
 

 

 
Diaconu Coresi Str., nr. 53, Bucharest, Romania 

Web: www.esga.ro, E-mail: contact@esga.ro 

 

 

 

 

How the Conflict in Eastern Ukraine and Crimea Annexation Challenged the 

Baltic States 

 

Dhimitraq Xhacka1 

 

Abstract  

The Russian aggressive and their provocative policy in the region have confirmed that 

Russia with its politico-economic system generates a challenge to the West. This article 

demonstrates an approach to security and foreign policymaking of the three Baltic States 

considering the Ukraine crisis which was perceived as one of their biggest foreign policy 

challenges and this is the reason why I intend to explain the reaction of the Baltic States. Thus, 

following the fact the EU is one of the main political platforms that the Baltic States use to 

achieve their main objectives, my main goal is to identify the degree of Europeanization of the 

Baltic States in the context of the Ukraine crisis by analyzing the main discourses of their 

political officials so, in the end, I would be able to define the effectiveness of this policies. From 

here, I also intend to identify if these countries have had a joint stance and consequently if these 

countries have pursued similar policies as a response to potential aggression from Russia. 
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Introduction 

In recent years, one of the instruments that Russia has used for consolidating power and 

for gaining public support is military interventions. In this way, following the second Chechen 

war in 2000, military conflict with Georgia in 2008 and, recently, the annexation of Crimea in 

2014, has had a positive impact on Putin’s popularity in the whole Russian-speaking area and 

consequently, this can be also understood as a confirmation for the effectiveness of these policies 

(Gotkowska & Piotr Szymański, 2017). Considering the illegal Russian annexation of Crimea as 

well as the Russian military aggression in the East and South of Ukraine everybody may easily 

argue that this crisis has had major consequences for Ukraine. These events have serious political 

repercussions and implications for other state’s security dynamics, and on-going armed conflicts 

in different regions in the landmass of Euro-Asia. Thus, Maili Vilson explains that the outbreak 

of the crisis in Ukraine "caused disarray and marked a radical change not only in Ukraine but on 

the international scene in Europe and beyond" (Vilson, Baltic Perspectives on the Ukraine Crisis: 

Europeanization in the Shadow of Insecurity, 2017). Said in other words, it is a regional crisis 

with global impact on key state actors, regions and other conflicts. Here I mention the former 

Soviet Republics including the Baltic States, the European Union, the United States, and NATO, 

etc. Consequently, even though the character of the consequences may differ from one actor to 

another, still, it cannot be denied the role of Russia as a globally influential political actor that 

implies crucial effects on others (Granholm, Johannes Malminen, & Persson, 2014). Moreover, 

these events are considered as a major challenge to the liberal, rules-based international post-

Cold War order and following this logic Justyna Gotkowska& Piotr Szymański have explained 

that “Russia with its current politico-economic system generates a challenge to the West of a 

comprehensive and a long-term nature” (Gotkowska & Piotr Szymański, 2017). In this regard, I 

must bring up the interview of President Putin with the Financial Times just before the G20 

summit. President Putin said that “liberalism is obsolete”(Financial Times, 2019), and continued 

https://www.ft.com/content/670039ec-98f3-11e9-9573-ee5cbb98ed36
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by saying that “Western democracies for decades had outlived its purpose"(Financial Times, 

2019). 

As I mentioned above these events pose a fundamental challenge for the European Union 

and to be more specific, it presents a fundamental challenge to the process of formation of the 

liberal and international rules-based system among the EU member states and for other European 

countries. What is even more important is that many scholars argue that “this may influence the 

European security order (Granholm, Johannes Malminen, & Persson, 2014). Furthermore, in this 

section, I must mention that peace is a primary goal for the EU, and it is an essential part of its 

agenda to be not just a regional but a global actor for peace. In this regard, it can also be said that 

the EU has promoted itself as a crisis manager who uses many instruments, such as diplomacy, 

civilian operations, peace-keeping missions, etc. Besides, I also consider relevant to outline that 

the lion’s share of development aid for the developing countries and also for the third world 

countries comes from the European Union together with its member states (Grant, 2009). 

In light of the Ukraine crisis, even though that the European Union has strongly 

condemned the illegal annexation in Crimea and also the Russian aggression in the east and 

south of Ukraine I will later explain that even after many other EU measures that were taken, 

there is still possible of “a clear risk that EU’s credibility as a crisis manager will be further 

questioned” (Granholm, Johannes Malminen, & Persson, 2014). Here I must note that even 

before the Ukrainian crisis, there were discussions about the lack of long-term direction and 

strategy in the EU’s foreign and security policy as there were different approaches of the 

member states, which in turn makes it even more difficult to agree on a common strategic 

direction. As was outlined by many scholars in the escalation of the crisis in Ukraine posed the 

need for an updated version of the European Security Strategy (Granholm, Johannes Malminen, 

& Persson, 2014). From here, I may correlate with the declaration of the new elected European 

Commission, namely Ursula von der Leyen, who outlined that, and I quote here: “If we are 

united on the inside, nobody will divide us from the outside” (Foreign Policy, 2019).   

As I mentioned above, given the responsibility that the European Union has for peace and 

security in Europe many scholars argue that there is the risk that EU's credibility as a crisis 
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manager will be further questioned as the impact of EU measures that were taken for resolving 

the crisis in Ukraine might be seen as negligible (Granholm, Johannes Malminen, & Persson, 

2014). In this line, it can be said that this may have a negative spillover effect on the 

Europeanization process among the EU member states and also among other European countries 

that adhere to join the EU in the future and the context when for the first time an EU member 

state is about to leave the Union and also taking into account that the refugee crisis is still 

present, this, in turn, may seriously threaten the future of the European Union. Consequently, this 

led to the situation in which the defence issue has taken up more space on the EU's agenda. 

Furthermore, as I mentioned above, the crisis in Ukraine produced serious implications 

for another important actor in the world stage, namely the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 

which is directly responsible for peace and security of its European participants and 

consequently for the security in the European continent. Here, I must note that militarized 

regions such as Kaliningrad, Transnistria and recently Crimea as well as the East and South of 

Ukraine which is mostly on the control of Russian separatist forces, are to be considered by 

many scholars as a real threat for all the NATO members and more specifically for the Baltic 

States and Poland. In this regard, I mentioned that in the light of these events, NATO had to 

review most of its defence plans, more specifically the defence plans for the Baltic States and 

Poland which were just "updated" in 2010 (Granholm, Johannes Malminen, & Persson, 2014). 

As I will explain in the following chapters, this situation led to a permanent detachment of 

NATO forces in the Baltic States and also in Poland even though this could be perceived as a 

clear provocative move against Russia which in turn, would increase tensions between West and 

Russia. 

 

The Europeanization of the Baltic States 

To give a better explanation, the consequences that resulted from the illegal annexation of 

Crimea as well as the Russian military aggression in the East and South of Ukraine, I have 

decided to explain the case of the Baltic States. In this line, I must mention that the case study is 
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not a random one. To start with, I must note that Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania are often 

perceived by the international community as an integral unit, the so-called Baltic States. Maili 

Vilson mentions that “the three Baltic countries share many foreign policy aims and strategies 

due to their geographical, political, historical and social similarities” (Vilson, The Foreign Policy 

of the Baltic States and the Ukrainian Crisis: A Case of Europeanization? 2015). Therefore, I 

mention that the three Baltic States decisively set integration in NATO structures as well as in 

the European Union as their foreign policy priority. As a result, all the Baltic countries, more 

specifically Estonia, Lithuania and Latvia on 29 March 2004 became members of 

NATO (Hyndle-Hussein, 2015) and on the same year on 1st of May joined the European Union 

(Hyndle-Hussein, 2015) and consequently, it can be argued that these countries had been 

pursuing somewhat similar policies. Even though all the Baltic States are members of the EU and 

NATO, Russia continued to maintain its influence in the Baltic States, in several areas, more 

specifically from politics to the economy (Hyndle-Hussein, 2015). Here, I must mention that the 

Baltic States share historical, social and geographical similarities with Ukraine and Russia. In 

this regard, I note that before declaring their independence in 1990, the Baltic States were a 

constituent part of the Soviet Union. This fact led many Russian ethnic to emigrate in the Baltic 

States and as a result, today is to be found considerably Russian national minorities in all the 

Baltic States. Consequently, it can be also said that the Baltic States have a significant number of 

Russian-speaking population, more specifically Latvia and Estonia. Also, these two Baltic States, 

share direct borders with Russia and as for Lithuania, I mention that it does not share direct 

borders with Russia but in turn, it does with a militarized region which is directly controlled by 

the Russians, namely Kaliningrad.   

Therefore, even after achieving their membership in NATO and the EU, all the Baltic 

States experienced increased Russian military activity near their borders as well as inside their 

borders. Here, I mention the cyber-attacks in Estonia which demonstrated not only the 

vulnerability of post-Soviet republics but also of NATO and the EU against the Russian 

interventions. Furthermore, another powerful signal demonstrating that their concerns were real 

was the war in Georgia which was also considered to be a real threat for their security. Finally, as 
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I will explain in the following chapter in more details, the annexation of Crimea and the ongoing 

war in the East and South of Ukraine made the threat from Russia appear more realistic than 

ever. According to some analysts, the three Baltic states were considered “the most likely next 

potential victims of Russian intervention” (Giles, 2016, p. 47). Additionally, most of them argue 

that “given the environment of political and physical instability that emerged in Europe in its 

wake, the Ukraine crisis could be seen as the biggest foreign policy challenge for the Baltic 

states” (Vilson, Baltic Perspectives on the Ukraine Crisis: Europeanization in the Shadow of 

Insecurity, 2017). In this regard, Maili Vilson explains that "the policies of all the Baltic 

countries have reflected their fear not only about Ukraine but also about their security" (Vilson, 

The Foreign Policy of the Baltic States and the Ukrainian Crisis: A Case of Europeanization? 

2015). Therefore, the Baltic support for Ukraine must be primarily seen in the context of their security 

and this is the reason why the support for Ukraine was an obligation for the Baltic States.  

As I mentioned before, another very important aspect is that even though Estonia, Latvia 

and Lithuania are often perceived as an integral unit, I will explain in the following sections of 

this paper that the regional cooperation among these countries is partially limited as it sometimes 

lacks a joint stance. All these three countries share a common fear, more specifically potential 

aggression from Russia which can be carried out through hybrid war which includes active 

propaganda measures as a key component. As a result, the Baltic countries have tried to maintain 

a vigilant foreign policy and to be more specific, I note that the Baltic countries have tried to 

reinforce their international position against a potential threat from Russia. In this line, I must 

mention again MailiVilson who argues that “the Baltic States reacted quickly to the Ukraine 

crisis, they also made extensive use of the European Union policy framework and NATO 

collective defence guarantees" (Vilson, Baltic Perspectives on the Ukraine Crisis: 

Europeanization in the Shadow of Insecurity, 2017). Said in other words, Russia has brought the 

three states together. Consequently, security emerged as the main topic in the official discourses 

of Estonians, Latvians, and Lithuanians officials. Therefore, I intend to analyze the main Baltic 

political discourses on the Ukraine crisis which I considered relevant to achieve the desired 

results. 
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Once the Baltic States regained their independence at the beginning of the 1990s, their 

foreign policy of the Baltic States has been oriented towards the West (Galbreath, Lašas, & 

Lamoreaux, 2008, p. 1). Besides, it can be said that once the Baltic States became part of the EU 

and NATO, the three countries saw stabilized their relations with Russia within the EU 

framework while making use of the NATO collective defence as their national security guarantee 

(Vilson, Baltic Perspectives on the Ukraine Crisis: Europeanization in the Shadow of Insecurity, 

2017). In this line, I mention that many scholars like Galbreathetal, Kasekamp argue that “they 

have been supportive of further EU integration and of the EU speaking with one voice” 

(Kasekamp, 2013, p. 125; Galbreath, Lašas, & Lamoreaux, 2008, pp. 103-105)and they continue 

by adding that “on several occasions, they have come to prefer the community approach to the 

bilateral one” (Galbreath, Lašas, & Lamoreaux, 2008, p. 125). Even though, as I will later 

explain, several differences can be observed between the three countries.  

From here, I note that I intend to explain the reaction of the Baltic States within the EU 

framework. Therefore, I intend to use the process of Europeanization as a starting point. In this 

regard, I note that while studying the domain of Europeanization, I observed numerous 

definitions about Europeanization. This is the reason why, Oana-Andreea Ion argues that the 

concept of Europeanization has become very widespread (Ion, 2016, p. 15). Consequently, I 

intend to mention the main scholars who have studied the domain of Europeanization. Thus, I 

will note Featherstone, who considers that Europeanization is an adaptation of policies and 

policy processes. (Featherstone, 2003, pp. 6-12). Moreover, I must also mention Claudio 

Radaelli who is one of the most popular and prominent authors in the field of Europeanization 

has given one of the most popular and accepted definition on the concept of Europeanization. To 

be more specific, he explains the process of Europeanization and I quote here: “Processes of (a) 

construction, (b) diffusion, and (c) institutionalization of formal and informal rules, procedures, 

policy paradigms, styles, ‘ways of doing things” (Radaelli, 2003, p. 30).  
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The direction of the Europeanization process 

Another very important aspect of the goal of this paper is the direction of the 

Europeanization process. Therefore, Tanja Borzel and Thomas Risse argue that the process of 

Europeanization implies two directions, respectively: top-down and bottom-up (Börzel & Risse, 

2000). During my research, I reached to understand that, on one hand, the 'Top-down' approach 

means that the causal relationship between the EU and the candidate state goes from the 

European level to the national level and in this regard, I must note that the EU gives 

recommendations, directives to the member states, candidate states, etc. On the other hand, ‘the 

bottom-up’ approach refers that a certain country uploading policy to the EU which through the 

EU is being implemented by the rest (Börzel & Risse, 2000). Although, it is also relevant to 

point out that from in Radaelli’s point of view Europeanization appears to be both a cause and an 

effect. In other words, the “Europeanization leaves the issue of diversity open” (Radaelli, 2003, 

pp. 33-34). This is the reason why I have addressed to Europeanization in the case of the Baltic 

States as an interactive two-way process rather than a one-way process which is simply 

perceived as a reaction to the European Union. 

Larsen argues that the EU foreign policy is the result of national foreign policies of the 

member states, external trade relations etc. (Larsen, 2009). What is relevant to be pointed out is 

that foreign policy of EU member states is a domain that includes core aspects of national 

sovereignty and consequently even-after Lisbon Treaty has remained largely intergovernmental. 

Moreover, I must emphasize that this explains the fact that Europeanization of foreign policy is 

bound to be a more voluntary process (Baun & Marek, 2013). From here, I mention that as a 

result, an “EU Common Foreign” and “Security Policy” is adopted. As for the case of the Baltic 

States, I must note that because the Baltic States are small size member states with similar 

foreign policy conditions, these three countries take advantage of the EU framework which gives 

also to small member states access to the politics of the European Union and also on decision-

making to achieve their national foreign policy aims in which is also included security as a key 
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component. As a result, this has led to a new perspective to Baltic policymakers for more 

involvement in international fora. 

Furthermore, I must emphasize that Russia has been and is a key element in the Baltic 

States’ foreign policies (Vilson, The Foreign Policy of the Baltic States and the Ukrainian Crisis: 

A Case of Europeanization? 2015). As I mentioned above, following the Russian aggression, 

consequently the crisis in Ukraine became a central topic in the EU common foreign and security 

policy. Even though the Baltic States were often regarded as belonging to the critical or the so-

called anti-Russian camp in the EU, it cannot be denied that this it may be considered as a 

confirmation for all the narratives of the Baltic States about the Russian threat and possible 

intervention. In this regard, as it was summarized by former chairman of the Foreign Affairs 

Committee of the Estonian Parliament, namely Marko Mihkelson, the Baltic States “have been 

dealing with difficult issues with Russia for years” (The Guardian, 2014). In other words, 

according to him, there was nothing new about the incidents. Moreover, Toomas Hendrik Ilves, 

the former prime minister of Estonia pointed his finger towards the wider international 

community by declaring that they have “kept pressing the snooze button...to postpone 

awakening” (Ilves, 2014). 

 

The reaction of the Baltic States 

As I explained above, the EU as a platform for interactions has much relevance if we 

consider the specificities of the three Baltic States. Even though bilateral relations remained 

prioritized, the relevance of the EU as a platform for interactions with Ukraine increased even 

more (Vilson, The Foreign Policy of the Baltic States and the Ukrainian Crisis: A Case of 

Europeanization? 2015). Even though the Baltics considered the EU’s reaction to the Ukraine 

crisis as too slow and modest, the Baltic States followed many of EU foreign policy soft 

elements towards Ukraine. 
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One example is the EU's Eastern neighbourhood which became a foreign policy priority 

for the Baltic States (Galbreath D. J., 2006; Tulmets, 2011). It can be said that the Eastern 

neighbourhood is to be considered one of the cornerstones of their foreign policy agendas. In this 

line, I note that the three countries not only supported the process of the European integration of 

the Eastern neighbourhood, but also these countries “advocated further EU enlargement in the 

more distant future” (Vilson, The Foreign Policy of the Baltic States and the Ukrainian Crisis: A 

Case of Europeanization? 2015). Similarly, as the case of Slovenia with the West Balkan 

countries which adhere to join the EU, the Baltic States are certain that their neighbours could 

benefit from their experience of post-Soviet transition and EU integration (Galbreath, Lašas, & 

Lamoreaux, 2008). 

Moreover, considering that the sophistication of Russian government information 

operations using controlled media and government-organized nongovernmental organizations 

has only grown since the hybrid warfare in 2007 against Estonia which produced massive 

protests in Tallinn by the Russian-speaking minority, the siege of the Estonian Embassy in 

Moscow as well as cyber-attacks against Estonian government and banking websites (Flanagan, 

Osburg, Binnendijk, Kepe, & Radin, 2019). Also, following the "little green men scenario" in 

Ukraine, Estonia and Lithuania chose the EU framework to neutralize the Russian influence on 

their countries. Therefore, in January 2015, Estonia joined the initiative proposed by the foreign 

ministers of Lithuania, the United Kingdom and Denmark to set up a Commission to adopt a 

common EU action plan to counteract Russian propaganda (Hyndle-Hussein, 2015).  

Besides, in the case of the Ukrainian crisis, a relatively strong reaction was displayed by 

the EU. In July 2014, the EU introduced the first package of economic sanctions against Russia 

(Vilson, Baltic Perspectives on the Ukraine Crisis: Europeanization in the Shadow of Insecurity, 

2017). The targets of these sanctions were sectoral cooperation and exchanges with Russia, as 

well as some of the Russian firms and individuals. Even though the Baltic States predicted a 

negative effect in the case of sanctions against Russia, the three former Baltic republics were part 

of the group of EU member states that wanted much more severe sanctions. In this regard, Aaron 
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Eglitis and Andrew Langley identified that politicians and the public opinion in all three 

countries supported sanctions against Russia (Eglitis & Langley, 2015). Additionally, although 

the three Baltic republics experienced slow economic growth due to the EU sanctions against 

Russia as well as Russian counter-sanctions on Baltic products such as meat, dairy, and 

vegetable products which constitute the main part of exports to Russia, Estonia, Latvia and 

Lithuania as it was reported “backed by Poland and Britain, wanted much tougher language on 

more sanctions looming” (Vilson, Baltic Perspectives on the Ukraine Crisis: Europeanization in 

the Shadow of Insecurity, 2017). As a result, the EU Sanctions on Russia were just extended for 

another six months (Reuters, 2019). 

Furthermore, as I mentioned above the Russian-Ukrainian war brought a serious rethink 

of the Baltic States defence policies that resulted both in a relatively high rise of military 

expenditure as well as speeding-up of the modernization plans. As many security experts argue, 

NATO is considered to be the central guarantee for the maintenance of peace and statehood of 

the Baltic States (Vilson, Baltic Perspectives on the Ukraine Crisis: Europeanization in the 

Shadow of Insecurity, 2017). From here, I note that it is expected that Estonia which has already 

reached the 2% threshold of the military expenditure target, it intends to increase to 2.5% in the 

future. Also, the two remaining Baltic countries, namely Latvia and Lithuania after have already 

doubled their military expenditures, are expecting to reach 2% threshold till 2020 (Vilson, Baltic 

Perspectives on the Ukraine Crisis: Europeanization in the Shadow of Insecurity, 2017). Even 

though there is a long way until the creation of an “EU army”, another important fact is this 

event has led to military cooperation initiatives outside NATO structures to be more specific, not 

only among the three Baltic States but also with Scandinavian countries. Estonia, Latvia and 

Lithuania instead participating in regional defence cooperation among them, has chosen to 

participate in various defence cooperation formats with the Nordic states. Here I mention, the so-

called "the Nordic-Baltic Eight (NB-8)" which is an informal regional network for political and 

security cooperation comprising Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Iceland, Latvia, Lithuania, Norway, 

and Sweden (Flanagan, Osburg, Binnendijk, Kepe, & Radin, 2019).   
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A more profound approach of the Europeanization process of Estonia, Lithuania and 

Latvia 

Estonia 

To give a better explanation about the case of the Baltic States in the light of the crisis in 

Ukraine, in this section I am going to treat each of these states separately and compare them. To 

start with, I am going to explain the case of Estonia by paying attention to the official statements 

of the Estonian government. From here I mention President Toomas Hendrik Ilves who during 

the crisis named the Ukrainian crisis a "conflict of values" as he considered the crisis a "battle 

between Europe and non-Europe" (Ilves, 2014). Moreover, in another of his statements, he called 

the EU sanctions against Russia as “a minor slap on the wrist” (Pop, 2014). If we consider other 

statements of President Toomas Hendrik Ilves, we may conclude that has been particularly 

critical about the Ukrainian crisis and for the EU reaction in this case. Furthermore, once I have 

analyzed some of the Estonian Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ press releases, I have identified that 

most of these statements show that Ukraine became a central topic in Estonian foreign policy. 

Additionally, it can be also said that Ukraine also became the single most salient topic in 

Estonia’s bilateral as well as in multilateral relations. What is even more important to mention is 

that I identified that a large part of the EU-related press releases concerned Ukraine. Vilson has 

also noted that the Estonian interactions with Ukraine through the EU increased significantly 

during the crisis period. Another important fact is that the security of Estonia was featured very 

strongly. This emphasis on security shows once again that it is a key issue and it is one of the 

most important in Estonia’s relations with its allies, more specifically the EU and the United 

States (News ERR, 2014). Following the facts that I mention above, I may conclude that “the EU 

clearly was a crucial platform for Estonian foreign policy regarding Ukraine” (Vilson, The 

Foreign Policy of the Baltic States and the Ukrainian Crisis: A Case of Europeanization? 2015). 

From here, as Maili Vilson has noted, I also assume that “Ukraine remained on the EU agenda 
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for every meeting” at that time (Vilson, The Foreign Policy of the Baltic States and the 

Ukrainian Crisis: A Case of Europeanization? 2015). 

Lithuania 

Once I finished with the Estonian case, I see it relevant to explain the Lithuanian case as 

with its reaction proved to be very important. In the second half of 2013, and to be more specific 

from 1 July to 31 December Lithuania was the next country to hold the EU Presidency. As a 

result, the number of Lithuanian MFA Press releases significant rose. Consequently, the EU 

Presidency related releases also saw a significant rise (Vilson, The Foreign Policy of the Baltic 

States and the Ukrainian Crisis: A Case of Europeanization? 2015). From here, I mention that the 

EaP during the pre-crisis period it was a presidency priority for Lithuanian agenda. Also, 

following Lithuania's goal to play a leading role in the EaP, Maili Ilves identified that among the 

three Baltic countries, Lithuania was the country that “registered the highest intensity of 

interactions with Ukraine through the EU in the pre-crisis period” (Vilson, The Foreign Policy of 

the Baltic States and the Ukrainian Crisis: A Case of Europeanization? 2015). Moreover, since 

the rolling EU presidency is a big chance for the small EU member states to show their 

importance in the EU decision-making, this, in turn, gave Lithuania a stronger voice when 

presenting its national position in the EU. From here I mention that the most intense statements 

of Lithuania on Ukraine concerned the annexation of Crimea and the need for a comprehensive 

assistance package for Ukraine (MFA Lithuania, 2014). In this line, I also note that the position 

of Lithuania was even more rigid as it supported the idea for additional economic sanctions 

which were not implemented by the Council of Europe at the time (MFA Lithuania, 2014). 

Another important aspect is that regarding the crisis in Ukraine, in 2014 Lithuania also used its 

membership in and presidency of the UN Security Council. To be more specific, I will outline 

some of the statements of President Grybauskaite, which were very strong, and that is why she is 

one of the strongest supporters of Ukraine. Through her statements, she called for strong 

diplomatic and political reactions but what is even more relevant to mention is that she warned 

for a “prelude to a ‘New Cold War’” (BBC News, 2014). Additionally, I must note that she 
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continuously declared that he compared Russia with a “terrorist state” (Sabet-Parry, 2014). As a 

result, Wilson argues that “Lithuania’s reach has proven much wider and more international than 

the other two Baltic countries” (Vilson, The Foreign Policy of the Baltic States and the Ukrainian 

Crisis: A Case of Europeanization? 2015). From here, I may assume that in this case, Lithuania 

stood out among the three Baltic countries.  

Latvia 

As for Latvia, I mention that not only the policy analysts pointed out that Latvia used the 

EU to enact policies related to Ukraine and Russia (Bērziņa, 2015, p. 28)but I have identified 

that this fact was stressed also by Latvian politicians. Here I mention President Berz-Inš who 

stated that any action by Latvia over Ukraine would be coordinated with the EU. Another 

important aspect for the case of Latvia is Latvia’s EU presidency in 2015. Considering the failure 

of the Eastern Partnership Summit in Vilnius in which the former President of Ukraine Viktor 

Yanukovych withdrew from signing the Association Agreement with the EU, seriously 

questioned the future of the Eastern Partnership policy. This is the reason why Latvia called the 

EU to be united regarding the Eastern Partnership. Furthermore, I must note that the EaP became 

an EU Presidency priority for Latvia (Poikāns, 2016). In this regard, Latvia made efforts to keep 

Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Belarus engaged with the EU but what is even more relevant to 

mention is that Latvia organized the so-called “survival summit” in Riga in May 2015 (Gotev, 

2015). During the crisis period, two topics dominated the official statements. Firstly, most of the 

statements declared support to Ukraine about Crimea (MFA Latvia, 2019). Secondly, the other 

main topic assumed cooperation with its allies and to be more specific, here I mention 

"harmonizing the security and defence interests of the EU and NATO" (MFA Latvia, 2014). All 

in all, most press releases show that Ukraine was by far the most frequent topic in the Latvian 

foreign policy agenda during the crisis period. However, taking into account the vulnerability of 

Latvia to Russian pressure because of the largest Russian minority in the Baltic States as well as 

due to its economic and energy dependence on Russia, Latvia chose to conduct a moderate 

foreign policy (Bērziņa, 2015). 
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Conclusions 

As for the conclusion, in the first place, I may assume that the illegal Russian annexation 

of Crimea, as well as the Russian military aggression in the east and south of Ukraine, caused 

serious political repercussions and implications for other state's security dynamics, and also on-

going armed conflicts in different regions in the landmass of Euro-Asia and here I mention the 

Baltic States which was my case study of my policy paper. From here, it can be said that Russia 

with its current politico-economic system it is to be a continuous challenge to the West. 

Consequently, the policies of all the Baltic countries have reflected their fear not only about 

Ukraine but also about their security. In other words, the Ukraine crisis could be seen as the 

biggest foreign policy challenge for the Baltic States. As a result, the three countries stabilized 

their relations with Russia within the EU framework while making use of the NATO collective 

defence as their national security guarantee. Even though, I identified that Russia continued to 

maintain its influence in the Baltic States in many areas, more specifically from politics to the 

economy. Additionally, I note that the Baltic States continued to experience an increased Russian 

activity not only near their borders but also inside their borders. This is turn, has led to a new 

perspective for Baltic policymakers to involve even more in the international fora.  

Even though bilateral relations remained prioritized, the relevance of the EU as a 

platform for interactions with Ukraine increased even more. The EU's Eastern neighbourhood 

became a foreign policy priority for the Baltic States. Additionally, it can be said that these states 

also advocated further EU enlargement for the Eastern neighbourhood countries in the more 

distant future. In this regard, the case of the Baltic States it can be compared with the case of 

Slovenia regarding the EU integration of the West Balkan countries as the EaP countries could 

benefit from the experience that the Baltic States have in post-Soviet transition and also in EU 

integration. Despite being supportive for further EU integration, the Baltic States have been also 

supportive of a 'one voice Europe.' Here I must mention the sanctions against Russia. As I 

explained in the previous chapters, even though, the Baltic States were for much more severe 
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sanctions against Russia, in the end, these states agreed on the final package of sanctions that 

was mainly prepared by the most developed EU member states. Furthermore, I identified that the 

Baltic States tried to take advantage of the EU framework which gave limited access to the 

politics of the European Union and also on decision-making to achieve their main aims, namely 

sovereignty, territorial integrity, national security. All in all, I assume that Estonia, Lithuania and 

Latvia have mostly used the EU to enact policies related to the crisis in Ukraine.  But, following 

the on-going crisis in Ukraine, the EU’s credibility as a crisis manager can be seriously 

questioned. This, in turn, may generate a negative spillover among the other EU member states. 

Another important aspect is that even though these three countries are perceived as a single 

integral unit, the regional cooperation among them is partially limited as it sometimes lacks a 

joint stance. Although, in the end, I may conclude that there is a relatively large degree of 

'Europeanization' of Baltic States policies regarding the crisis in Ukraine which has resulted 

partially effective as the Ukrainian case remains a frozen conflict. Therefore, I assume that the 

foreign policy of the Estonia, Lithuania and Latvia share EU features. 

 

Recommendations 

➢ The Ukraine crisis demonstrated once again the importance of the EU for the Baltic countries 

and besides, I must mention that I consider the EU platform as very important for small states 

like the Baltic States on pursuing their national aims. 

➢ Even though the Baltic States are regarded as belonging to the critical or the so-called anti-

Russian camp in the EU as all the three Baltic countries’ position was for more severe actions 

against Russia, I consider important that these countries to continue to raise their voice but I 

consider it even more important a united European Union which speaks with one voice and 

here I mention that this can be reached by taking into account the position of all member 

states even though they might not be as powerful as member states like Germany or France 

because the case of the Baltic States proved them to be right as it regards the Russian threat.  
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➢ The Baltic States should continue to support and assist Ukraine as it regards their democratic 

transition and EU integration. That is why, I argue that the Eastern Partnership must continue 

to be a priority in the agenda of the Baltic States, especially as it regards the case of Ukraine.  

➢ Even though, the Crimea scenario is not considered as applicable to the Baltic States, the risk 

of possible hybrid war is relatively high. That is why in this regard, the further integration of 

local Russian-speaking minorities in the Baltic States societies would be a plausible solution. 

➢ The Baltic States, namely Lithuania and Latvia should reach the 2% threshold of their GDP 

regarding the military expenditure. Moreover, all the three Baltic States should continue to 

invest in their military capacities, more specifically in military infrastructure to be able to 

receive and accommodate larger NATO forces in case of crisis or conflict in the region. 

Moreover, I must mention that even though defence cooperation formats with the Nordic 

states are considered to be effective initiatives, I argue that defence cooperation formats only 

between the three Baltic States would be also a very effective initiative. 

➢ Considering that there is a long way until the creation of an "EU army", it is important that 

the Baltic States should rely on military cooperation initiatives within the NATO structures. 

The three Baltic countries should maintain and increase the defence cooperation with allies 

and partners who are not only preoccupied with ensuring own security but are also 

responding to security concerns of their allies or said in other words, allies that promote a 

multilateral solution of these types of crisis. 
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