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I. Introductory Remarks

Since the end of the Cold War the Baltic Sea region has been considered secure and stable place, despite the fact that difficulties found here were appearing on every list of challenges set-up in this period. The general diagnosis of the present situation is largely the same – for it is still relatively secure place. However in the light of profoundly changed environment the regional security context deserves re-examination. 

The main characteristic of the post Cold War security landscape in the Baltic region, was focus on “soft” issues, which for years to come were supposed to organize regional security cooperation. It was not absent of broader concerns, but all sources of potential instability apparently were located nearby, and could have been considered familiar and predictable. Additionally it was fairly conceivable to admit, that certain things “cannot happen in the neighborhood”, and that regional cooperation in addition to progressing European and Euro-Atlantic integration would do to contain the known ones. Thus threat-based co-operation hasn’t been a factor tying mutual relations of countries located here. To some extent the security co-operation has become in the Baltic region a by-product of broader-defined effort, and a “reflection” of the Euro-Atlantic integration process, in particular stemming from NATO and EU aspirations of some countries.

On the other hand one has to recognize the model of sub-regional cooperation against common odds established in the Baltic area. One of the leading Swedish security analysts (Bo Huldt) noted recently that “Security and insecurity in the Baltic Sea region has historically been conditioned by the interaction of three categories or types of actors: the permanent powers, the some time great powers and the maritime powers.” The permanent powers – Germany and Russia – under different names and through various historical periods set the conditions for the power game conducted among the other shore states. The position of the some time great power – Denmark and Poland in the Middle Ages and the early Modern Age and Sweden during the period of the so-called “Swedish century” (1621-1721) – depended on the shifting power structures of other regional states and general in Europe. The maritime powers – the Dutch in the 17th century, the British from the 18th until the beginning of the 20th century and since 1945, the United States – are not from the region but they have economic, political and strategic interests in the Baltic Sea area. Their main aim is to preserve a balance in the region and prevent any “some time” or “permanent” power from becoming the master of the rest. 

Thus the Baltic Sea regional cooperation might be legitimately referred to as “laboratory of solutions” forming a tough (by achieved standard) act to follow by the countries of other regions in the Euro-Atlantic area. Successful NATO and EU enlargements also should be to some extent credited to stability of their northeastern peripheries.

II. New Security Environment

What makes today’s security situation of the region different is intensity of threat manifestation and its truly global nature. True, that the sense of insecurity has been distributed unevenly worldwide, but its possible consequence leaves very little or no room at all for “not in my neighborhood” attitude. Regional actions in security area necessarily must have their connection with the wider efforts to prevent and combat scourges of modern world. Looking through the history, nations of the Baltic Sea region have never had better recognition of their belonging to the global society, and a better case for strengthening mutual co-operation on a region-wide scale. 
It promotes awareness of the value of local responses that exceed their defined area of application. In other words, the region faces some kind of reverted security dilemma with no apparent alternative: by contributing to the global security-oriented effort and its related costs, it gets more security. Inaction born by fears or deliberate calculations and sticking to established patterns of thinking does not prevent or postpone threats. They will come surely, and even not necessarily later.

My intention is not to propose any overhasty conclusions formulated in the heat of the global war on terror redefining old security concepts, but to properly assess new environment in which Baltic security is being shaped anew. History prompts that security and stability has to be seen as a process. They are never given forever. One has to earn it and strive for it. In this context I would like to raise the following question: what comes out from the present security situation for the countries of the region and for the region itself? Will the new threats become unifying factor spurring regional security co-operation, or to the contrary, their bulk and potentially destructive power rather discourage countries from exposing themselves to possible risks stemming from decisive actions?

III. Continuity and Change

The present security landscape in the Baltic region shows many elements of continuity and change.

Elements of justified continuity in defining Baltic security are based on “old” challenges pointing to three specific categories of problems: these originating from the Soviet legacy in a large portion of the region (military and non-military), the trans-border risks of broader origins, and influence of hard-security challenges (mainly of local breed). They continue to define partly security situation and form a strong case for co-operation of countries located there. However, they do not represent any longer the mainstream threats, the region is being confronted with. On all those scores the traditional pattern of thinking has been largely obviated by the new factors.

The two key streams of change are: the truly global character of new asymmetric threats where geographical factor is of limited use, and radically new institutional setting in the region caused by NATO and EU enlargement. In the light of that, proper conclusions are needed from traditional diversification of countries of the region, now a bit flattened by their EU membership, and tangible presence of the Atlantic Alliance in the area. 

It is natural to view the states of the region in terms of distinct groupings differentiated by the heritage of the past, level of development, perceptions of security challenges, and thinking on ways and means to contain them. But what unites these groups is that they are all resource-limited and interested in containing effects of possible problems. All pursue their programs to promote economic growth and defense reform. They also seek support and security assurances from international organizations, and care for international order based on respected values, rule of law and effective multilateralism.

IV. Main Actors

The Nordic Group composed of wealthy stable states, geographically on Europe’s periphery, in which neutrality or more accurately military non-engagement has long tradition and leaves its imprint on people’s minds.

The three (post Soviet) Baltic States, re-appearing on the map in early 90’s and since then their primary aim has been to protect and consolidate their independence anchored in the institutions of the Western world.

Last but not least, Poland, Russia and Germany, adding Central, Western and East European dimensions to the identity of this region.

This division though still valid in many respects, has largely lost its sharpness as a result of progressing European and Euro-Atlantic integration. Additionally NATO and EU enlargement have also put new light on three residual dilemmas bearing on security in the region:

· engagement of Russia, as a former empire holding keys to solutions of many local issues, and badly needed companion of responsible regional (and global) policy,

· strengthening of the US interest in the area,

· practical understanding of military non-alignment in the era of threats not respecting values of civilized human society and pressing need for presence of a credible military option to prevent and counter them.

V. Neutrality and New Threats

The nations living in the Baltic region have their share in the global sense of insecurity, stemming from terrorism committed to maximum violence, proliferation of Weapons of Mass Destruction, threats to critical infrastructure, and the phenomenon called privatization of force. In the new security environment one can hardly speak about periphery – geography alone does not define it any longer. Any country can be confronted with threat of this kind, practically at any time. The warning time might be limited, and possible consequences have unprecedented scale.

Hence the exercise of traditional neutrality is no longer practical in the global context as asymmetric threats respect no borders and can only be effectively combated through cooperative international efforts. Cooperation of states in the field of security and defense becomes imperative of our time. 

Also against this background the traditional notion of neutrality belongs to the past. In the era of global war on terror (though not everywhere understood as a hot and real conflict) it is rather misleading to think in terms of the conflict being fought by the others. It may be sometimes true in practice, but it fails to assure, that bystanders will not take the casualties. After all the innocent victims of 9/11 were all neutral people, citizens of peace loving countries, interested in business, just passing by, or helping others in getting out of the burning WTC buildings.

There are also additional reasons why it is no longer possible to maintain neutrality in the face of the new threats. First, because they are there and their nature is different than in the past. Second, because neutrality limits the scope of effective international action. Third, because it is no longer effective and universally respected. Furthermore, lines between internal and external security became “blurred”, and interdependence between fighting asymmetric threats worldwide and homeland security has never been more obvious than now.

Effective prevention necessitates the “inaction” to be re-forged into proactive approach, where instead of neutrality, should prevail thinking in terms of practical commitments and belonging. On both scores, it doesn’t have to concern institutional choices made by certain countries, or be tantamount to any commitment to a given type of military response – but it has to bear on the course of practical actions in the field of security and defense – both nationally and regionally. Four years ago three security analysts from Finland (Hanna Ojanen) and Sweden (Gunilla Herolf and Rutger Lindahl) concluded their project on the Northern Dimension of the CFSP by the following judgement: “If the idea of a common European voice is not to be abandoned, all member countries need to adjust and compromise: in this sense, a common voice demands a certain effort from all – non-aligned and aligned, large and small alike. After all, internal cohesion can, in the long term, be a crucial requirement for efficiency in the CFSP; if a common voice has a price, it also yields a good return for the unity of Europe.”

VI. Baltic region and Euro-Atlantic security structures 

European and Euro-Atlantic organizations, deeply transformed and enlarged over recent decade, quickly adapt themselves to new security realities and propose a lot in this respect. The EU in its present composition offers the very best example of a potential that badly needs to be fully utilized. Another good example is NATO and her outreach programs, most notably Partnership for Peace and Euro-Atlantic Partnership Council. They offer a lot of potential for sound co-operation also in remote parts of the world, where the Alliance projects its mission.

Over last years NATO has narrowed the gap between political and defense cooperation among Allies, and its forms available for willing and able partners. At present, it seems to have (technically) reached its maximum in the defense field. To make a step further, it would be necessary for interested partners to follow closely the transformation of the Alliance, and to think creatively about its possible offer. It would be however extremely hard in the future to conceive extension of key NATO military programs to (non-Allied EU partners) without touching on two sensitive issues: 1) mutual NATO-EU relations in the operational sphere; 2) serious talk about mutual commitments of the countries participating for instance in defense planning.  The latter process, which is high on the list of non-NATO EU members requires high degree of political, legal, and doctrinal compatibility on both sides.

I do not point directly here to article 5 of the Washington Treaty – though credible contribution to it even by non-Allies does not seem to be that inconceivable now. In Finland and Sweden voices opting for NATO membership offer a lot of convincing arguments (also in financial terms). The problem however goes far beyond the formal aspect of the issue. To put it a bit provocatively, it doesn’t matter whether certain countries belong to NATO. Confronted with the modern threats, they will have to behave like ones. In essence, for the immediate future, the key question facing both NATO, and regional partners interested in close interactions, will not be extension of membership, but mutually satisfactory ways of building political like-mindedness and operational compatibility.

At the moment neither the EU, nor any other European organization is able to play a self-sustained global role in security/defense sphere without US active support. Different patterns of participation of the EU member states in security structures and particularly, lack of consensus in the Union on security/defense issues inevitably lead to self-elimination from a global play, as Iraqi crisis proved it. The larger role of the EU in this sphere can turn into reality if the clear formation of European defense, including definition of possible military options based on capability build-up materializes itself. 

Although for the US the Baltic region does not seem to be strategically important, Washington has shown direct interest in developing its unity and cohesion. The more so that Poles, Finns, Lithuanians and other nations of the region see the transatlantic link based on American presence in Europe as key component of European security. One has to bear in mind that European defense does not equal EU´s ESDP. NATO remains essential forum for transatlantic security being - paradoxically enough – also European organization. For those reasons NATO-EU arrangements seem to be most appropriate forum for advancing US-European security and defense co-operation.

Security policies of the states of the Baltic region draw proper conclusions from underdevelopment and underuse of the existing framework. Convincing other partners to help filling it with real strategic substance constitutes very important task they face now. Problem lies not only in making better use of already created structures (Berlin plus and related arrangements) but also moving beyond them. It underscores only the need of joint EU-NATO strategic vision moving back on track the transatlantic partnership in security area.

VII. Baltic region and Russia: security dimension

Despite the fact that Russian attention is now focused elsewhere (internal situation, domestic terrorism) Baltic region has been (since Peter the Great) and remains strategically important for Russia. What we see now is a consolidation of power in Russia and patient and consistent pursuance of its strategic aims that not always coincide with those of the US and Europe. Russia had lost its dominant position in the Baltic, but never admitted this fact or willingly accepted its consequences. Though history does not record a single case of rebuild empire, the notion of close neighborhood is still valid for certain circles of Russian authorities, so as attempts to rebuild its control there, by economic and political means. It doesn’t come easy for Russia also to accept Baltic States membership in NATO. 
Russia is undergoing a process of adjustment. It still possesses a large amount of nuclear weapons and is a permanent member of the Security Council. It holds keys to solving a number of potential security problems. Those include among others: poor environmental situation, including nuclear safety, Kaliningrad, Kola Peninsula, with decaying Northern Fleet. However economic, social and political conditions in Russia place it among developing countries. A close interborder and crossborder cooperation between Baltic Sea countries including such Russian region as Kaliningrad Oblast, St. Petersburg, Pskov (within the framework of the Council of the Baltic Sea States) can become a stepping-stone for Russia to recognize that Europe is genuinely interested in strong, predicable, prosperous and democratic Russia that plays an important and constructive role in Euroatlantic community. A weak Russia has a potential to affect negatively its neighbors as much as strong Russia during the Soviet time.  

VIII. Concluding remarks

In the region the soft dimension of security is being placed high on the agenda. A lot has been done in this respect, also within the framework of a number of regional organizations (CBSS; Arctic Council, OSCE) that deals with different aspects of soft security, but with mixed results. Apart of some achievements in this sphere we should not shy away from formulating another ambitious aims, for example to make the Baltic Sea a zone free from biological and chemical toxins including chemical weapons from the II World War, endangering the sea-life and the surrounding.

The Baltic Sea Region can be example of regional co-operation also in other areas of vital importance for tackling global hazards. The Proliferation Security Initiative/Cracow Initiative opens a way for co-operation of Nordic and Baltic States in enforcing non-proliferation objectives. The Baltic Sea has a chance to become a proliferation free basin, where a network of seaports and customs offices would co-operate in order to achieve such a goal and where sailing is safe due to monitoring of points of entry/exit and sea traffic.

The geostrategic situation of the region is pretty much the same, but its security environment has significantly changed. The adequate response to the challenges ahead will require a change – in policies, but also in peoples’ (including decision makers) attitudes and mentality. 

In parallel with measures undertaken in relation to the enlargement of NATO by new members, we should develop cooperation aimed at expanding the space of friendly relations on the edges of the Alliance. In times of globalization and the mushrooming of new technologies, security is not only predicated on the condition of the army but on good relations with neighbors as well. With that in mind we should spare no effort to enlarge the circle of the Alliance’s friends and partners.

The Baltic Sea as an area of intensive international cooperation can serve as a model for a Europe that tries to merge itself into one entity.
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