases, by 
exile abroad.41 

Even though some Western countries, such as the United States, never rec-
ognized the Soviet takeover of the Baltic states and regarded their statehood as 
uninterrupted since the establishment of their independence, they did not di-
rectly provide military assistance to the Baltic states in their struggle for free-
dom.42 However, during the fifty years of Soviet occupation, Estonia as well as 
the other Baltic states continued to maintain their consulates in the United 
States. The active Baltic communities in the U.S., Canada, Australia, and 
Scandinavia as well as in other European countries tried to draw the attention 
of the West to the wrongful occupation of the Baltic states. In Washington, the 
U.S. State Department maintained a separate “Baltic desk” throughout these 
fifty years, and the Secretary of State congratulated each of the countries on its 
national day. Starting in 1951, the Voice of America transmitted broadcasts in 
Baltic languages.43 

The “Prague Spring” of 1968 was a significant turning point for Baltic dis-
sidents and nationalists.44 The Czechoslovakian initiative to create “socialism 
with a human face” was seen as a threat by the Soviet Union. The Communist 
Party of the USSR, in turn, wanted to root out any lingering manifestations of 
nationalism in the Soviet Union. After 1968, direct contacts between Estonian 
nationalists and the West began to develop. It became easier for Estonians to 
travel to Finland and to Soviet satellite countries in Eastern Europe. There 
were also cultural interactions with the West.45 

In October 1972, Estonian nationalists presented a joint appeal to the 
United Nations, listing Soviet abuses of human and political rights, and de-
manded the restoration of Estonian independence. The appeal had no effect. 
By the end of the 1970s, dissident groups in the three Baltic states had started 
to coordinate their activities. The first exercise in unified Baltic action was a 
joint Baltic petition on 23 August 1979 (on the 40th anniversary of the 
Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact) to foreign governments, the USSR, and the Secre-
tary-General of the United Nations. The declaration demanded that the text of 
the pact, along with its secret protocol, be published.46 This initiative also had 
no effect; nevertheless, it marked a new departure in Baltic dissident politics. 
For the first time since the cessation of armed resistance to Soviet rule, the 
Baltic dissident movements overtly committed themselves to the cause of the 
restoration of their independence, only this time using peaceful means.47 

In 1975, the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe met in Hel-
sinki to discuss issues relating to security in Europe and other topics of inter-
est, such as cooperation in the fields of economy, science, technology, envi-
ronment, education, and tourism.48 The participating states also agreed on their 
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mutual respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, including the 
freedom of thought, conscience, and religion or belief.49 They agreed to pro-
mote and encourage the exercise of civil, political, economic, social, cultural, 
and other rights and freedoms, and thereby recognized their universal signifi-
cance.50 The USSR and the Eastern bloc countries were also signatories of the 
Act, which consisted of an agreement between the Western and Eastern coun-
tries that obliged all of the signatories, including the USSR, to respect the hu-
man rights of their citizens. 

Throughout the fifty years of Soviet occupation, Estonia maintained its na-
tional identity; people were reluctant to bury their historical memory. Nation-
alism in Estonia was connected to interest in folklore, culture, and local his-
tory.51 The country had memories of its independence, and the legacy of its 
pre-Soviet civic culture and democracy.52 As Jakob Hurt stated, “If we should 
not become great by our strength or our numbers, then we must become great 
by our spirit, our culture. A nation that is culturally strong and wealthy cannot 
be stripped of its national identity.”53 This principle sustained Estonians during 
decades of Soviet rule. During the Soviet occupation, Estonians continued to 
hold Song Festivals every four years, a tradition that Estonians have cherished 
since 1869.54 

In 1985, Mikhail Gorbachev, the new leader of the USSR, announced the 
need for reforms through the policies of Perestroika (restructuring) and Glas-
nost (openness). The reform movement evoked an enthusiastic response in 
Estonia where, as a result of Glasnost, the country was able to publicly redis-
cover its history.55 Glasnost also created an opening for the rebirth of grass-
roots organizations. In 1986, the Estonian Heritage Society was founded. Its 
aim was to advocate the necessity of protecting Estonia’s cultural treasures and 
make public the history of Estonia. In the spring of 1987, the Greens move-
ment joined the Heritage Society.56 In Estonia, environmental organizations 
and issues played an important role in setting up what became its popular 
front. The issue that activated the Estonian masses was the threat of phosphate 
mining in northeastern Estonia, which could have resulted in the pollution of 
40 percent of the Estonian water supply. The project would have required a 
major influx of immigrant labor to Estonia, which was perceived as yet an-
other demographic threat to the native population.57 Throughout the period of 
Soviet occupation, Estonia faced immigration from all over the Soviet Union. 
By 1980, ethnic Estonians made up only 64.5 percent of Estonia’s popula-
tion.58 The “Russification” of the Baltic states was Moscow’s goal. Estonia 
was a bridge between the USSR and the West. In addition, the Baltic region 
was more advanced economically and had a relatively high standard of living 
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in comparison to any other region in the Soviet Union and was, therefore, 
more attractive to Soviet immigrants. 

It quickly became apparent to Moscow that the Baltic people wanted na-
tional self-determination. From 1988–1990, the grass-roots social movements 
taking shape in Estonia militated for greater economic, political, and cultural 
autonomy. The Estonian popular front emerged in April 1988; its goal was to 
ensure the effective implementation of Moscow’s program for restructuring as 
well as to achieve sovereignty in all areas of life within the context of the So-
viet federation. 

In the autumn of 1988, the Soviet leadership appointed reform-minded lo-
cal leaders to positions in the Baltic states. Up until then, Estonia had few na-
tive senior administrators. In 1970, for instance, Estonians formed 52 percent 
of the membership of the Estonian Communist Party, but an appreciable num-
ber of these Estonians had grown up in Russia. Even after thirty years in Esto-
nia, many of them still needed to be “re-Estonianized” linguistically as well as 
culturally.59 By late 1988, the authorities in all three republics started to imple-
ment changes: national languages were officially made state languages, inter-
war independence-era national flags and national anthems were revived, and 
the concept of republic-based citizenship was introduced.60 On 16 November 
1988, the Estonian Supreme Soviet issued a declaration on Estonian sover-
eignty. The document did not declare Estonia’s secession from the USSR, but 
it claimed special status for the country.61 

From 1989 onwards, Baltic nationalists saw cooperation as a vital compo-
nent of their efforts to break free from Soviet rule. The Baltic Council of 
Popular Fronts was formed in July 1989, and thereafter it met on a regular ba-
sis to coordinate activities.62 On 23 August 1989, in an unprecedented show of 
solidarity between the peoples of the Baltic states, the popular fronts of the 
three countries organized up to two million people to form a human chain 
stretching from Estonia to Lithuania to show their condemnation of the 
Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. 

By the summer of 1989, the leadership of the three republics had adopted 
laws concerning economic autonomy.63 The dramatic collapse of the Soviet 
Bloc in Eastern Europe in late 1989 and early 1990 further stimulated Baltic 
independence efforts. By the end of 1989, the Communist Parties in the Baltic 
republics found themselves in the paradoxical situation of endorsing independ-
ence for their countries. By late 1989, Estonia’s incorporation into the Soviet 
Union in 1940 was officially declared illegal, and local democratic elections 
were planned for early 1990. In May 1990, the elected Estonian Supreme So-
viet—popular front candidates won the majority in the elections—declared the 
republic to be “in a transition phase toward independence.” During the Russian 
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August putsch in 1991, Estonia’s Supreme Soviet seized the opportunity and 
proclaimed Estonia’s independence. 

Throughout the fifty-year Soviet occupation period, Estonians possessed 
strong nationalist sentiments and wanted to break free from Soviet rule. They 
used both partisan warfare and peaceful means to combat the Moscow regime. 
Estonians believed they could re-establish their independent statehood, even in 
the wake of the failed effort of 1944. During the Soviet occupation, many 
Estonians were organized in dissident and nationalist movements. In the late 
1970s, they started to cooperate with similar groups in the other Baltic states. 
With the launch of Gorbachev’s reform policies (Glasnost and Perestroika) in 
the middle of the 1980s, Estonians started to support the option of becoming 
an autonomous member state of the USSR. At that time, independent state-
hood did not seem attainable; however, it became an overt aim of Estonian 
leaders by the end of 1989. 

After regaining independence on 20 August 1991, Estonia needed to take 
security measures to protect its newly acquired independence. Russia was per-
ceived as the main security threat.64 This meant that Estonia needed to build 
national defense forces from scratch, without having proper facilities or per-
sonnel available. During the period of Soviet annexation, Estonia had neither 
an independent security policy nor its own defense forces, as it was part of the 
Soviet Union. The Soviet armed forces had several military bases on Estonian 
soil, including a nuclear base in the vicinity of the Estonian capital. Young 
Estonian men were obliged to serve as conscripts in these new Estonian forces, 
yet at the same time there were also Estonian officers in the Soviet armed 
forces.65 

Newly independent Estonia faced new security dilemmas, and had to chart 
a course for its security policy. In the introductory part of this work, I pointed 
out that, at the beginning of the 1990s, there were three main security policy 
options available for Estonia. One of the alternatives was to remain a neutral 
power. 

The Neutrality Option after Estonia Regained Independence 
The idea of neutrality met with considerable sympathy in Estonia, especially 
right before the nation regained independence, because in the interwar period 
the country had been neutral.66 Estonian political scientist Rein Taagepera 
thought that, in foreign policy, a newly independent Estonia would most likely 
maintain a neutral stance as long as Sweden and Finland did. If Russian mili-
tary bases remained in Estonia, the country’s neutrality would inevitably be 
imperfect. However, balancing the Russian military presence by making mili-
tary commitments in the Western direction could only complicate matters and 
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delay eventual Russian disengagement from Estonia. Taagepera believed that 
if a blatantly nationalist and expansionist dictatorship was established in Rus-
sia, then Estonia might seek security guarantees through Western alliances.67 

The fact that a country is neutral does not necessarily mean that it is de-
militarized (witness the example of Switzerland).68 There were, however, 
doubts about whether Estonia and the other Baltic states needed armed forces 
after all. These doubts were due to the fact that their territory seemed to be 
almost impossible to protect. It is often claimed that the geopolitical and mili-
tary situation of the three Baltic states is such that military means cannot play 
any important role in their security policy—resistance would be futile should a 
Russian attack occur.69 Michael Mosser claims that the overwhelming di-
lemma of small states is their inability to protect themselves either militarily or 
economically against intrusion by larger and stronger powers.70 The military 
dimension would play a minor role in Estonia’s security strategy, in large part 
due to the limited scope of the country’s resources.71 Thus it is believed that 
Estonia cannot defend itself against external threats by its own means. 

Estonia did not, however, choose the path of neutrality, even though its 
northern neighbors Finland and Sweden are still neutral countries.72 The coun-
try decided to build its own army. At the beginning of the 1990s, there were 
still Russian troops stationed in Estonia, and they remained in the country until 
the end of August 1994, three years after Estonia regained its independence. 
The exact number of troops stationed in Estonia at the beginning of the 1990s 
was debatable; actual figures remained secret, even from the Estonian gov-
ernment. However, it has been estimated that the number of troops was from 
about 40,000 to 60,000.73 Neutrality is very far from constituting a security 
guarantee far small states, especially in a case where a small state is in posses-
sion of a strategic geopolitical position in which a stronger state is interested.74 
Furthermore, neutrality is particularly difficult to achieve if there is still an 
occupying power left in the country. 

It has been argued that small states’ foreign policy behavior is dependent 
on a country’s particular historical context, on the external, international envi-
ronment, and on the geopolitical situation.75 Estonia had been a neutral state in 
the interwar period, and even though it had signed non-aggression pacts with 
the Soviet Union as well as Germany, it still suffered Soviet and German oc-
cupation and annexation. In the summer of 1991, during the unofficial USSR-
Estonian talks concerning the withdrawal of Soviet troops from Estonian soil, 
the USSR claimed that full withdrawal would not be possible before the 
year 2005.76 Estonian politicians and security policy experts had no reason to 
believe that remaining a neutral power would guarantee the nation’s sover-
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eignty. It was rather believed that a neutral Estonia could be easily manipu-
lated by Russia, and would remain within Russia’s sphere of influence.77 

It is the external environment that largely dictates to a small state its 
chances of success as a neutral power.78 In the 1990s, the only perceptible dan-
ger to Estonia was believed to be coming from Russia.79 Estonian politicians 
and security policy experts perceived Russia to be the only tangible source of 
external threat. The Estonian approach to the question of the presence of Rus-
sian troops included making maximum use of widespread international support 
for the speedy withdrawal of the troops from Estonian soil.80 

Russia was reluctant to withdraw its troops from Estonia; it even tried to 
find a new function for them. British Foreign Secretary Douglas Hurd and 
Russian Foreign Minister Andrei Kozyrev wrote a joint article that appeared in 
Izvestia on 14 December 1993, supporting a Russian peacekeeping role in the 
former Soviet Union.81 At that time, Soviet troops still had not left Estonia, 
and the Estonian political elite saw this proposal as an attempt to deliver the 
former occupied nations back to the Kremlin’s sphere of influence, so that 
Moscow could carry out its policies in the “near abroad.”82 It was feared that if 
Russian forces remained in Estonia, the West would start to question Estonia’s 
independent status and credibility,83 and that it would not be possible for Esto-
nia to make independent security policy choices.84 Russia withdrew its troops 
because of the U.S. administration’s determination and will to assist Russia in 
accelerating the withdrawal of its troops. 

Russian strategists and politicians (namely Nikolai Travkin) believe that 
contemporary Russia’s primary mission is to restore its regional power. Since 
1993, the main goal of Russian diplomats has not been to obtain support for 
Russian integration to the West, but rather to seek recognition by Western 
states of Russia’s prerogative to participate in the provision of order and sta-
bility in the former Soviet Union member states.85 Russia was constantly con-
cerned with the protection of the rights of Russian-speaking minorities in Es-
tonia and Latvia. At the beginning of the 1990s, the relationship between Rus-
sia and Estonia was defined by Estonian treatment of the Russian minority and 
the Russian withdrawal of troops, and the two issues were often interlinked.86 
As reform-minded Russian security analysts put it, the slowness of the with-
drawal of Russian troops from these territories exacerbated anti-Russian sen-
timents, thereby aggravating the situation of the Russian-speaking population. 
This in turn led Russians to demand that troops remain indefinitely in these 
territories to ensure the protection of Russians on Estonian soil.87 

Alexei G. Arbatov argues that further delay of the withdrawal of the Rus-
sian forces would not have improved the situation of the Russian-speaking 
population in Estonia. On the contrary, the more rapidly the forces withdrew, 
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the quicker the relations between Russia and the former Soviet republics 
would improve. 

Michael Mastanduno also indicates that, since 1993, Russia has pursued a 
more assertive foreign policy, most evident in its coercive and interventionist 
behavior in the “near abroad” and in its desire to influence events in territori-
ally proximate regions.88 The decline in Russian prestige and influence was 
very dramatic, and it took place over such a brief period of time that one 
would expect Russia to seek, in the wake of the collapse, to restore some ele-
ments of its former great-power status and exercise influence as a regional 
power.89 

It seems as though the Russian Federation’s policy towards Estonia at the 
beginning of the 1990s consisted of leaving its forces on Estonian territory 
indefinitely. This would have made it impossible for Estonia to pursue an 
independent security policy, as it would have been easy for Russia to execute 
indirect (if not direct) control over the formulation of Estonian policies. This 
explains why Estonia did not pursue a neutral security policy. Neutrality was 
also rejected as an alternative because Estonia had been a neutral country in 
the interwar period and, since that option had not worked at that time, there 
was no reason to believe it would work fifty years later. If neutrality failed, 
Estonia would not have been able to protect its sovereignty by itself. 

Estonian leaders did not trust Russia. In the winter of 1991, the Soviet Un-
ion, unwilling to accept the Baltic states’ pursuit of independence, used vio-
lence in the hope of “taming” the Baltic republics. Russian special forces 
killed civilians in outbreaks of violence in Vilnius and Riga. These events had 
occurred before Estonia regained independence, and before the ultimate col-
lapse of the Soviet Union. However, coupled with the fact that Estonia had 
been annexed by the USSR, and the memory of Soviet violence during the 
years of occupation, this constituted another reason for Estonian leaders to be 
cautious of Russia, the legitimate successor of the USSR. 

As the Soviet Union dissolved, the Commonwealth of Independent States 
(CIS) was established in December 1991 by Russian President Boris Yeltsin 
and the presidents of Ukraine and Belarus. Led by Kazakhstan, most of the 
former Soviet republics immediately joined the organization. The CIS was also 
meant to provide for a unified military-strategic space. After the establishment 
of the CIS, the Russian military’s preferred position was that the CIS was sim-
ply the Soviet Union by another name.90 The Baltic states’ aim was to be 
emancipated from their Soviet past, and an affiliation with the CIS was seen as 
being contradictory to this goal.91 For these very reasons, the Baltic states re-
fused to take part in the CIS. Any formal affiliation with the CIS was com-
pletely rejected by the mainstream Estonian political forces due to the fear that 
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the CIS would be a vehicle for a revived Russian imperium.92 Estonia had just 
escaped from one Russian-led union, and was cautious of being pulled into 
another. 

Conclusion 
This chapter demonstrated that in its interwar independence period Estonia did 
not participate in significant security cooperation with other states, and was a 
strictly neutral country. Nevertheless, neutrality did not help Estonia preserve 
its independent statehood. In 1940, the country was annexed by the Soviet 
Union. Throughout the period of Soviet occupation, the desire for freedom and 
independence was an enduring phenomenon in Estonia. 

After regaining independence in August 1991, Estonia faced the challenge 
of formulating its security policy. One of the alternatives was to remain a 
neutral country. Despite the country’s history of neutrality, at the beginning of 
the 1990s Estonian politicians and security policy experts did not favor this 
option. Estonian leaders did not trust Russia, and perceived its huge neighbor 
to the east as representing Estonia’s main security threat. Since neutrality had 
failed in 1939–1940, there was no reason to believe that it would succeed fifty 
years later. 

Aside from neutrality, Estonia had two other security policy alternatives in 
the 1990s. It had the choice to cooperate regionally, or to strive for integration 
into Western security structures. The next chapter deals with the alternative of 
regional cooperation, and looks in particular at the possibilities of Estonian 
cooperation with Finland and the two other Baltic states.  
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C H A P T E R  2  

ESTONIA’S REGIONAL MILITARY 
COOPERATION 

Introduction 
The second security policy option available to Estonia in the 1990s was to 
participate in a robust framework of regional security cooperation with Finland 
and the Baltic states. Estonia’s cooperation with Finland must be regarded 
separately from cooperation among the Baltic states. These are two very dif-
ferent issues, due to the fact that Estonia’s cooperation with Finland was uni-
lateral and focused primarily on Finnish defense-related assistance to Estonia, 
such as help in the educational domain and in equipment donation, whereas 
cooperation with the Baltic states was based on the countries’ similar security 
policy goals to integrate with Western security institutions and on direct mili-
tary cooperation. 

Even though regional cooperation was rejected as the fundamental driver of 
Estonia’s security policy, its appeal can still be explained by small state the-
ory, as Estonia sought to cooperate with its immediate geographic area. The 
first section of this chapter explains Estonia’s security cooperation with 
Finland, since Estonia and Finland share close relations in security matters. In 
the 1990s, however, most of the cooperation was in the form of Finnish assis-
tance and donations to Estonian armed forces. The second section gives an 
overview of Baltic military cooperation. The three Baltic countries identified 
similar security policy objectives—namely, to integrate into the Western secu-
rity system—and decided to cooperate in achieving this objective. Both sec-
tions will give reasons why security cooperation with Finland and the Baltic 
states was not sufficient to serve the security interests of Estonia. 

Cooperation with Finland 
According to Vahur Made, Estonia and Finland are not competitors in matters 
of security: the increase in one country’s sense of security also increases the 
other’s sense of security.1 This compatibility can be explained by history, 
geography, and culture. Estonia and Finland share the same (coastal) border, 



Kai-Helin Kaldas 

 

22 

as well as the same ethnic origin—the population of both countries is consid-
ered to be ethnically Finno-Ugric. Furthermore, the countries’ national lan-
guages belong to the same linguistic group and are very similar. To some ex-
tent, the two countries also share the same history, as both countries were part 
of the Russian empire up until 1917–18.2 Moreover, both countries fought 
their wars of independence against Russia and helped each other in their wars 
of independence. 

The secret protocol of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact assigned Estonia and 
Finland (as well as Latvia and Lithuania) to the Soviet sphere of influence. 
Moscow pressured all of these countries to sign “mutual assistance treaties” 
that would enable the Red Army to occupy strategic bases in the countries. 
Estonia and the other Baltic states acceded to Soviet demands, and were 
eventually annexed by the USSR, whereas Finland resolutely rebuffed similar 
Soviet demands, decided to confront its Eastern neighbor, and went to war to 
preserve its independence. 

Estonian political scientist Rein Taagepera believes that Estonians submit-
ted to the Soviet Union’s demands in 1939 because of their past. For centuries, 
Estonian peasants had been ruled by foreign rulers; they had been serfs to their 
foreign lords. Even though Finnish peasants were also ruled by foreign rulers, 
they had always enjoyed a relatively higher level of autonomy, and were more 
independent and opinionated. According to Taagepera, history had a different 
impact on the political behavior of Estonians and Finns; while the former 
yielded to the Soviet rule, the latter fought the USSR. As a consequence, Esto-
nians were annexed by the Soviet Union, while the Finns preserved their inde-
pendent statehood.3 Taagepera’s argument theorizes that Estonians have a 
more servile mentality than the Finns. If this theory were valid, then it would 
be difficult to explain why Estonians fought a war of independence against 
Soviet Russia in 1918. This constitutes a weakness in Taagepera’s psychologi-
cal explanation of the differences between the two countries. 

Estonia and Finland have never once had an armed conflict. On the con-
trary, close contacts between the two countries are believed to be essential on 
both shores of the Gulf of Finland. During the 1939 war between Finland and 
the Soviet Union (the Winter War), Estonia’s official position was to remain 
neutral, although hundreds of Estonian volunteers participated in the conflict 
on the Finnish side.4 Soviet Socialist Estonia and Finland did not cooperate too 
closely, since Finland’s foreign policy was guided by the necessity to maintain 
a good and trusting relationship with the Soviet Union. 

During the Soviet era, northern Estonians were able to watch Finnish tele-
vision and listen to Finnish radio5; by 1964, thousands of Estonian tourists 
were able to enjoy the short ferry trip from Estonia to Finland, and even more 
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Finns were able to visit Estonia. This close cultural affinity to Finland, along 
with the ties that were cultivated during the Soviet era, has helped Estonia to 
attract significant Finnish investment since 1991.6 At the end of the 1980s, 
Finland was cautious in supporting Estonia’s pursuit of independence, again 
because it wanted to preserve good relations with Moscow. Once Estonia re-
established its independence, Finland started to actively support Estonia in so-
lidifying this status. Since the 1990s, after Estonia regained its independence, 
Estonia and Finland have cooperated in many fields. In 1993, Finland became 
the major trading partner for Estonia, both in terms of import and export of 
goods.7 

Estonian-Finnish security cooperation started in 1992, as Estonia had 
sought support from Finland regarding security and defense issues immedi-
ately after regaining its independence. The cooperation mainly took the form 
of Finland providing training assistance, because proper officer education was 
not yet available in Estonia.8 According to Finnish legislation, it was not possi-
ble to send salaried personnel abroad for training purposes; nevertheless, Fin-
nish defense forces began the education of Estonian officers and non-commis-
sioned officers (NCOs) in Finland.9 The reason the Finns provided training 
assistance to Estonia is due to the fact that Estonia is often viewed as the 
southern flank of Finnish defense.10 At the beginning of 1996, Estonia made a 
new request to Finland concerning the development of possible cooperation in 
defense issues. By that time, Finnish legislation allowed for expert advisers to 
function in Estonia, and the training of Estonian personnel in Finland was also 
continued. In 1996, Finland commenced the “Estonian Project,” whereby 
Finland aided Estonia in building its defense capability. The “Estonian Pro-
ject” was a project of assistance; it was foreseen to run until the end of 2003. 
The project was established to support the development of Estonian national 
defense; however, its aim was never to replace the Estonian defense system 
with the Finnish one. The purpose was to guide Estonians by helping them 
find the most suitable procedures and principles for Estonia by using Finland 
as an example.11 A Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between Estonia 
and Finland dealing with security cooperation was signed on 29 January 1998, 
and revised on 26 May 2003. Finland assisted the Estonian defense forces by 
giving expert advice in the fields of operational planning, mobilization sys-
tems, communications systems, logistics, staff planning, environmental pro-
tection, etc. Finland also donated some military equipment to Estonia and 
aided Estonia in the area of military training and education. All of this coop-
eration took place under the rubric of the “Estonian Project.” 

In the period from 1996 to 2003, approximately 1,200 Estonians (military 
officers, NCOs, and civilian public servants occupied in the defense sector) 
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participated in the training offered by Finland. Since 1992, about 450 Estonian 
cadets and officers have attended Finnish military education institutions. Four 
special high-level courses were offered to strategic-level officers of the Esto-
nian armed forces; a total of twenty-one officers attended these courses, in-
cluding the current Chief of Defense of Estonia. More Estonian officers have 
obtained officer basic education in Finnish military educational institutions 
than in any other country’s military educational establishments. The total 
amount is as high as 60 percent.12 

The “Estonian Project” was funded by the Finnish Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs (the total cost of the project over the years was 2.5 million EUR), and was 
managed by Finnish reserve officers. After the termination of the project at the 
end of 2003, Estonia and Finland funded their bilateral cooperation through 
the budgets of their defense staffs; Estonia is financing its share, and on the 
Finnish side the coordinators are no longer reserve officers but active-duty 
officers. The fact that the two countries share responsibility for funding the 
cooperation—and that the Finnish Defense Staff (as opposed to reserve offi-
cers) is now directly involved in the effort—shows that the cooperation that is 
now taking place is no longer a one-way assistance program but rather an 
instance of mutual collaboration. 

After several years of assistance, the Estonian armed forces were able to 
function on their own, and the “Estonian Project” was terminated as planned at 
the end of 2003. Currently, according to the bilateral MOU signed between 
Estonia and Finland in May 2003, the aim of the countries’ “regular” security 
cooperation is to collaborate in military training and education of military and 
civilian personnel, as well as in legal aspects, armed forces organization, and 
the structure and equipment of military units. The MOU also stipulates that 
cooperation should be maintained in personnel management, environmental 
issues, military medical services, and, furthermore, in participation in military 
exercises, procurement of weapons, equipment and other materiel, military 
geography, and military history. The goal is also to have intensive bilateral 
unit-to-unit cooperation.13 For instance, due to the fact that Estonia lacks suit-
able air defense training facilities, Finland is offering the possibility for Esto-
nian soldiers and officers to practice on its training grounds. Finland has also 
offered the use of its training grounds for the Estonian artillery unit.14 Bilateral 
inter-ministerial politico-military talks take place on an annual basis, and each 
year a detailed cooperation plan is signed, laying out the activities for the 
following year.15 

Estonia simulated Finland’s security policy in many aspects. Due to the 
lack of experience of Estonian defense planners in the first years of independ-
ence, the Estonian political and military leadership opted to build a defense 
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organization similar to that of Finland and other Nordic countries.16 For in-
stance, Estonia adopted the total defense concept as the cornerstone of its secu-
rity strategy. 

The total defense concept is based on two main components—military and 
civil defense—which are supported by three subcomponents: economic, civil, 
and psychological readiness. Military defense is the backbone of total defense, 
and consists of a country’s armed forces. The aim of military defense is to 
deter aggression and maintain operational readiness in order to defend a coun-
try against an armed attack. Civil defense embraces the society as a whole; it 
consists of a diverse range of activities, such as health and emergency services, 
supply of power, and other actions taken by a society to strengthen its capacity 
to deal with states of heightened alert and war. The purpose of economic de-
fense is to build a strong economy that will not break down in times of crisis 
or war. It includes maintaining stockpiles of resources to support the economy 
during crises and assure the population’s survival. Psychological readiness 
entails the population’s preparedness to defend their country’s sovereignty—
being loyal and committed to the country and having pride in it. The objective 
of civil readiness is to preserve national unity, maintain the operation of soci-
ety in times of crisis or war, and guarantee the optimal usage of resources for 
the successful conduct of national defense.17 Countries following the total de-
fense concept tend to base their armies largely on conscription. 

At the beginning of the 1990s, Estonian military officers and the majority 
of Estonian politicians believed that adopting the total defense concept would 
be a suitable option for Estonia.18 The Nordic countries propagated the concept 
of total defense by arranging seminars for political and military leaders from 
the Baltic states.19 At the onset of the 1990s, the security dilemmas Estonia 
faced were not of a technical, but rather of an existential nature. The total de-
fense concept was chosen since Estonia did not have any other country or or-
ganization to rely on in times of need.20 An increasing number of Estonian 
military officers had obtained their education in Finnish military educational 
institutions (the first graduates of Finnish military educational establishments 
started service in 1994). At that time, there was a lack of educated officers; 
therefore, the first graduates were promoted rapidly, and they started carrying 
out their duties, including working on conceptual documents concerning Esto-
nian security and defense that are normally off-limits for officers until they 
have served for several years.21 Due to the fact that these military officers had 
a Finnish educational background, they favored the Finnish defense system, 
including the total defense concept. 

The choice of using the Finnish model of defense organization did not pose 
any major problems until 1993, when Estonia started to look seriously at the 
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option of becoming a NATO member. It was then considered very important 
to develop Estonian defense forces in accordance with NATO standards. How-
ever, there was a shortage of information on what was actually needed for 
successful integration into NATO and what the NATO standards actually 
were.22 

During the course of Estonian-Finnish military cooperation in the 1990s, 
the intensity in the level of cooperation varied. These fluctuations were caused 
primarily by the Estonian authorities’ inability to find a solution that satisfied 
the requirements arising from the imperative of self-defense as well as from 
the desire to eventually join NATO. There were senior Estonian military offi-
cers who doubted the Finnish model of defense organization. For instance, 
General Alexander Einseln, the first Chief of the Estonian Defense Forces,23 
distrusted the total defense concept and the Finnish course of officer educa-
tion, seeing them as incompatible with Estonia’s long-term goal to join 
NATO.24 He succeeded in opening channels for Western military know-how to 
enter Estonia, even before the launch of NATO’s Partnership for Peace (PfP) 
program.25 General Einseln did not, however, propose an alternative security 
vision for Estonia. After his resignation in 1995, the Estonian defense forces 
returned to their earlier “total defense”-based thinking. Total defense was 
stipulated as the basis of national defense and military strategy, and was offi-
cially approved in February 2001.26 

The new military strategy adopted by the Estonian government in January 
2005 emphasizes the importance of collective defense, which is currently the 
main security concept for NATO.27 According to Finnish security analyst Max 
Jakobson, there is no contradiction in Estonia securing its own territory 
(through total defense) and cooperating with NATO (via collective defense). 
According to him, securing its national territory should be the priority for 
every NATO member state; collective defense within NATO only reinforces 
the security of member states.28 

It can be argued, however, that the total defense concept is to a large extent 
a legacy of the Cold War. In terms of defense planning, it implies preparation 
for a full-scale, all-out war, encompassing total mobilization of national re-
sources, large armies of conscripts, large reserves, large National Guard or-
ganizations, territorial defense operations, and ultimately guerrilla warfare. 
Meanwhile, in the modern world, the likelihood of such a war is very low.29 
The modern world faces new asymmetric security threats, such as the prolif-
eration of weapons of mass destruction, terrorism, drug trafficking, and illegal 
immigration. 

Estonian politicians and security policy experts started to question the total 
defense concept because of a changed threat scenario 

30 and the country’s 
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status as a member of PfP.31 NATO was focusing on collective defense; hence 
large expenditures on total defense did not seem to be justified, as these re-
sources were needed elsewhere. Estonia had decided to participate in interna-
tional peace operations in order to show its partners its capability to contribute 
to international peace and security. At the beginning of the 1990s, there were 
only Finnish security advisers present in Estonia; by the time Estonian politi-
cians started to question the total defense concept, advisers from the U.S. and 
the U.K. resided in Estonia as well. The suggestions and advice from these 
advisers could also explain the shift in Estonian politicians’ support regarding 
total defense.32 

Security cooperation with Finland was very important to Estonia in the 
1990s, and it played a crucial role in helping to create the Estonian defense 
forces. However, Estonia had already identified integration into Western secu-
rity structures as its main security policy goal, and therefore it did not see co-
operation with Finland (or reliance solely on its own new defense forces) as 
feasible security guarantees. In any case, most of the cooperation between the 
two countries took the form of Finland providing assistance to Estonia. As 
Estonia’s security policy aim was integration into Western security structures, 
including NATO, its defense forces strived to achieve NATO standards for 
interoperability. NATO favors collective defense. The Alliance’s 1999 De-
fense Capabilities Initiative emphasizes notions such as deployability (rapid 
deployment), sustainability of operations, and interoperability, mirroring 
NATO’s lessons learned from the Bosnian conflict.33 NATO ceased to see the 
justification for huge mass armies, and set the same standards of deployability, 
sustainability, and interoperability for PfP member countries as well. The total 
defense approach is incompatible with these NATO standards; few countries 
would have enough resources to follow both the total defense and collective 
defense concepts.34 Furthermore, only collective defense can assure Estonia’s 
security. The country by itself cannot offer a credible deterrent or defend its 
territory.35 

Estonians were striving for collective defense and North Atlantic Treaty 
Article V protection, which stipulates that an armed attack against one or more 
NATO member states in Europe or North America shall be considered as an 
attack against all NATO member countries. If such an armed attack occurs, 
each of the member states will assist the country/countries attacked by taking 
whatever action is deemed necessary, including the use of armed forces to re-
store and maintain the security of the North Atlantic area. Cooperation with 
Finland would not have provided Estonia with similar benefits. Cooperation 
with Finland was seen as a phase in the integration process to Western security 
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institutions; it was not an alternative, as it would not have been a sufficient 
security guarantee for Estonia.36 

Close security cooperation with Finland would have been impossible due to 
the chosen course of Finnish security policy—the fact that Finland is a neutral 
country. Estonia received military assistance and know-how from Finland, and 
cooperated with it in a multilateral environment, through the North Atlantic 
Cooperation Council (NACC), PfP, and the Euro-Atlantic Partnership Council 
(EAPC).37 Due to Finland’s neutrality, however, it would not have been possi-
ble for Estonia to form a military alliance with Finland for the provision of 
security. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, Finland is starting to 
question its neutral status. The 2004 Finnish Security and Defense Policy Re-
port places profound emphasis on international military cooperation; the 
document also states that, in order to ensure international military cooperation, 
the Finnish defense forces’ standards of operational and equipment interopera-
bility will be developed according to NATO standards and norms.38 

Finland is cautiously considering possible NATO membership in the future. 
Now that Finnish politicians are debating the issue of NATO membership, 
Estonia is in turn determined to assist Finland if needed. Five months after 
gaining NATO membership, in September 2004 Estonia acquired the role of 
being a contact NATO member state for Finland. This is not a totally new con-
cept. The previous contact NATO member state for Finland was Italy; during 
Estonia’s NATO accession period, Denmark and Norway served as contact 
NATO member states for Estonia. Estonia’s duties as a contact NATO mem-
ber state entail regular diplomatic intercourse, briefing the Finns on NATO 
activities, and furthering the debate in Finland on possible future NATO mem-
bership.39 

Cooperation with the Baltic States 
Before the collapse of the Soviet Union, the three Baltic states cooperated 
closely in the effort to break free from Soviet rule. In 1990, the Council of the 
Baltic States was created. Cooperation between the three countries continued 
once they had regained their independence. In 1993, inter-governmental coop-
eration of the Baltic states was restored, based on the 1934 Treaty of Good 
Understanding and Cooperation between Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, ac-
cording to which foreign ministers of the Baltic states held conferences to dis-
cuss foreign policy matters.40 The three Baltic republics enjoy close economic 
ties—both Latvia and Lithuania are among the top ten most important trading 
partners for Estonia.41 

Russia’s heavy-handed approach to Baltic issues in the early 1990s,42 to-
gether with its deepening domestic political crisis, helped to stimulate the 
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move towards Baltic cooperation in foreign and security policy.43 Even though 
there remain cultural differences between the otherwise geographically close 
three Baltic states, other states tend to treat the Baltic republics as a single 
unit.44 In spite of the differences between the states, their incorporation into the 
Soviet Union united them, as did the post-Soviet transformation process that 
each of the states has undergone, and the similar security problems that each of 
the new republics faced after regaining independence.45 For instance, there was 
a continued presence of Russian troops in all of the Baltic countries, and they 
wanted to escape Russia’s sphere of influence as quickly as possible. All of the 
Baltic states had tense relations with Russia, though at the same time they de-
pended on Russian energy and raw materials.46 

Another issue of concern in the early 1990s that was shared by all of the 
three republics was the formation of their respective security policies. All of 
the countries identified a similar goal: to integrate into Western security insti-
tutions in order to achieve internal and external security. Internal security (soft 
security) was believed obtainable through membership in the European Union. 
The EU is Europe’s most important soft-security actor, with its enormous eco-
nomic and political resources, whereas external security (hard security) could 
be achieved through NATO membership.47 None of the three Baltic republics 
had its own defense forces after breaking away from the USSR; all of them 
had to start building their forces from scratch. Russia’s proximity (and the fact 
that the Baltic states did not perceive Russia as a friendly state, but as a secu-
rity threat) further worked as a unifying factor in Baltic security cooperation. 

As we have seen in the previous chapter, Baltic cooperation in security 
matters in the 1920s and 1930s turned out to be a failure, and contributed to 
the loss of the states’ independence. After regaining their independence, the 
Baltic states were determined to launch cooperative efforts among themselves 
that would encompass the military domain. Western countries considered 
increased Baltic cooperation to be a good prospect for the region’s strength 
and stability, and it was also one of the conditions of NATO and EU member-
ship.48 

The Baltic defense ministers’ meeting of 1992 could be considered as the 
starting point of Baltic military cooperation. The ministers met to discuss the 
need for the withdrawal of Russian troops from the territories of the Baltic 
states. It was decided to continue regular meetings on the ministerial level as 
well as on the level of the Baltic chiefs of defense. The specifics of these 
meetings would be part of annual cooperation plans between the ministries of 
defense of the three countries. The ministers also noted that, considering the 
small size and limited defense capabilities of the armed forces of the three 
states, it would be wise to conduct joint military training exercises.49 
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The 27 February 1995 multilateral cooperation agreement between the Bal-
tic ministries of defense laid the legal foundation for the Baltic states’ military 
cooperation in the fields of defense and military relations. The agreement en-
visaged the Baltic states working together to contribute to security and stability 
in the Baltic region and adjacent countries. It also suggested that the Baltic 
states cooperate with the United Nations as well as with NATO, the WEU, and 
their member states; that the Baltic states participate in international agree-
ments on stability and security; and that they integrate with NATO and the 
WEU, and participate in the PfP program. The republics agreed to exchange 
operative information with each other as well as share their experiences on the 
structural organization and manning of the armed forces and ministries. They 
also agreed to cooperate in training and educating their military officers and 
public servants working in the military field.50 

The aim of this cooperation was also to standardize armaments, weapons, 
equipment, and other logistics. In 1994, a year before the agreement was 
drawn up, the Baltic states had established a joint infantry battalion (the Baltic 
Battalion, or BALTBAT) to participate in international peace support opera-
tions. The agreement outlined the further development of the Baltic Battalion. 
It also stipulated that the Baltic states must launch other joint military coop-
eration projects, such as the creation of a joint airspace control system and a 
special communication system.51 The Baltic military cooperation projects grew 
out of the PfP program. The fact that they operate in the English language and 
according to NATO standards further added to the NATO interoperability of 
the Baltic states. 

The currently operating Baltic cooperation projects are the Baltic Naval 
Squadron (BALTRON); the Baltic Air Surveillance Network (BALTNET); 
and the Baltic Defense College (BALTDEFCOL). The Baltic Command, 
Control, and Information System (BALTCCIS) is currently being set up. 
BALTBAT was terminated in the autumn of 2003, because the project had 
fulfilled its initial mission to prove the will and ability of the Baltic republics 
to work together as well as with other multilateral forces. However, the coop-
eration of the land forces of the three Baltic states has a different objective; 
currently, the Baltic states are developing a joint doctrine for their land forces. 
According to the project description signed by the chiefs of defense of Estonia, 
Latvia, and Lithuania in April 2004, the aim of the land forces’ cooperation is 
to implement common NATO-compatible land forces standards by common 
staff training at the brigade/battalion level among the land forces of the Baltic 
states in order to facilitate their integration into NATO structures and ensure 
their readiness to participate in the full spectrum of military operations.52 
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The Baltic Naval Squadron, a naval force with mine countermeasures capa-
bilities, was formed in April 1998. The aim of the BALTRON project was to 
promote cooperation, mutual understanding, and interoperability between the 
Baltic navies and to provide the Baltic states with a maritime force capable of 
participation in NATO-led peace support operations.53 After the Baltic states’ 
NATO accession on 29 March 2004, BALTRON has served as the platform 
for training the crews of the ships participating in the project and for conduct-
ing joint exercises and ship maintenance. Commencing in the spring of 2005, 
Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania will take part in NATO MCMFORNORTH on a 
rotational basis 

54—that is, one country’s ship at a time. Prior to a ship’s ser-
vice under the command of MCMFORNORTH, it has to have served in 
BALTRON for at least six months.55 

The BALTNET project began in April 1998; it was designed to increase the 
regional air-surveillance capability and improve the efficiency of international 
cooperation between the civil and military aviation authorities of Estonia, Lat-
via, and Lithuania. It includes acquisition, coordination, distribution, and dis-
play of air surveillance data (Recognized Air Picture) within the three states. 
The implementation of the project was also aimed at promoting the Baltic 
states’ integration into NATO by achieving NATO interoperability and opti-
mizing the use of resources. With the Baltic states’ accession to NATO, 
BALTNET became part of the NATO air surveillance system, 
NATINEADS.56 This enabled the exchange of mutual Recognized Air Picture 
data between the Baltic states and the rest of NATO.57  

The Baltic Defense College was also founded in 1998. It is a joint military 
educational institution designed to help create a common background for the 
Estonian, Latvian, and Lithuanian officer corps. In addition to Baltic officers, 
many other officers attend the courses; the teaching staff is also composed of 
Baltic as well as non-Baltic nationals. BALTDEFCOL also organizes courses 
for Baltic public servants working in the security and foreign relations sector. 
In autumn 2004, the three Baltic states contacted NATO Allied Command 
Transformation (ACT) to apply for NATO Center of Excellence status for the 
BALTDEFCOL Higher Command Studies Course.58 

The BALTCCIS project, which is still in its preparatory phase, has been led 
by the German armed forces. Its aim is to provide the armed forces of the Bal-
tic states with the framework for a command, control, and information (C3) 
System. This plays an important role in the development of modern staff area 
C3 functionality. Its aim is to provide the armed forces of the Baltic states with 
the framework for C3 as a nucleus for future military automated data-process-
ing usage throughout the Baltic armed forces. The project will become fully 
operational in 2005, and will have full NATO C3 compatibility.59 
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All these projects enjoyed wide international support, and more nations 
were involved in them than just the three Baltic states. The Nordic countries, 
the U.S., the United Kingdom, Belgium, Germany, France, Poland, Switzer-
land, and the Netherlands took part in the projects. Baltic military cooperation 
acted as a litmus test for Western security institutions. It demonstrated the 
Baltic states’ ability to cooperate, not only amongst themselves, but with dif-
ferent partners in various fields of military affairs.60 

There is yet another actor—the forum of Baltic Security Assistance 
(BALTSEA)—that played an important role in assisting the Baltic states to 
develop their security institutions. BALTSEA was established in Oslo in April 
1997 based on an agreement among the seventeen BALTSEA members.61 
Since 1997, BALTSEA has played an exceptional role in coordinating the 
foreign assistance provided by the fourteen supporting states to the Baltic 
states. BALTSEA was not only an international assistance program; it also 
promoted security and defense cooperation between member countries. This 
forum helped the Baltic states with their NATO integration and security and 
defense policy objectives. BALTSEA also helped develop the joint Baltic 
military cooperation projects. The main objective of the forum was to stream-
line—through regular meetings—the efforts of the countries involved in this 
cooperation and to optimize the use of resources in the Baltic region.62 The 
BALTSEA forum still operates, and provides the member states the possibility 
to continue their cooperation in an already functioning framework. 

Baltic military cooperation was initiated because of the Baltic states’ small 
size, individual weakness, and militarily vulnerability. The creation of Baltic 
military cooperation projects in the 1990s demonstrated the will of the Baltic 
states to cooperate in security matters, but also served the purpose of enhanc-
ing the countries’ national readiness and defense capabilities.63 The main goal 
of this cooperation was to prepare the Baltic states for NATO accession. Baltic 
security cooperation was never an alternative to accession to NATO (or the 
EU), as it was well understood that three weak states do not add up to one 
strong state.64 

Baltic military cooperation was seen as a process—not as a goal—by the 
Baltic states. The target of this cooperation was to achieve the countries’ 
common security policy goal: membership in Western security institutions. 
Baltic military cooperation projects served as a step toward obtaining this 
objective. Even though the security policy objective for the Baltic states was 
NATO accession, Baltic defense cooperation was not foreseen as ending after 
the republics’ integration with NATO. All of the common projects, with one 
exception (the BALTBAT project) operate even now. After the Baltic coun-
tries’ NATO accession, the projects have continued to operate inside NATO. 
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BALTNET forms a part of NATINEADS, while BALTRON will be assigned 
to serve in MCMFORNORTH. The Baltic Defense College continues to edu-
cate officers according to NATO standards, and the Baltic states have applied 
for a NATO Center of Excellence certification for one of the College’s 
courses. 

Despite their outward show of unity and the tendency of other states to treat 
them as a single unit, tensions exist between the Baltic countries. Lithuania, 
the largest and militarily most powerful of the Baltic states, has sought a lead-
ership role in Baltic military cooperation, and has very often not been willing 
to compromise with Latvia and Estonia. For instance, the BALTBAT project 
was terminated because of Lithuanian unwillingness to proceed with it; Esto-
nia and Latvia would have continued the project. However, the Baltic states 
realize that in order to make their voice heard, it is useful for them as small 
countries to cooperate within the framework of NATO, or to form coalitions 
with other smaller and larger countries on a case-by-case basis. 

Conclusion 
Even though Estonia cooperated with both Finland and the Baltic countries on 
security matters in the 1990s, it did not consider regional security cooperation 
as a viable security guarantee. In the 1990s, cooperation with Finland was 
mostly one-sided, and took the form of Finnish assistance and donations to the 
Estonian armed forces. Furthermore, as a neutral state, Finland could not have 
engaged in too close a form of military cooperation, such as an alliance with 
Estonia. Cooperation with Latvia and Lithuania was unlike cooperation with 
Finland. All of the Baltic countries had identified integration into Western 
security structures as their main security policy objective, and were determined 
to collaborate to facilitate the integration process. Baltic military cooperation 
projects served as a tool to reach the Baltic states’ common security policy 
goals. 

Regional cooperation was not sufficient to serve the security interests of 
Estonia as the country strived for North Atlantic Treaty Article V protection. 
The main reason for this objective was acquiring a security guarantee against 
Russia. Russia was still perceived as the main (or the only) external security 
threat facing Estonia in the first half of the 1990s. Therefore, Estonian politi-
cians and security policy experts thought it was best to integrate into Western 
security structures—the quicker the better—to prevent the events of 1939–40 
from happening again. 

The following chapter analyzes the last round of North Atlantic Treaty Or-
ganization enlargement in March 2004 and the reasoning behind it. It explains 
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why the United States supported the eastward expansion of NATO and the 
Baltic states’ integration into Western security structures. 
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C H A P T E R  3  

THE UNITED STATES AND  
THE BALTIC REPUBLICS 

Introduction 
One cannot examine Estonia’s option to join Western security institutions 
without analyzing the United States’ desire to see the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization expand eastward. This chapter explains the last round of NATO 
enlargement in March 2004 and the reasoning behind it. More precisely, it 
explains why the United States supported the expansion of NATO eastward 
and the Baltic states’ integration into Western security structures. 

In comparison with major powers, small states have a rather limited capa-
bility pool. Their inability to mobilize significant resources for military pre-
paredness and economic growth may give them strong incentives to entrust 
their security to promises of allied support. Minor powers may seek alliances 
in order to increase their security on the basis of major power guarantees to 
protect their territories and population against military aggression. Major pow-
ers may be interested in alliances with minor powers in order to expand their 
military and foreign policy influence or to deny such influence to other states.1 
It should be noted that the last round of NATO enlargement did not take place 
only because the Baltic states were interested in joining the Alliance; the U.S. 
was interested in expanding the Alliance as well. In fact, there were mutual 
interests—on the side of both the U.S. and the aspirants—in enlarging NATO 
towards the east.2 

As was discussed in the previous chapter, the primary security policy ob-
jective of the Baltic states was integration into Western security institutions, 
including NATO accession. Mette Skak has argued that the aim of Estonian, 
Latvian, and Lithuanian security policy in the 1990s was emancipation from 
their Soviet past.3 The goal of the Baltic countries was to leave their Soviet 
past behind and start over with Western security institutions by their side. The 
three countries saw full membership in NATO as the best guarantee against 
dangers from the East. Russia was perceived as the main threat; therefore, 
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speedy integration with the West was considered to be the best security guar-
antee. 

Douglas Stuart has argued that former president Bill Clinton’s campaign 
for the eastward extension of the North Atlantic Alliance (and his policy of 
engagement and enlargement altogether) was an important part of a larger ef-
fort to steer the American foreign policy debate away from isolationism.4 The 
policy of engagement and enlargement stated that the United States must exer-
cise global leadership, but depending on the challenges and the U.S. interests 
at stake, America should act either unilaterally, in alliance and partnership, or 
multilaterally. One of the most important targets of the policy of engagement 
and enlargement was the expansion of the community of democratic nations 
by strengthening democratic processes in key emerging democratic states, in-
cluding the newly independent states of the former Soviet Union.5 According 
to this policy, the U.S. was to direct its efforts toward assisting states that fig-
ured in U.S. strategic interests. The new democracies in Central and Eastern 
Europe were mentioned as examples of states where the U.S. has interests 
because of their proximity to the democratic powers of Western Europe, their 
importance to U.S. security, and their potential markets.6 The U.S. was inter-
ested in the region of Central and Eastern Europe because they wanted these 
countries to remain democratic and not fall under Russian influence. If Russia 
had militarily attacked these newly independent states, a U.S. counterattack 
would have followed.7 

As a superpower, the United States has always wanted to have control and 
influence over Europe. In the 1990s, the European Union was trying to set up 
an independent foreign and security policy—a development that threatened 
U.S. hegemony. According to James John Tritten, the U.S. government loudly 
and clearly delivered the message that it preferred that NATO remain the pre-
mier organization for the defense of Europe.8 

It follows that there were many reasons for the United States to promote the 
expansion of NATO. The U.S. was maximizing its own strength in the unipo-
lar world. It aspired to maintain influence over European foreign and defense 
policies, and needed new allies to accomplish these goals. There were also 
domestic political reasons involved, such as intensive lobbying by Baltic-
Americans. Finally, we cannot overlook the special relationship that the U.S. 
and the Baltic states enjoy. 

This chapter is divided into three sections. The first section gives a brief 
overview of the last round of NATO enlargement in March 2004; the second 
section explains the U.S. desire to maximize its power in the international 
arena; and the third section explains the domestic political reasons for the 
United States’ support of the last round of NATO enlargement. 
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The Latest Round of NATO Enlargement in March 2004 
The last round of NATO enlargement took place on 29 March 2004, with the 
accession of seven new member states from Eastern and Central Europe to 
NATO membership: Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Slovakia, Slovenia, 
and Romania. The preparations for this round of enlargement had started years 
before, with the creation of the North Atlantic Cooperation Council (NACC) 
in 1991 and the launch of the Partnership for Peace (PfP) program in 1994.9 As 
early as 1999, when the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Poland became part of 
NATO, it was known that NATO enlargement would not be limited to the 
Visegrad countries. 

In 1994, when NATO launched its Partnership for Peace program, Estonia 
was one of the first countries to join.10 The aim of the PfP was to bring non-
member states into closer cooperation with NATO. It served as NATO’s invi-
tation for military cooperation with the NACC member states and with other 
interested states in the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe. Its 
ambition was not to draw new lines of confrontation, but to allow Alliance 
support for the transformation of non-member military establishments inter-
ested in future joint military operations for peaceful purposes, especially in 
peacekeeping and humanitarian missions.11 The PfP framework was seen as an 
important step in preparing states for the possibility of full Alliance member-
ship in the future.12 It was a self-paced and self-selecting program, meaning 
that it was up to PfP countries to determine the scope of their participation. 
States whose ultimate goal was NATO membership—as was the case with the 
Baltic states—would begin with the PfP. In return, this program would allow 
them to shape their military doctrines and practices to NATO standards ac-
cording to their own timetables and resources. Russian politicians, however, 
believed (or wanted to believe) that the launch of the PfP program would post-
pone any future rounds of NATO enlargement.13 It was clear from the start that 
the PfP would not satisfy the security policy goals of Estonia or the other Bal-
tic states. These countries were looking for North Atlantic Treaty’s Article V 
security guarantees, and PfP was simply a framework for cooperation—not an 
alliance for providing collective defense. 

The three Baltic states were invited to join NATO at the Prague Summit of 
2002, despite Russia’s objections. It should be noted that the Baltic states were 
already members of NACC (later EAPC) and the PfP program. Russia was 
concerned by the further plans of the U.S. administration, which involved a 
new round of NATO expansion.14 If it had been up to Russia, or if the West 
had given in to Russia’s wishes not to enlarge NATO to include member states 
from the former Soviet Union, the latest round of NATO enlargement would 
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not have taken place at all (or, if it had, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania would 
have not been on the list of invitees). 

Russian politicians as well as security analysts mostly opposed NATO 
enlargement. Russia saw the Baltic states’ desire to join NATO as destabiliz-
ing; it was believed that East European states accession to NATO would de-
liver a mortal blow to European security.15 NATO enlargement to Russia’s 
Western border (with the Baltic states) was perceived as a political affront and 
a threat to Russian security. Although Russia did not approve of the enlarge-
ment, the country no longer considered NATO as an enemy.16 However, the 
country’s attitude vis-à-vis NATO enlargement remains uncertain. Official 
rhetoric aside, it could be said that Russia was not sure whether NATO was a 
partner or a potential adversary.17 The West was aware of Russia’s distrust and 
concerns about the enlargement process.18 However, even though it was ar-
gued that accepting the Baltic states into NATO would damage the good rela-
tions between Russia and the West, NATO still proceeded with enlargement. 

The U.S. administration championed the enlargement process, and together 
with the Nordic NATO member countries (Denmark and Norway), it was the 
principal supporter of the Baltic states’ accession to the Alliance. The U.S. 
looked to the Nordic states for advice and ideas on how to craft U.S. strategy 
towards the Baltic states. This is because the Nordic countries knew the region 
better than the United States, and understood the importance of greater U.S. 
involvement.19 Denmark and Norway had also been in a position similar to 
that the Baltic states found themselves in the 1990s after the end of World War 
II. Both countries had been occupied by Nazi Germany between 1940–45, and 
opted to join NATO when it was founded in 1949 because both Denmark and 
Norway believed that the alliance could offer them security guarantees that 
they could not obtain through any other security arrangement.20 

International Reasons for the U.S. to Support the Last Round of 
NATO Enlargement 

Maximizing Strength and Making New Allies 
The United States’ interest in NATO expansion arose from its status in world 
politics—we find ourselves in the post-Cold War era living in a unipolar 
world.21 According to the neorealist approach, in a unipolar world states will 
try to increase their own strength when faced with unbalanced power.22 As the 
sole remaining superpower, the U.S. would therefore try to establish a world 
order that reflects American values.23 There is no doubt that the U.S. perceives 
itself as the global hegemon that intends to secure its position in the world.24 
This is why it is interested in spreading American values to the rest of the 
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world. The most important “American value,” in this context, is democracy. 
The spread of democracy, at least within the discourse of U.S. foreign policy, 
is what the U.S. was striving for when it supported the last round of NATO 
enlargement. The U.S. wanted to extend the zone of peace and stability; it also 
wanted a unified Europe in order to achieve security and stability in the old 
continent as a whole.25 Josef Joffe has argued that, if NATO expansion had 
ended with the accession of the Visegrad countries, it would have been a sig-
nal to Russia to absorb the rest of the potential members in Europe (including 
the Baltic states) into its sphere of power.26 

The campaign of NATO enlargement was actually started by Germany; the 
idea was then taken over by the politicians in the United States, who gradually 
became the biggest proponents of the alliance’s expansion.27 President Bill 
Clinton’s foreign policy of engagement and enlargement, touched on in the 
introductory part of the chapter, is a good example of the support given by the 
U.S. to the process of NATO’s eastward expansion. 

Even though the U.S. remains the world’s only military superpower, and is 
the inescapable leader of NATO (if it chooses to be), it is now both politically 
and economically less able and willing to act alone. Jan Lodal has argued that 
many national goals can be achieved only by organizing a strong coalition de-
voted to advancing the common interest.28 In today’s world of new asymmetric 
threats, the U.S. is better served by coalitions that are strong enough to control 
the emerging new threats of terrorism and proliferation of weapons of mass 
destruction. The ongoing Operation Iraqi Freedom could, to some extent, serve 
as an example of how the powerful U.S. might work together with some of its 
allies, especially those who are unwilling or incapable to challenge U.S. poli-
cies. None of the members of the coalition, except the United Kingdom, is 
militarily strong. Most of the coalition members regard their support for the 
U.S.-led effort as a bargain for their own security interests—if those countries 
support the U.S. now, they expect the U.S. to support them in their time of 
need. 

The United States’ choice of partners and allies is of critical importance.29 
The same notion figured prominently in President Clinton’s engagement and 
enlargement policy; durable relationships with allies and other friendly nations 
were seen as an important element of U.S. security preparedness.30 By making 
new allies, the U.S. in effect widens the framework of countries where it (or 
NATO) could set up military bases when needed.31 As a matter of fact, as early 
as 1991 the U.S. security strategy emphasized the importance of alliances and 
solidarity with allies.32 

The US has special relationships with several of the new NATO member 
states.33 For instance, several of these states are participating in the U.S.-led 
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Operation Iraqi Freedom. New NATO member states were liberated from 
Soviet control by the successful end of the Cold War. For those countries, the 
goal of eliminating Saddam Hussein—a despotic dictator—from power 
seemed more compelling than for many Western European countries, which 
for decades had enjoyed peace, democracy, and financial well-being.34 In au-
tumn 2004, sixteen of the total twenty-eight nations participating in the coali-
tion were NATO member states (including the U.S. itself). Of those sixteen 
countries, nine were new NATO members: Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, 
Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, and Slovakia.35 Al-
though by the beginning of 2005, Hungary had already withdrawn its forces 
from Iraq (and Poland and some other coalition member states have announced 
the withdrawal of their forces during the course of 2005), it could be argued 
that, for the United States, supporting Central and Eastern European states’ 
accession to NATO has already paid off. 

Now that there is stability in Eastern Europe, the U.S. has more means 
(time, interests, and resources) to spread democracy in other parts of the world. 
The Baltic states are not at the top of the list of priorities for the U.S. any 
longer, because the countries have reached a level of stability with their acces-
sion to membership in the EU and NATO. That does not, however, mean that 
the U.S. has lost interest in the region. Currently, the U.S. has different con-
cerns, and is spreading democracy in other parts of the world, for instance in 
Iraq and Afghanistan. 

By supporting NATO expansion to the east, the U.S. also wanted to remedy 
the injustices experienced by the Central and Eastern European states (includ-
ing the Baltic states) during their decades under Soviet domination. According 
to Kenneth Waltz, a renowned structural realist, the U.S. believes it is acting 
for the sake of peace, justice, and stability in the whole world.36 The U.S. be-
lieved that countries that happened to end up on the wrong side of the Iron 
Curtain after World War II should not be punished for that misfortune, but 
should instead be gradually welcomed into the Western security institutions 
with all corresponding rights and privileges.37 

Acquiring Dominance and Control 
There remain other reasons why the U.S. supported the latest round of NATO 
enlargement. These reasons are not as noble as the reason of righting the 
wrongs of history; rather, they have to do with notions of dominance and con-
trol. 

In the twentieth century, the United States showed an interest in dominating 
European foreign and security policies. Even though the primary security con-
cern for many European countries is not how to distance themselves from the 
U.S., but how to prevent the US from drifting away, the aim of France is to 
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impede U.S. dominance.38 Its ambition was to make the European Union the 
most important actor in Europe, including in matters of foreign and security 
policy, thus minimizing American influence in the region. Immediately after 
the end of the Cold War, French leaders began asserting that Europe did not 
need American leadership to set its own security policy.39 The outcome was 
the formulation of the EU Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP).40 

As the U.S. had (and still has) a strategic interest in what occurs in Europe, 
a more dominant European Union (and the CFSP) was seen to marginalize 
U.S. influence over the region.41 In counterbalance, the U.S. argued for the 
Central and Eastern European countries’ membership in NATO in order to 
enhance NATO’s security role at the expense of the EU’s arrangements, which 
would exclude or downplay U.S. participation in European affairs.42 NATO 
was seen as the main instrument for maintaining America’s domination over 
the foreign and military policies of the European states.43 

It should be noted that the Baltic states and other new NATO and EU 
member states are interested in NATO primarily as a guarantor of hard secu-
rity, and in the EU as a guarantor of soft security, despite the fact that the EU 
is launching its own security and defense policy (ESDP). Most Eastern Euro-
pean countries are pro-American, and perceive the European Security and De-
fense Policy’s efforts as complementary to those of NATO. At the same time, 
France opposes the United States’ world dominance, and pushes the European 
Union to act as a counterweight to the United States. The French view NATO 
and ESDP not as complementary but as adverse initiatives.44 However, it is 
ironic that the Eastern European countries escaped Russian domination only to 
be used by the United States to thwart efforts for greater European autonomy 
with respect to the United States. 

Domestic Political Reasons for the U.S. to Support the Last Round 
of NATO Enlargement 
The domestic political reasons for the United States to support the 1999 round 
of NATO enlargement also had a lot to do with U.S. electoral politics, and the 
electoral advantage that U.S. politicians can gain among U.S. citizens of East-
ern European origins. In fact, during the U.S. presidential election campaign of 
1996, President Clinton announced the invitations to the Visegrad countries to 
join the Alliance in cities with large populations of Eastern European immi-
grants. There was also an intensive Polish, Hungarian, and Czech lobby—
along with the U.S. arms industry lobby—to encourage U.S. defense policy 
decision-makers to favor the idea of enlargement. The U.S. arms industry was 
interested in finding new markets in Eastern and Central European states.45 
Two of these three domestic political actors bolstered U.S. support for the next 
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round of Alliance expansion in 2004, although perhaps not with the same im-
pact. 

The domestic political reasoning behind U.S. support for the most recent 
round of NATO expansion was similar to the domestic political reasoning be-
hind the support for the 1999 enlargement. There was an intensive Baltic-
American lobby, and although the U.S. arms industry lobby did not play as 
prominent a role as it did prior to the enlargement of 1999, it was still a factor. 
Lobbying has a significant impact on U.S. decision-making processes and on 
decision-makers. Lobbyists try to influence the Congress and the administra-
tion in power as much as they can to tilt decisions in the direction favorable to 
the interest groups the lobbyists represent.46 

During and after World War II, many people of Estonian, Latvian, and 
Lithuanian origin immigrated to the U.S. The Baltic American community is 
small but well organized, and worked closely with other groups to build politi-
cal support for Baltic states’ NATO membership.47 According to Ron Asmus, 
the Baltic-American lobby was very efficient. When State Department offi-
cials briefed Congress on U.S. Baltic policy, they often found that representa-
tives of the Baltic-American lobby had either just preceded them or were 
standing outside ready to make the case for the U.S. to provide more security 
assistance.48 The Baltic-American lobby had a considerable impact on U.S. 
decision-makers in promoting the enlargement of the Alliance. 

There was also widespread support for the accession of the Baltic states 
among many senior U.S. foreign policy experts, such as the former U.S. Sec-
retary of State Madeleine Albright and former Deputy Secretary of State 
Strobe Talbott.49 Nevertheless, in addition to caring about the future of the 
Baltic states, promising them eventual NATO membership, and feeling sorry 
for their tumultuous past, these individuals were also interested in transform-
ing and westernizing the societies of the Baltic states.50 Once again, the U.S. 
emphasized the democratization and stabilization of Eastern Europe. 

The U.S. arms industry was also lobbying for new NATO enlargement to 
some extent. Their intention was to further expand the defense market for po-
tential new customers. The Baltic states do not possess excessive resources to 
spend on defense acquisitions; in fact, they have quite limited means.51 How-
ever, they have already conducted deals with U.S. arms manufacturers. For 
instance, both Estonia and Latvia purchased three-dimensional radar systems 
from Lockheed Martin.52 

In the mid 1990s, the U.S. and the Clinton Administration did not yet have 
a concrete Baltic policy, but the issue was considered important.53 The United 
States supported the Baltic states’ accession to NATO, but was not sure of 
when and how this was to happen. At that time, the U.S. was also wary of the 
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Russian response to NATO enlarging to the former “near abroad.” The U.S. 
declared that Russia did not have a veto over NATO enlargement, but was 
clearly influenced by Russia’s concerns.54 U.S. officials sought to make 
NATO “Russia-friendly” through Russian participation in the PfP program, 
and by the creation of the NATO-Russia Permanent Joint Council in the spring 
of 1997.55 However, in May 1996, when President Clinton met the presidents 
of the three Baltic states, he reassured them that, in the long term, the U.S. 
wanted to see the full integration of the Baltic states into the West, and that 
there would not be any “secret deals” with Russia over NATO’s enlargement 
to the East.56 

Another reason why the U.S. was in favor of the Baltic states’ accession to 
the Alliance is that the US has always had a special relationship with the Baltic 
states. The U.S. was the most influential of the few states that never recog-
nized Moscow’s annexation of the Baltic states in 1940, and that regarded their 
statehood as uninterrupted since the establishment of their independence. The 
Baltic states maintained their consulates in the U.S., even during their fifty-
year Soviet occupation period. 

Estonia, along with the other Baltic states, chose to cooperate with the 
world’s only remaining superpower because it had more trust in the U.S. than 
in many of the Western European states. Americans gave the Baltic states per-
spective with respect to the withdrawal of Russian armed forces as well as re-
garding NATO enlargement.57 The U.S. non-recognition of the Soviet annexa-
tion, as well as the Clinton Administration’s determination to assist in speed-
ing up the withdrawal of Soviet troops from the Baltic states, explain the trust 
these small nations had in the U.S.58 Trust in the U.S. was also the result of 
political pragmatism—it was well known that the Russians would listen to the 
U.S. and (though unwillingly) accept its decisions.59 Furthermore, the Baltic 
states had a close relationship with Denmark, and Denmark, in turn, had a 
close relationship with the United States. Implicitly, the Baltic states’ warm 
relations with Denmark brought them together with the U.S. as well.60 

The Baltic states’ moderate distrust in Western European states can be ex-
plained by their unwillingness in the early 1990s to see Estonia, Latvia, and 
Lithuania as part of the Western security structure. For instance, in the 1990s, 
France was conducting a systematic campaign against NATO’s strategic re-
forms and against expanding the Alliance’s political role by consistently 
blocking any attempts by NATO to move toward any new or expanded role.61 
Additionally, many analysts in both the U.S. and Europe believe that France 
considers Russia an ally in weakening the U.S. position in Europe. They also 
claim that France has shown more respect than other Western states to Rus-
sia’s demands, even to the demand that NATO should never enlarge to the 
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states of the former Soviet Union.62 The Baltic states at the same time desper-
ately wanted to move away from Russia’s sphere of influence. The only way 
to succeed was to have a powerful state—the United States—as an ally. 

On 16 January 1998, the United States and the Baltic states signed the U.S.-
Baltic Charter. As former U.S. president Bill Clinton wrote in his memoirs, the 
charter was designed to formalize the U.S.-Baltic security relationship and re-
assure the Baltic states that the ultimate goal of all NATO nations, including 
the United States, was the full integration of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania 
into NATO and other multilateral institutions.63 The charter also stated that the 
U.S. had a profound interest in the independence, territorial integrity, sover-
eignty, and security of the three Baltic states, and that Europe would not be 
fully secure unless Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania were secure. The charter 
also asserted that no non-NATO state would have a veto over Alliance deci-
sions, reassuring the Baltic republics that Russia would not be able to veto 
NATO enlargement.64 The fact that the U.S. was willing to make the commit-
ment to sign such a document speaks for itself. Good relations with the Baltic 
states were of importance to the United States, as were notions of strengthen-
ing the democratic process in the Baltic states and fostering their accession 
into NATO. 

Conclusion 
The U.S. supported the latest round of NATO enlargement for various reasons, 
on both the international and the domestic levels. The last round of NATO 
enlargement did not only take place due to U.S. support; it was a mutual ini-
tiative, as the Baltic states and other newly acceded countries had proclaimed 
integration into NATO as one of their most important security policy objec-
tives. 

In supporting NATO enlargement, the U.S. was maximizing its own 
strength in the unipolar world. It was (and still is) also interested in continuing 
to have a say in European foreign and security policy, especially at a time 
when the European Union was launching joint foreign and defense policies 
and becoming more united than ever. At the same time, France was trying to 
blunt American influence over European affairs. The U.S. needed new allies to 
accomplish its policy of spreading democratic values across the world. Now 
that the eastern part of Europe has been stabilized, and the Bush Administra-
tion has launched a long-term plan to reduce the size of its forces stationed in 
Europe, the U.S. can concentrate on other parts of the world—for instance, on 
carrying out regime change and introducing democracy in Afghanistan and 
Iraq. 
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There were also several domestic political reasons why the U.S. supported 
the most recent round of Alliance enlargement. Baltic-Americans and (to a 
lesser extent) the U.S. arms industry were lobbying to get the Baltic states in-
corporated into Western security frameworks. In addition, the United States 
was interested in maintaining good relations with the Baltic states. 

The Baltic republics can be viewed as quite pro-U.S. in their policies and 
actions. For instance, all of the Baltic states are participating in Operation Iraqi 
Freedom. It can be argued, however, that this is not due to their ultimate sup-
port for the Bush Administration, but rather is derived from the Baltic states’ 
own security interests. If the Baltic states support the U.S. now when the U.S. 
needs them, they can expect U.S. military support when they need it. 

The next and final chapter of this paper concludes that integration into 
Western security structures was the best security policy option for Estonia and 
discusses the advantages and disadvantages of Estonia’s integration.  
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C H A P T E R  4  

ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF 
ESTONIA’S INTEGRATION WITH WESTERN 

SECURITY INSTITUTIONS 

Introduction 
Membership in Western security institutions, along with successful bilateral 
and multilateral relations with other countries, makes it possible to defend 
Estonia’s security policy interests. This relationship is essential to preserving 
Estonia’s independence and sovereignty, territorial integrity, constitutional 
order, and public safety.1 The enlargement of both NATO and the EU has ex-
tended the zone of peace and stability in Europe, and hence has reduced the 
threat of large-scale military conflicts. Therefore, after acquiring membership 
in the EU and NATO, Estonia is as safe from traditional threats (such as state-
on-state war) as possible in today’s security environment.2 However, Estonia’s 
integration into NATO and the EU was not exclusively advantageous. In the 
case of the EU accession, it was feared that Estonia would lose some portion 
of its sovereignty when acceding into the European Union.3 Membership in the 
European Union does not weaken Estonia’s sovereignty, however. This is be-
cause Estonia is now able to defend its national sovereignty better than at any 
other time in its history. For small states such as Estonia, membership in inter-
national organizations gives them a forum to make their voices and policies 
heard in world politics.4 

By acquiring membership in the EU and NATO, Estonia was acting ac-
cording to one of the common foreign policy patterns of small states. Accord-
ing to the theory of small states’ behavior in foreign policy, small states often 
tend to employ diplomatic and economic foreign policy instruments as op-
posed to military instruments, and join multinational institutions whenever 
possible. As emphasized throughout this work, Estonia wanted to join NATO 
to acquire hard security guarantees, and the EU to acquire soft security guar-
antees.5 

This chapter introduces the EU and NATO foreign and security policies 
and explores the advantages and disadvantages that accompany Estonia’s inte-
gration into the EU and NATO. The chapter is divided into four sections. The 
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first section explains the EU Common Foreign and Security Policy; the second 
section describes NATO security policy; the third section gives an overview of 
the new instabilities in transatlantic relations; and the fourth section evaluates 
Estonia’s choice to integrate into Western security institutions in the light of 
the new instabilities in transatlantic relations and analyzes the possible conse-
quences. 

The European Union’s Foreign Policy 
All twenty-five EU member states take part in the European Union’s Common 
Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP). The principle of a common foreign and 
security policy was formalized in the 1993 Maastricht Treaty on European 
Union. The objective of the European Union’s common foreign policy was to 
enable the EU to make its voice heard on the international stage and express its 
position on armed conflicts, human rights, and any other subject linked to the 
fundamental principles and common values that form the basis of the Euro-
pean Union. The provisions of the CFSP were revised by the 1999 Amsterdam 
Treaty, which spells out the CFSP’s five fundamental objectives: 

1. Safeguard the common values, fundamental interests, independence and 
integrity of the EU in conformity with the principles of the United Na-
tions Charter; 

2. Strengthen the security of the EU in all ways; 
3. Preserve peace and strengthen international security, in accordance with 

the principles of the United Nations Charter, as well as the principles of 
the 1975 CSCE Helsinki Final Act and the objectives of the Paris Char-
ter, including those on external borders; 

4. Promote international cooperation; 
5. Develop and consolidate democracy and the rule of law, and respect for 

human rights and fundamental freedoms.6 
These objectives are to be pursued by defining principles and general 

guidelines for the common foreign and security policy, by deciding on com-
mon strategies, adopting joint actions and common positions, and by strength-
ening systematic cooperation between the EU member states in the conduct of 
policy.7 

The Amsterdam Treaty also calls for the creation of a common European 
security and defense policy (ESDP) within the overall framework of CFSP. 
This policy could lead to a common defense, subject to a decision adopted by 
the EU member states in accordance with their respective constitutional re-
quirements. ESDP deals with crisis management, including humanitarian and 
rescue missions, peacekeeping, and combat-force use in crisis management 
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(including peacemaking). The policy of the EU with respect to ESDP is not to 
prejudice the specific character of the security and defense policies of those 
EU member states that are also members of NATO.8 

In December 2003, EU leaders adopted a European Security Strategy, 
which emphasizes the importance of the fight against terror; pursuit of policies 
against proliferation of weapons of mass destruction; and the importance of 
dealing with regional conflicts and organized crime and putting failed states 
back on their feet.9 The European Security Strategy sees transatlantic relation-
ships as one of the core elements of the international system. According to the 
strategy, the EU’s intention should be an effective and balanced partnership 
with the United States.10 

The European Security Strategy also sets guidelines and objectives for 
building security in the EU’s neighborhood, stating that it is in the interests of 
the EU that countries bordering the EU are well governed. Therefore, the EU’s 
task is to promote a ring of stable countries to the east and south of the Un-
ion.11 Sharing the benefits of the EU’s 2004 enlargement with neighboring 
countries in strengthening stability, security, and well being for all concerned 
is the target of European Union’s “Neighborhood Policy.”12 The policy is 
designed to prevent the emergence of sizeable gaps in terms of quality of life 
between the enlarged EU and its neighbors, and to offer them the chance to 
participate in various EU activities through frameworks of greater political, 
security, economic, and cultural cooperation. The European Neighborhood 
Policy is distinct from the issue of potential membership. It offers neighboring 
countries a privileged relationship with the EU, which will build on a mutual 
commitment to common values principally within the fields of the rule of law, 
good governance, respect for human rights (including minority rights), the 
promotion of friendly relations, and the principles of market economy and 
sustainable development.13 

NATO’s Security Policy 

According to the North Atlantic Treaty, the fundamental role of NATO is to 
safeguard the freedom and security of its member countries by political and 
military means. Based on common values of democracy, human rights, and the 
rule of law, the Alliance not only ensures the defense of its members but also 
contributes to peace and stability in the Euro-Atlantic region. The Alliance, 
therefore, performs the following fundamental security tasks: 

• Provides the foundation for a stable Euro-Atlantic security environment, 
based on the growth of democratic institutions and commitment to the 
peaceful resolution of disputes; 
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• Serves as an essential transatlantic forum for consultations on any issues 
that affect the vital interests of NATO members and coordinates their ef-
forts in fields of common concern;14 

• Deters and defends against any threat of aggression against any NATO 
member state.15 

NATO’s Strategic Concept, which outlines the Alliance’s security tasks 
and guides the Alliance in the pursuit of its agenda, emphasizes the importance 
of collective defense and reinforcement of the transatlantic link. The document 
also states that the European NATO member states should assume greater 
responsibility within the Alliance.16 

NATO also strives for increased partnership, cooperation, and dialogue 
with other non-NATO member countries who share the Alliance’s common 
values of democracy, individual liberty, and the rule of law. Partnership and 
cooperation initiatives include, among others, the Euro-Atlantic Partnership 
Council, which is a framework for political negotiations, and the Partnership 
for Peace program, which is the operational arm of the partnership framework 
aimed at defense cooperation. Russia and Ukraine have special consultation 
bodies with NATO—the NATO-Russia Council and the NATO-Ukraine 
Council—to conduct political dialogue on current security issues and develop 
practical cooperation in areas of common interest. With Russia, constructive 
political consultations have been held on issues such as the situations in Af-
ghanistan, Serbia and Montenegro, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Georgia, and the 
“Greater Middle East” initiative. With Ukraine, key areas of consultation and 
cooperation include peace-support operations, defense reform, economic as-
pects of defense, military-to-military cooperation, armaments, civil emergency 
planning, and science and environment.17 

Other NATO cooperation initiatives with non-NATO member countries in-
clude the Mediterranean Dialogue and the Istanbul Cooperation Initiative (pre-
ceding the Greater Middle East initiative), which are two complementary ini-
tiatives. During the Istanbul Summit in June 2004, NATO leaders (with Esto-
nian representatives among them) decided to elevate the alliance’s Mediterra-
nean Dialogue to a genuine partnership, and to launch the Istanbul Coopera-
tion Initiative with selected countries in the broader region of the Middle 
East.18 

NATO’s Mediterranean Dialogue partners are Algeria, Egypt, Israel, Jor-
dan, Mauritania, Morocco, and Tunisia. The Mediterranean Dialogue has suc-
cessfully contributed to confidence building and cooperation between NATO 
and its Mediterranean partners. The enhanced Mediterranean Dialogue will 
contribute to regional security and stability by promoting greater practical co-
operation, enhancing the dialogue’s political dimension, assisting in defense 
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reform, building cooperation in the field of border security, achieving interop-
erability, and contributing to the fight against terrorism, while complementing 
other international efforts. 

The Istanbul Cooperation Initiative promotes practical bilateral cooperation 
with NATO and interested countries in the broader Middle East region. This 
initiative aims at enhancing security and stability through a new transatlantic 
engagement, offering tailored advice on defense reform, defense budgeting, 
defense planning, and civil-military relations, promoting military-to-military 
cooperation to contribute to interoperability, fighting terrorism through infor-
mation sharing and maritime cooperation, combating the proliferation of 
weapons of mass destruction and their delivery systems, and illegal trafficking 
in weapons.19 

New Instabilities in Transatlantic Relations 
In terms of security, there exists a huge capability gap between the United 
States’ military capabilities and the combined military capabilities of all other 
NATO member states. One of the reasons for the U.S. to support the last round 
of NATO enlargement was the U.S. desire for a stronger unified Europe in 
order to achieve security and stability in the continent as a whole.20 The United 
States, nevertheless, did not want Europe so unified that Europe, acting to-
gether, could outweigh the U.S. A united Europe is seen as a potential threat to 
American interests, and the U.S. has hopes of blocking its emergence.21 

For the past several years, the conventional wisdom has been that the 
United States and Europe have grown apart—that the end of the Cold War and 
the events of 9/11 have produced a strategic divergence that is impossible to 
overcome. The relations between the U.S. and the EU have been especially 
frosty since the beginning of the Iraq war. The divide between Europe and the 
United States emerged because each side took actions the other strongly op-
posed, or declined to join in actions the other strongly favored. Moreover, 
these disputes have become self-perpetuating: U.S. policies spark hostility 
among Europeans, and vice versa. That hostility in turn convinces leaders on 
both sides that they have no choice but to go it alone.22 However, since Presi-
dent Bush’s re-election in November 2004, there has been a clear desire on 
both sides to overcome tensions caused by the war in Iraq. In his inaugural 
address, President Bush said that the world requires that America and Europe 
remain close partners.23 Tensions also thawed after U.S. Secretary of State 
Condoleezza Rice’s trip to Europe at the beginning of February 2005. In her 
speech in Paris on 8 February 2005, Rice called on Europe to work with the 
U.S., emphasizing notions such as transatlantic partnerships and shared values, 
and even backing the idea of strong unified Europe.24 



Kai-Helin Kaldas 

 

52 

Transatlantic relations are unlikely to get warmer, however, even though 
currently there is good will on both sides to ameliorate the relationship. This is 
because there are other new potential sources of disagreement between the 
United States and European countries. For instance, Iran’s uranium enrichment 
program is a potential new source of conflict. Britain, France, and Germany 
prefer diplomacy and economic incentives to entice Iran away from building 
nuclear weapons. Although the U.S. has not clearly stated it would use military 
action, it is sending mixed signals on the issue. Furthermore, there are other 
issues where the European Union and the United States have differences of 
opinion regarding appropriate action. For example, the EU has indicated that 
in the near future it will lift its arms embargo on China. This step would infu-
riate the United States, as the U.S. is deeply concerned about the acceleration 
of China’s arms build-up. In addition, Europeans are broadly in favor of trying 
those suspected of war crimes and genocide in Darfur, Sudan in the Interna-
tional Criminal Court.25 The U.S. is against the idea, fearing that it will be used 
to bring cases against U.S. citizens.26 

On 16 February 2005, fifty-five foreign policy and national security experts 
from both sides of the Atlantic published a document (A Compact between the 
United States and Europe) that offers specific policy recommendations for 
U.S. and European leaders on how to deal with most of the present key strate-
gic challenges. This document demonstrates that transatlantic differences do 
exist, and that agreement is no longer an easy task; however, it also shows that 
agreement on a comprehensive transatlantic strategy is possible, even on the 
most difficult issues. Experts who signed the document believe that the trans-
atlantic partnership must endure, not because of what it has achieved in the 
past, but because the United States and Europe’s common future depends on 
it.27 

According to the authors of the document, words alone will not restore a 
productive transatlantic partnership. Europeans cannot simply ask the U.S. to 
recognize the error of their ways and reverse their policies of the past years. 
Likewise, the U.S. cannot simply attest to the validity of their methods and 
invite Europeans to come on board. Each side will have to take steps that ad-
dress the legitimate concerns of the other. Regarding new strategic challenges, 
the document suggests the following policy recommendations: 

• Iran. The U.S. and the EU should insist that Iran permanently and verifia-
bly end its fuel cycle program. The United States should declare its sup-
port for the EU’s nuclear dialogue with Iran. The EU countries should 
declare their readiness to impose meaningful penalties on Iran if it refuses 
to end its nuclear fuel recycling programs, or withdraws from the Non-
Proliferation Treaty. 
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• China. The EU should declare that, if it lifts its arms embargo against 
China, it will replace it with a reinforced code of conduct on arms sales. 
The EU will invite the United States, Japan, and other states to provide a 
specific list of weapons and technologies that they feel would negatively 
affect security and stability in the region. The U.S. should reiterate its op-
position to a lifting of the arms embargo, but refrain from taking action so 
long as these measures are not violated. The EU should expect China to 
ratify the UN convention on civil and political rights. 

• International Criminal Court. The U.S. should reaffirm its concerns 
about the jurisdiction of the International Criminal Court, but should reit-
erate that it will not impose punitive measures on nations that support it. 
The United States shall not oppose a resolution by the UN Security 
Council referring the situation in Darfur, Sudan, to the International 
Criminal Court. 

According to Quentin Peel, a leading international affairs columnist with 
the Financial Times, it will take strong glue to fix the transatlantic alliance. 
The 2005 Munich conference on security policy, which annually brings to-
gether political and military heavyweights from defense establishments on 
both sides of the Atlantic, showed signs of doubt that NATO can survive and 
flourish in the new world order after 9/11. Gerhard Schröder, the German 
Chancellor, declared in a speech read by his defense minister that NATO is no 
longer the primary venue for transatlantic partners to discuss and coordinate 
strategies. The message of Munich is that the old relationships centered on 
NATO no longer suit the new reality. Quentin Peel suggests that both sides 
must adapt. If the U.S. wants NATO to thrive, it must accept a bigger role for 
the organization: the Alliance must be more than simply a military toolbox. 
For their part, the Europeans must work out how a common EU security policy 
can be developed without undermining NATO. Peel predicts that if neither 
side is ready to adapt, the old Alliance’s days are numbered.28 

The next section will discuss the disadvantages and advantages of Estonia’s 
integration into NATO and the EU, taking into account the new instabilities in 
transatlantic relationships. 

Advantages and Disadvantages for Estonia in Integrating into 
Western Security Institutions 
Estonia’s accession to membership in the European Union and NATO fulfilled 
the country’s long-term security policy objectives. Currently, Estonia faces a 
situation where it has attained its security policy goals and has not yet set new 
security policy objectives. The Estonian Ministry of Foreign Affairs should 
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already have addressed the issue of setting the country’s new foreign and secu-
rity policy goals before acceding to Western security institutions.29 At the 
same time, the Estonian Ministry of Foreign Affairs has mistakenly believed 
that Estonia’s foreign and security policy would be formulated for it by the EU 
and NATO after Estonia’s accession to membership. In reality, each member 
state formulates its own policies; NATO and the EU may merely provide sup-
port in the formulation process. It is important for each member state to take 
the responsibility to participate in the formulation process of the organizations’ 
common policies. Estonia should, therefore, aim towards being a noticeable 
and active partner in both institutions.30 However, in order to participate ac-
tively and be able to make its voice heard, Estonia first has to set its new secu-
rity and foreign policy priorities.31 
Disadvantages of Integration 
Estonian membership in the EU and NATO does not only entail advantages; 
there are also disadvantages as well. NATO membership and the collective 
defense nature of the organization offer Estonia hard security guarantees. If 
Estonia were to be attacked militarily, the provisions of North Atlantic Treaty 
Article V would be launched. Therefore, any references to the irrelevance of 
NATO belittle the advantages that Estonia and other small states gain from the 
organization. 

In terms of NATO and the EU’s common security and defense policy, Es-
tonia believes that NATO and the ESDP must supplement each other and, 
therefore, that there should not be any duplication in the development of 
NATO and ESDP military capabilities. For Estonia, a strong transatlantic 
relationship is the most essential guarantee of Europe’s security and stability, 
and one of the most important priorities in the European Union’s Common 
Foreign and Security Policy. Estonia regards the durability of cooperative re-
lations between the European Union and the United States as essential.32 

Some analysts claim that the international relations of Estonia (as well as 
Latvia and Lithuania) are presently shaped by a divided loyalty between 
Europe and the U.S. (as the main representative of NATO),33 and that Estonian 
security doctrine short-sightedly relies on the U.S. contribution to Estonian 
security.34 The National Security Concept of Estonia indeed stresses the 
importance of transatlantic relations and Estonia’s partnership with the United 
States.35 However, it is in Estonia’s interests that schisms should not emerge 
between NATO and the EU, due to the fact that they could reduce NATO’s 
deterrent value.36 

The theory of complex interdependence suggests that interdependence gen-
erates vulnerability. One could argue that, by being a member of NATO and a 
partner of the US, Estonia could be more vulnerable to asymmetric threats 
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such as international terrorism. This would be a disadvantage deriving from 
membership in Western security institutions. Close cooperation with the U.S. 
could also make Estonia vulnerable vis-à-vis the relationship between the U.S. 
and European countries. Estonia’s loyalty to the U.S. could create a difference 
of opinion or even conflict with France and Germany, especially in the light of 
new instabilities in transatlantic relationships, even though official documents 
from NATO and the EU, and recent speeches by U.S. and European leaders, 
point out the importance of fruitful transatlantic relations. For instance, the war 
on Iraq divided Europe as never before. In February 2003, French President 
Chirac stated that “Eastern Europeans missed an opportunity to shut up.” This 
statement was a response to Eastern Europeans’ pro-U.S. stance, understood in 
France to constitute a lack of commitment to Europe.37 It should also be noted 
that Russia actively tried to incite conflicts between the Baltic states and 
Western European countries by stressing that the Baltic states’ pro-American-
ism is without doubt contra-European.38 

Russia has the ability to manipulate Estonia. Estonia and Russia have had a 
very complex relationship. This exists primarily because of the countries’ 
history, and especially the fifty-year Soviet occupation of Estonia. After Esto-
nia regained independence, Russia began putting pressure on Estonia by 
showing the world its concern regarding the treatment of Russian-speaking 
minorities in Estonia.39 At the same time, Russia has never tried to assist in 
improving the quality of life of Russians living in the “near abroad.”40 The 
quarrel over the citizenship and status of Russian speaking minorities re-
emerges constantly, even though it should already be settled. The departure of 
the OSCE mission from Estonia and Latvia in late 2001 indicated that the 
OSCE does not see problems in the treatment of Russian-speaking minorities 
in these countries.41 Neither does the EU. Nevertheless, Russia tries to influ-
ence Estonia and Latvia through the EU by mere accusations of problematic 
treatment of Russian-speaking minorities in these countries. 

These accusations could become a challenge if Estonia does not continue to 
act constructively in counterbalancing Moscow’s allegations. It is of crucial 
importance to constantly inform other European Union member states of Esto-
nia’s views on the issue of the treatment of minorities. Estonian political lead-
ers think there is no mistreatment of Russian-speaking minorities. The aim 
would be for the other EU states to know both sides of the story, and not make 
their judgment based only on the accusations they hear from Russia.42 

Russia could also use other means of manipulation. Even though Estonia 
produces most of its own energy (through hydroelectric power and oil shale), 
the country produces no natural gas or coal, and depends entirely on imports 
from Russia.43 Russia has the opportunity to use natural gas and petroleum to 
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put pressure on many NATO and EU member states (not only the Baltic states) 
in order to tilt foreign policy issues in favor of Russia. Analyst Paul Goble 
thinks it is likely that in the future Moscow will utilize this tool.44 
Advantages of Integration 
After joining NATO, Estonia is not forced to rely upon its own national efforts 
in dealing with basic security challenges. As a full Alliance member, Estonia 
has to maintain the credibility earned during the accession process and com-
plete the restructuring of its defense forces to meet NATO requirements.45 It is 
also important to continue bilateral and multilateral cooperation with 
neighboring allies, as well as to share NATO accession experiences with pos-
sible future members.46 This would include continuous participation in the 
Partnership for Peace program, continuous development of Baltic security 
cooperation, and participation in arms control efforts.47 Estonia as a NATO 
member state is now also a participant in NATO security policies. Participa-
tion in initiatives such as the Mediterranean Dialogue and the Istanbul Coop-
eration Initiative offers an opportunity for Estonia’s security policy to have a 
much wider scope as compared to the policies the country had prior to NATO 
accession. 

Through membership in the EU, Estonia has acquired soft security guaran-
tees, such as economic stability and EU investments. When acceding to EU 
membership, Estonia had to follow policies set by the EU member states. 
Now, as one of the member countries, Estonia has the opportunity to partici-
pate in the formulation of these policies. Accession has brought to the fore-
front many issues that are constantly on the European Union’s agenda, but 
which have not been priorities for Estonia until now.48 In the framework of the 
EU, these include such topics as Middle Eastern conflict and cooperation with 
Northern African countries. Estonia does not have enough human or financial 
resources to open new embassies or to arrange numerous visits to faraway re-
gions. However, the European Union’s cooperation framework gives Estonia 
the possibility of establishing closer ties with African, Asian, and South 
American countries. 

Estonia actively participates in the European Union’s Neighborhood Policy. 
Closer economic and political cooperation with the European Union’s 
neighboring states is seen as essential from the perspective of the security and 
welfare of Europe as a whole. Due to its geographical location, Estonia’s at-
tention is mainly focused on cooperation with the European Union’s eastern 
neighbors—such as Byelorussia, Georgia, Ukraine, and Moldova—but the 
country also supports the development of the Union’s relations with its south-
ern neighbors.49 Despite Estonia’s limited financial resources, development 
cooperation is becoming an essential part of Estonia’s foreign policy. For 
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instance, Estonia is actively contributing to Ukraine’s development as a de-
mocratic state. This takes place, primarily, through development cooperation 
projects, and by participating in the formulation of the European Neighbor-
hood Policy directed towards Ukraine. Estonia also closely collaborates with 
Georgia. In 2004, for instance, Georgian officials were given courses in the 
areas of information society development, environment, EU integration, as 
well as taxation and financial policy. The Estonian and Georgian ministries of 
defense are also working together intensively.50 Estonia contributes to 
development cooperation not so much with financial resources, but mostly by 
passing along specialized knowledge in various fields. 

EU membership has also been favorable to Estonia with respect to Russia 
in some aspects. Before Estonia’s EU membership, Moscow implemented 
double tariffs on goods imported from Estonia. After Estonia’s accession to 
membership in the EU, Russia has been economically forced to treat Estonia 
just as it treats any other EU member country.51 Despite differences of opinion 
on many issues between Estonia and Russia, Estonia could assist the enlarged 
EU in promoting improved relations with Russia.52 Estonia could act as a 
mediator between Russia and the EU, both because of geographical proximity 
to Russia and because Estonians understand Russians better than do Western 
or Central Europeans.53 

Conclusion 
Being a member of Western security institutions entails both advantages and 
disadvantages. Membership in the European Union and NATO is both a 
privilege and an obligation, requiring that Estonia be more knowledgeable and 
more comprehensive in its thinking. If Estonia wants to avoid marginalization, 
it has to be active and participate to the fullest in the formulation of EU and 
NATO policies. 

It is in Estonia’s interests that the EU and NATO preserve their signifi-
cance and power in the future. Any claims regarding the irrelevance of NATO 
belittle the advantages that Estonia gains from NATO membership. Instabili-
ties in transatlantic relationships should be overcome. The stronger that the EU 
and NATO are, the easier it will be for Estonia to achieve its national interests 
through these institutions. Therefore, Estonia’s foreign and security policy 
should be aimed at supporting initiatives that make the EU and NATO frame-
works stronger. This, in turn, means that Estonia should participate actively in 
both NATO and the EU, including in the framework of CFSP. In order to effi-
ciently participate in the formulation of policies, Estonia must be better in-
formed regarding world politics. 
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CONCLUSION 
This paper has concerned itself with Estonia’s security policy choices since the 
country regained its independence after the collapse of the Soviet Union. 
There were roughly three main policy options open to Estonia at this point: 
remaining a neutral country; cooperating regionally with Finland and the other 
two Baltic states in security matters; or striving for integration with Western 
security institutions. Estonian politicians chose the last option. The purpose of 
the work has been to demonstrate that this was the best alternative of the three 
available options. 

The thesis has a quite eclectic theoretical base. For the most part, small 
state theory (the aspect of the theory dealing with small states’ conduct in for-
eign policy) has been the primary theoretical basis. I have used this theory 
because it best describes the behavior of small states in international relations. 
Estonia is a small state in terms of geographical size, population, and degree of 
influence in international politics. The concept of complex interdependence is 
used as a complement to small state theory in explaining interstate coopera-
tion, vulnerability in interdependence, and Estonia’s security policy choices. 
Even though competing theories such as realism and structural realism deal 
mainly with maximization of power and do not emphasize interstate coopera-
tion in the international arena and are not, therefore, applicable to explain 
Estonia’s choices in security policy, they explain the behavior of the United 
States in supporting NATO’s eastward expansion. 

The paper demonstrates that neither neutrality nor regional cooperation was 
a viable security policy option for Estonia after regaining independence in 
August 1991. In its interwar independence period, Estonia had been a strictly 
neutral country. Nevertheless, neutrality failed in 1940 when Estonia was 
forcibly incorporated into the Soviet Union. As Russia was still perceived as 
an enemy at the beginning of the 1990s, there was no reason to believe that 
neutrality would succeed fifty years later. Rather, Estonian politicians and se-
curity policy experts believed that a neutral Estonia could be easily manipu-
lated by Russia and would, therefore, remain in Russia’s sphere of influence. 

Regional cooperation with Finland and the Baltic states was also not suffi-
cient to serve the security interests of Estonia. Estonia had already identified 
integration into Western security structures as its main security policy goal, 
and the country strived for the protection offered by Article V of the North 
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Atlantic Treaty. Cooperation with Finland was seen as a phase in the process 
of integrating into Western security institutions; it was not seen as an alterna-
tive, as it would not have constituted a sufficient security guarantee for Esto-
nia. The creation of Baltic military cooperation projects in the 1990s demon-
strated the will of the Baltic states to work together in security matters, but 
also served the purpose of enhancing the countries’ national readiness and de-
fense capabilities. The main objective of this cooperation was to prepare the 
Baltic states for NATO accession. Baltic security cooperation was never an 
alternative to accession to NATO or the EU, but it did serve as a tool to reach 
the Baltic states’ common security policy ambition to integrate with Western 
security institutions. 

One cannot speak of Estonia’s wish to join Western security institutions 
without mentioning the U.S. desire to see the North Atlantic Treaty Organiza-
tion expand toward the east. This thesis demonstrates that the last round of 
NATO enlargement did not take place only because of the Baltic states’ and 
other aspirants’ will to join the Alliance, but also because the U.S. was inter-
ested in NATO expansion. Enlargement, therefore, was an initiative of mutual 
interest. The U.S. supported the most recent round of NATO enlargement for 
various reasons, both international and domestic. By supporting NATO 
enlargement, the U.S. was maximizing its own strength in the unipolar world. 
It was also interested in continuing to have a say in European foreign and se-
curity policy, especially at a time when the European Union was launching 
joint foreign and defense policies and becoming more united than ever. The 
U.S. needed new allies to accomplish its policy of spreading democratic values 
around the world. There were also several domestic political reasons why the 
United States supported the 2004 round of NATO enlargement. Baltic-Ameri-
cans and, to a lesser extent, the U.S. arms industry were lobbying to get the 
Baltic states incorporated into Western security structures. In addition, the 
U.S. was interested in maintaining good relations with the Baltic states. 

The paper explains that integration into Western security policy institutions 
was the best security alternative for Estonia because the country gained both 
soft (internal) and hard (external) security guarantees when acceding to mem-
bership in these institutions. Furthermore, Estonia now has the opportunity to 
take part in the formulation of EU and NATO policies. Participation in initia-
tives such as the European Union’s Neighborhood Policy or NATO’s Mediter-
ranean Dialogue and the Istanbul Cooperation Initiative offer an opportunity 
for Estonia’s security policy to have more influence when compared to the 
policies the country had prior to its membership in the EU and NATO. 

Nevertheless, Estonia’s membership in Western security institutions entails 
both advantages and disadvantages, especially considering the new instabilities 
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in the transatlantic relationship. Membership in the European Union and 
NATO is both a privilege and an obligation for Estonia, requiring that the 
country be more knowledgeable and more comprehensive in its thinking, tak-
ing a view that befits its status as a player in broad security frameworks. 
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