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Summary
Europe is sometimes called the “Old Continent” or the “Old World.” And even  

if it is now one of the most peaceful political and military regions of the world, it is an area 
of extremely intense discussions, considerations, plans and activities related to the security 
of the whole of Europe. The geopolitical location of Central ‑Eastern Europe at the interface 
of the Russian Federation and NATO’s eastern flank causes a great deal of interest, espe‑
cially within the Western Civilization. It is an area of uncertainty and, despite many other 
threats, when we talk about threats, Europe’s eyes are turned east.
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Introduction to the problem

Central and Eastern Europe, due to its geopolitical location, is of great importance for 
the security not only of the countries of the region itself, but also of the whole Europe. 
The Russian threat changes its intensity over time, but it is always present in the 
post ‑Second World War era. The Russia ‑West relations went from strong Cold War 
tensions to attempts to cooperate and to find a place for the Russian Federation in the 
European security system (before 2014, Russia was even the main beneficiary of the 
NATO Science for Peace and Security Program conducted as part of NATO’s scien‑
tific and research activities, which in 2016 supported 36 research projects with a total 
value of EUR 12 million) 1. However, the hostile actions directed against Ukraine  
in 2014 explicitly revealed the attitude of the Russian Federation to cooperation with 
1 Source: „Bezpieczeństwo granic Ukrainy kluczowe z punktu widzenia wschodniej flanki NATO”,  

http://www.defence24.pl/bezpieczenstwo ‑granic ‑ukrainy ‑kluczowe ‑z ‑punktu ‑widzenia ‑wschodniej‑
 ‑flanki ‑nato, published on 29 February 2016.
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the West. The annexation of Crimea was an obvious violation of the provisions of the 
Budapest Memorandum signed in December 1994, under which the Russian Federa‑
tion undertook to “respect the independence and sovereignty of Ukraine’s existing 
borders,”“refrain from the use of force against the territorial integrity or political 
independence of Ukraine” with an indication that “no weapon (...) will ever be used 
against Ukraine”, and expressed its commitment “to refrain from economic con‑
straints aimed at subordinating to its own interests Ukraine’s implementation of the 
rights inherent in its sovereignty in order to achieve this benefits of any kind”2. Those 
and subsequent developments on the territory of Ukraine made the Russian Federa‑
tion a questionable partner in international relations.

However, the fact remains that Russia poses a real threat to European 
countries and, first of all, to Eastern Europe. These countries, in turn, are not able 
to stand up to such a serious opponent individually. The only chance for effective 
resistance is cooperation within institutions and international alliances. Among 
other things, for this reason, commonly prevailing opinions about the justification 
of the existence and about the quality of the North Atlantic Alliance are directly 
proportional to the Russian threat that is perceived at the given moment. With the 
increase of this threat, the intensity of NATO’s activities in relation to the security 
of Europe increases, the frequency of NATO Summits and working meetings also 
increses and, most notably, NATO’s ratings are rising as an alliance needed for and 
guaranteeing security in Europe.

At present, it is impossible to consider conlicts solely in terms of armed 
clashes. An equally debilitating for the opponent may be a long ‑term action aimed 
at weakening it, causing economic dependence, and resulting in major possibilities 
to influence its political decisions and to create markets beneficial for the country 
undertaking such actions. 

Not to be missing from considerations about the security of the “eastern 
flank of NATO” is also the cooperation within the framework of the “Tri ‑Sea” 
(Adriatic Sea, Baltic Sea and Black Sea) initiative countries and other forms  
of international cooperation developed as partnerships or alliances that have an 
element of defense cooperation. Organizations supporting decision ‑making pro‑
cesses also have significance for the collective security system created this way. 
Think tanks, through creative studies and, in particular, strategic analyzes, influ‑
ence political decisions and steps taken by individual governments to ensure the 
security of their countries. 

2 Source: https://larouchepub.com/eiw/public/2014/eirv41n08 ‑20140221/34 ‑35_4108.pdf [access: 10.10.2018].
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Current geopolitical situation of Central ‑Eastern Europe

In rcent years, the security environment of Central and Eastern Europe has under‑
gone dynamic changes. Theystarted in 2014, before the NATO Summit in Wales, 
by the annexation of Crimea done by the Russian Federation. It had a particu‑
larly large impact on the relations between Russia and NATO which, considering  
previous agreements, had to react by staunch opposition, but not including allied 
armed forces. Therefore, the question should be asked about the current geopoliti‑
cal situation of Central and Eastern Europe and the greatest risks which this part 
of Europe currently has to face.

This threat’s significance is best illustrated by the growth rate of defense 
spending in Central ‑Eastern Europe. It amountedto 74.4 billion United States  
dollars in 2015, that is, more by 7.5 percent than in 2014 (see Figure 1).

The problem on the eastern flank of the Alliance overlapped with the 
conflicts taking place on its southern outskirts: the increasing instability in Syria 
related to the development of the so ‑calledIslamic State, and the uncertain situa‑
tion in Yemen, Iraq and Libya.

Also the situation inside Europe has begun to deteriorate. The countries 
of the Old World had to face a huge wave of migration, under which only in 2015 
almost 1.4 milllion refugees arrived to Europe. Terrorist attacks appeared, such as 
in Paris and Brussels, which proved to be threats extremely difficult to predict and 
prevent. However, Central ‑Eastern Europe suffered thje least from these recent 
events. They are the biggest security problem in Western Europe.

Figure 1. Changes in defenseexpendituresdivided into regions of the world (2014/2015)

Source: SIPRI Yearbook 2016: Armaments, Disarmaments and International Security, www.sipriyear‑
book.org, p. 18, accessedon5 October 2018.



12

Studia Administracji i Bezpieczeństwa           nr 5/2018

For Central ‑Eastern Europe, the main problem now is the develop‑
mentsrelated to the Crimea annexation. After that event, the increased military 
activity of Russia in Crimea and the east of Ukraine is noticeable. Even the cease‑
fire negotiated wthin the Minsk Process did not guarantee peace in the region. 
Separatist armed forces supporting Russia continued to provoke armed incidents3. 
Thanks to its access to the sea, Crimea is an area extremely important from a geo‑
political and strategic point of view. According to Rimland’s theory4, dominion 
over coastal areas gives the possibility of greatly influencing the international 
situation. However, destabilizing the situation in eastern Ukraine may have its jus‑
tification in economic matters. Eastern regions, including Luhansk and Donetsk, 
are regions with one of the highest shares in Ukraine’s GDP. There have also very 
fertile soils, and the climate facilitates agri ‑food production.

At the same time, the Russian Federation carried out provocative actions 
against NATO. These include:

 – large ‑scale technical modernization of the armed forces,
 – numerous flights of air forces along the borders of allied states, includ‑

ing sometimes unannounced flights in the airspace of these countries,
 – sea incidents between the Russian navy and units of NATO states 

threatening to open conflict,
 – conducting military exercises (also unannounced, the so ‑called snap exer‑

cises) of an offensive character in the western areas of Russia (including 
the Kaliningrad Region) including simulated nuclear strikes with the par‑
ticipation of numerous armed forces reaching 150,000 personnel,

 – the general expansion of military capabilities and the priority treatment 
of forces stationed at the borders with NATO countries5.

3 P. Soloch, P. Pietrzak, „Szczyt NATO w Warszawie: uwarunkowania, rezultaty, wnioski dla Polski”, 
Bezpieczeństwo Narodowe 2016, No. 37 ‑40, p. 17.

4 The Rimland theory – a geopolitical theory created during the Second World War by Nicholas Spykman, 
according to which he who has power at sea (coastal areas), rules the world. It was created as the opposite 
of Heartland’s theory. Rimland consusts of the peripheral (coastal) countries. In World War II, according to 
Spykman’s theory, the side ruling the Rimland was able to win the war. Throughout the Cold War period 
this tehory was used, and now stil is, by NATO. Therefore, for example, the resilience offered in member‑
ship to Montenegro – a country whose military significance is negligible, but its geopolitical location, in 
accordance with Spykman’s theory, has huge importance. Rimland is divided into three sections: the Eu‑
ropean coastland, the Arabian ‑Middle Eastern desert land and the Asiatic monsoon land. The assumptions  
of Rimland’s theory were originally presented in two publications published during World War II: Nicholas 
Spykman, America’s Strategy in World Politics and Nicholas Spykman, The Geography of the Peace.

5 Ł. Kulesa, T. Frear, D. Raynowa, Policy Brief. Managing Hazardous Incidents in the Euro ‑Atlantic Area: 
A New Plan of Action, European Leadership Network, 2016.
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These actions are proof of the political and military pressure that the  
Russian Federation exerts on NATO, and the element of which is the demonstration  
of strength and determination to defend Russian interests in Eastern Europe. In addi‑
tion, Russia is gathering a key part of its armed forces with the latest technologies  
in the western strategic direction. This is evidenced by the fact that the number of 
Russian armed forces personnel in this region amounts to over 370,000 soldiers, that 
is, approximately 30 percent of the slightly more than one million total Russian mili‑
tary personnel (more details in Table 1), and by the decisions made by Russia before 
the NATO summit in Warsaw to create additional two divisions of land forces: one 
in the Western Military District and another one in Southern Military District.

Table 1. Size of the Russian Federation’s armed forces in Western and Southern Military 
Districts

L.p. Type of armed forces Western Military District
Southern  

Military District
1 personnel about 300,000 about 72,000
2 tanks about 1100
3 infantry combat vehicles about1900
4 tactical missile systems about60
5 artillery above 100 mm caliber about2850
6 aircraft 570
7 strike helicopters 180
8 warships (including submarines) 126 (7)

Based on: A.M. Dyner, “Rosja wzmacnia potencjał wojskowy na zachodzie państwa”, Biuletyn PISM 

No. 36 (1386), 3 June 2016, p. 1.

All these activities seem to be a deterrent aimed at marking Russia’s 
sphere of influence and stopping the integration of the North ‑Atlantic Alliance 
with post ‑Soviet states. This integration may be perceived by Russia as a “ter‑
ritorial expansion” of the Alliance to the east and be a source of strengthening the 
Russian military presence on the border with NATO countries6. Two areas are of 
particular importance: the surroundings of the Kaliningrad Region and the annexed 
Crimea. In these areas, the latest Russian weapons are deployed, including missiles 
capable of delivering nuclear warheads. The total military potential of the Russian 
Federation located in Central and Eastern Europe is thus much larger than the 
NATO potential located in the same region. Actions taken as a result of the NATO 
Summit in Warsaw, consisting of strengthening the eastern flank of the Alliance, 
are aimed at equalizing forces on the NATO ‑Russia line. A particularly sensi‑

6 Ibidem.
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tive place is the “Suwałki Gap”: seventy kolometers of border between Poland 
and Lithuania located in the immediate vicinity of the Kaliningrad District, and 
being the only land connection between Poland and the northeasternmost allied 
countries, as illustrated in Figure 2. In the event of conflict, NATO needs to held 
the Suwalki Gap to strengthen the defense of the Baltic States, and its loss would 
mean practically the loss of these countries as well. Hence, it is necessary to 
increase the presence of NATO troops not only in the northeastern part of Poland, 
but also on the territory of Lithuania – on the other side of the Suwalki Gap.

Russia also made political and legal steps to justify armed operations in 
other countries without their consent. In the Russian military doctrine of December 
2014, apart from the obvious statement of the duty to defend the country, and apart 
from the declaration to ensure the security of Russia’s allies, there were provisions 
on the need to provide security also to Russian citizens remaining outside the terri‑
tory of the Russian Federation who found themselves threatened, even if it would 
involve the use of armed force (point 22 of the Doctrine)7.

Figure 2. Suwałki Gap on the background of NATO member countries

Based on: http://www.nato.int/nato ‑on ‑the ‑map, accessedon 15October 2017.

Russia’s diplomatic narration is that the cause of strengthening the 
western borders of Russia is the aggressive encircling of the Russian Fed‑
eration by NATO countries: the rising number of the members of the Alliance,  

7 A. Madej, P. Świeżak, „Informacja na temat Doktryny Wojennej Federacji Rosyjskiej”, Bezpieczeństwo 
Narodowe No. 36, 2015, BBN, Warsaw, pp. 177 ‑178.
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the anti ‑missile shield, the new NATO bases close not only to the western, but 
also the southern borders of the Russian Federation. This confirms the words  
of the former Supreme Allied Commander Operations, Philip M. Breedlowe, who 
stated that Russia is determined by its aggressive actions to rebuild the old sphere 
of influence and regain the status of world power, and on the occasion to reduce 
the role and significance of NATO8. Russia’s actions are as disturbing as that they 
show a violation of the rules on which the West has built the post ‑war security 
system – a system based on the respect for sovereignty, the integrity of borders, 
the peaceful settlement of disputes and the non ‑abuse of power in international 
relations, as well as on voluntary participation in alliances.

Evidently, the Russian Federation has a great geopolitical reason to carry 
out an attack on the territories of Central and Eastern European natioons. Countries 
of the former USSR in the immediate vicinity of Russiaare particularly in dan‑
ger. In this context, NATO’s Enhanced Advanced Presence that started in 2016 is  
of particular importance.

For NATO, one of the key areas is the SuwałkiGap. Its loss would mean 
the cutoff of the Baltic states, such as Latvia and Estonia, from assistance from 
the main NATO territory. This is why so many NATO bases are located in Poland 
and Lithuania – in close proximity to the Kaliningrad Region.

NATO in the East of Europe

One of the widespread theories of international relations which considers the fac‑
tors that decide between war and peace is the theory of the balance of power.  
In accordance with it, international peace will be ensured if a balance exists in 
power relations that will prevent any actor from dominating over other partici‑
pants of international relations9. Therefore, balance, despite the need to constantly 
invest in defense, can guarantee peace thanks to the fact that all parties have a sim‑
ilar military strength10. If this theory is true, then after its conditions have been 
met, armed forces should never be used.

In practice, this is obviously inaccessible in a direct way. It is enough  
to take into account the differences in the territories of individual states and their 

8 P.M. Breedlove, “NATO’s Next Act, How to Handle Russia and Other threats”, Foreign Affairs 2016, 
July/August, p. 98.

9 K. Mingst, Podstawy stosunków międzynarodowych, Wydawnictwo Naukowe PWN, Warsaw, 2006, p. 89.
10 L. Porębski, Militarne aspekty światowego układu sił, http://winntbg.bg.agh.edu.pl/ skrypty2/0073/

roz05.pdf, accessedon10 October 2018.
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economic potentials, to demonstrate the unrealistic implementation of this theory 
in practice. Balance of strength is, however, an extremely important deterrent. That 
is where defensive alliances ensure small states the possibility of having a large, 
effective military force that can match the potential of the great powers that these 
smaller countries may threaten. From this point of view, to identify the state of secu‑
rity of a given country or region, it is necessary to determine their defense potentials.

For Central and Eastern Europe, it is crucial to compare the potentials  
of the world’s 2 largest military powers, for which this region is an area of struggle 
for influence since the Second World War. This is an exceptional area because:

It is geopolitically located between the world’s 2 largest military powers: 
NATO and the Russian Federation,

Although the armed forces of Russia and NATO are among the most 
active in the world, for many years after the end of World War II, no military 
operations were carried out there (this was only changed by the annexation of 
Crimea by the Russian Federation),

It became one of the subjects of non ‑military rivalry under the Cold War,
Due to its geopolitical location on the NATO ‑Russia border, it is one  

of the most militarized areas in the world,
Despite the lack of armed operations, the extent of the zones of influence 

of the North Atlantic Alliance and the Russian Federation changed over time, mov‑
ing north in the region in favor of NATO, and in the south (as shown by recent 
events – Russia’s presence in Ukraine) in favor of Russia11.

NATO and Russia are belong to two different civilizations, and the dif‑
ferences in the level and quality of life imply significant cultural and economic 
differences, and a strategic approach to security. In 2016, NATO spent a total  
of nearly 921.5 billion USD on defense. At the same time, the Russian Federa‑
tion spent 44.6 billion USD for the same purpose, over twenty times less than the 
Alliance. Nevertheless, their potentials do not differ so drastically, which will be 
presented later in this study. This difference results mainly from the mentioned 
economic differences, including the costs of personnel employment, production 
and purchase of equipment, as well as differences in the level on which the armed 
forces are maintained, and in social and living conditions in which soldiers serve. 
Comparison of defense budgets is a great example showing the insufficiency  
of quantitative analysis (in this case, in absolute terms, of US dollars). Additional 
evaluation criteria should therefore be adopted.

11 Ibid.
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However, it should be remembered that the quantitative comparison  
of military potentials, that is, through the list of defense expenditures, the size 
of troops or equipment, is not decisive as to which party in the event of conflict 
would be in a winning position. Equally important is the qualitative analysis, that 
is, issues such as experience, strategic and tactical knowledge, quality of soldiers 
training and quality of equipment, possessed deterrence, and even the efficiency 
of diplomacy, which are much more difficult to determine mainly due to their 
non ‑numerical values.

The global tendency in the field of defense and army is professionaliza‑
tion, which seeks in the most general form to stop devoting financial resources 
to maintaining old, ineffective forces and means of action, and allocating more 
money for appropriate training and modern equipment giving greater chance  
of gaining advantage in the event of conflict. As a result, such an approach leads 
to increasing the effectiveness of the armed forces without increasing defense 
expenditures, but only changing the way of spending funds.

It should also be remembered that the military potential of the state  
or organization does not determine its international position. It is not difficult to 
find in the international arena countries that, despite humble armed forces, have 
a strong international position. An example of this may be Germany, whose armed 
forces are not numerous, but thanks to the economic strength and the ability to use its 
geopolitical position, the country enjoys a large influence on the international arena. 

A reverse scenario is also possible. A militarily strong state, despite eco‑
nomic weakness, can have a significant impact on the events of the world political 
scene. Such a state is, for example, the Russian Federation, which even during the 
crisis, which it underwent in the 1990’s, was able to retain its importance in the 
international arena.

NATO summit in Warsaw in 2016

The NATO summit in Warsaw was a continuation of activities launched at New‑
port in Wales and a real reaction of the Alliance to drastic changes in the security 
environment in Central and Eastern Europe. The Russian Federation has proved 
to be an unbelievable player that does not keep its promises and commitments.  
An example of this may be the Budapest Memorandum signed by the United 
States, the Russian Federation, Great Britain and Ukraine in December 1994, 
according to which, in exchange for the handing over of post ‑Soviet nuclear 
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weapons on the Ukrainian territory to Russia and for Ukraine’s accession to the 
Nuclear Non ‑proliferation Treaty, the other signatory states committed themselves 
to, among others, respect the sovereignty and territorial integrity of Ukraine. The 
events of 2014, including the annexation of Crimea by Russia followed by the 
occupation of the Lugansk and Donetsk provinces, show that in Central and East‑
ern Europe there is an actor in the political scene who can change the borders of 
European states, disrupting the respect lasting for half a century after the Second 
World War. For NATO, these are measures that force the Alliance to take steps to 
prevent Russia’s further territorial expansion.

During the NATO summit in Warsaw, a decision was made to change  
the concept of defense of the eastern flank12. It was decided to adopt the concept 
of the enhanced advanced presence of allied military forces instead of the cur‑
rent policy of rapid strengthening in the event of conflict. It was established that 
the new concept will be implemented through the deployment of four reinforced 
multinational battalion groupsto Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Poland. It was also 
established that in the new battalion group in Poland, the United States will play 
the role of the framework state, while the same roles will be performed by Canada 
in Latvia, by Great Britain in Estonia, and by Germany in Lithuania. Addition‑
ally, as many as eighteen countries have declared their willingness to contribute 
their armed forces to the new multinational battalion groups. During the Summit, 
a decision was also made to create a multinational division headquarters in Poland, 
whose task will be to support the battalion groups13.

An important topic raised during the Summit was also the new threats, 
which either emerged recently, grew stronger, or began to affect the member states. 
They are first and foremost:

 – cybercrime,
 – terrorism,
 – hybrid threats.

A special place was given to attacks, recognized as the most important 
aspect of NATO’s operational activities. The Allies committed themselves to 
increase their defense capabilities in this area, as well as to take into account ter‑
rorist threats in their defense strategies. This approach means treating cyber attacks 
as equivalent to conventional attacks, with the possibility to invoke Article 5  
of the North Atlancic Treaty in case of a cyber attack on a NATO member state.  

12 Communiqué from the NATO Summit in Warsaw, 2016.
13 Ibidem.
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It was also agreed that hybrid threats will become the subject of closer cooperation 
between NATO and the European Union.

During the Summit, the direction of the Alliance’s policy towards the Russian 
Federation was also determined. The last aggressive actions of the eastern neighbor 
were considered a definitive rejection of repeated cooperation offers. No partnership 
or cooperation will be possible until Russia adheres to international law. However, 
the will to conduct dialogue at the level of the NATO ‑Russia Council was confirmed.

Regarding the conflict in Ukraine, during the Summit, the allies adopted 
the Comprehensive Assistance Package, and also stressed the special importance 
of cooperation under the Charter of Special Partnership14.
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