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From “Forward
Presence” to

“Forward Defense”

Germany Must Strengthen
NATO’s Northeastern Flank
in Lithuania

Issues of deterrence and defense along NATO's northeastern flank
have been a greater focus of NATO members since the Russian
attack on Ukraine began. Particularly in the Baltic States, there
Dr. Aylin Matlé is a determination to protect every inch of the Alliance’s territory
Research Fellow, Center for against a possible Russian attack. To prevent such a scenario,
Security and Defense . . .- . . .

NATO is making military adjustments to which Germany will have
to increase its contribution.

— Because of the Russian threat, NATO should focus more on
defending the Alliance area, especially in the geographically
exposed Baltic States.

— The reinsurance and deterrence measures initiated since 2014
are insufficient and need to be corrected more than before.

— The German government can contribute to improving the
defense capability of the Alliance area by permanently sta-
tioning the brigade committed to the defense of Lithuania on
Lithuanian soil.

— Germany should encourage the United Kingdom and Canada to
take similar measures in Estonia and Latvia.
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At the latest since the beginning of Russia’s full-scale
war against Ukraine, deterrence and defense on NA-
TO’s northeastern flank have become topical again.
Consequently, the adaptation of military measures
is necessary. In this context, NATO Allies should pay
special attention to the Baltic States, which are par-
ticularly exposed from a geostrategic point of view.
Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania border on Russia. At
the same time, all three countries lack a geographic
space of retreat because they are small and narrow.

For Germany in particular and NATO in general, this
situation has political, strategic, and military impli-
cations. If Russia were to attack one or more of the
Baltic States, Germany would be directly affected.
After all, Bundeswehr troops are part of the mili-
tary presence that currently secures NATO’s eastern
border with multinational forces. In the event of
a Russian attack scenario, however, a fait accompli
- one in which Moscow would use nuclear threats
to prevent the other NATO members from organiz-
ing military support for the Baltic States - could not
be ruled out. The very prospect of success of such
blackmail attempts could disrupt NATO and result
in a strategic victory for Russia that it could achieve
without having to fight a protracted war.!

Such a development would severely damage confi-
dence in Germany’s reliability and cohesion within
the Alliance. This is particularly problematic because
the Baltic states are already questioning the German
government’s ability and willingness to defend them
against a Russian attack.

This makes it all the more important to recall the
“proposals” that Russian President Vladimir Putin
made for a new European security architecture in
early December 2021. In ultimatums addressed to the
United States and NATO, Putin demanded, among
other things, the reversal of NATO enlargement since
1999 and a de facto withdrawal of the Americans from
Europe.? If the Americans were to comply with these
demands, Europe would be in a difficult position. After
all, the United States guarantees a large part of Eu-
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ropean security within the framework of NATO - not
least by means of its nuclear umbrella, which stretch-
es over NATO Europe.

GERMANY’S ROLE ON NATO’S
NORTHEASTERN FLANK:
WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE

Germany has played an increasingly important role
in the deterrence and defense context of NATO since
2022. As the framework nation of the multinational
battle group in Rukla, Lithuania, it has already been
leading Alliance troops in Lithuania since 2017 as part
of the enhanced Forward Presence (eFP) mission.® In
response to the renewed Russian aggression against
Ukraine, the German government has increased the
troop contingent to almost 900 forces.* Further-
more, last year Germany pledged a combat brigade
of around 3,000 servicemen and -women for Lith-
uania’s protection. The brigade’s command staff of
about 60 is already permanently stationed in Rukla.
The rest of the force, on the other hand, is to remain
on German soil and be transferred to Lithuania on-
ly for exercises. The main task of the command staff
is to prepare for this transfer, including the neces-
sary equipment.

Lithuanian expectations for the provision of a mech-
anized brigade have caused tensions between the
two countries. Lithuania hoped that not only the
command staff would be permanently stationed
in Lithuania, but also the entire brigade and its
equipment.

However, the German government currently rejects
this, citing the inadequate equipment of the Bundes-
wehr. At the same time, it emphasizes that it should be
NATO deciding on a permanent presence.® In addition,
Berlin states - rightly so, in principle - that Lithuania
has so far lacked the infrastructure to host a brigade
permanently in the country; this includes, among
other things, accommodation for servicemen and
-women and their families as well as training areas.5

www.bundeswehr.de/de/einsaetze-bundeswehr/anerkannte-missionen/efp-enhanced-forward-presence

https://www.tagesschau.de/ausland/europa/pistorius-litauen-103.html
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These three arguments can be countered as follows,
however:

First, if the German government is serious about the
announced Zeitenwende in its security and defense
policy and wants to be credible with its implemen-
tation, it must provide the resources and materiel
to enable the Bundeswehr to fulfill its core mission:
national and alliance defense. This mission main-
ly includes securing and, if necessary, defending the
northeastern flank of the Alliance.

Second, Germany showed last year that it does not
have to wait for NATO decisions to act but rather
shapes them. For example, before the NATO summit
in Madrid at the end of June, German Chancellor Olaf
Scholz promised Lithuania the brigade whose exact
deployment is now being debated.

Third, although it will probably take three to five years
before the infrastructural prerequisites are in place,
Lithuania is already working on the implementation.”

FROM DETERRENCE TO DEFENSE

The foundation for the current shift from increased
forward presence and deterrence to greater defense
capability, particularly in the Baltic States and Poland,
was decided by the Allies back in 2014 with the Read-
iness Action Plan (RAP).2 The RAP was a response to
Russia’s incipient aggression against Ukraine in the
same year and initially focused on preparing for the
gradual military reinforcement of those Allies that are
situated along the border with Russia.

The RAP, adopted at the 2014 NATO Summit in
Wales, represented a significant step toward
strengthening the northeastern flank and included
a number of air, sea, and land adaptations, includ-
ing the strengthening of NATO air policing over the
Baltic States. In addition, leaders in Wales agreed
to triple the size of NATO’s response force to about
40,000 troops whose “spearhead,” the multination-
al Very High Readiness Joint Task Force (VITF) of

https:
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about 5,000 servicemen and -women, is expected to
be ready to deploy with initial elements within days.

These decisions and measures were based on the
conviction that, in light of the annexation of Crimea
in violation of international law and Russian support
for the separatists in southeastern Ukraine, NATO
had to return to its original raison d'étre: deterrence
and defense. Thus, the Allies additionally decided to
increase their forward military presence along the
northeastern flank.’

Russia’s military
presence in
Kaliningrad
complicates

deployment of troops
to the Baltic States

Since 2017, the core of this presence has been the de-
ployment of four multinational battlegroups, rough-
ly the size of a reinforced battalion, as part of NATO’s
eFP. At the 2016 NATO summit in Warsaw, member
states agreed to deploy eFP forces in Estonia, Lat-
via, Lithuania, and Poland on a six-month rotation to
help improve the deterrence of the Alliance against
Russia. This was intended to signal to those in power
in Moscow that even in the event of a limited military
incursion into the territory of one of the four mem-
bers, Russia would immediately be at war with all of
NATO, including the nuclear powers of France, the
United Kingdom, and the United States.!

All of the measures that have been set in motion
since 2014 and implemented and further adapted

www.defense-aerospace.com/lithuania-preparing-to-host-permanent-german-brigade
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in the years since have one thing in common: they
serve to reassure member states along the flank that
stretches from the north to the southeast. Howev-
er, none of these measures are sufficiently geared to-
ward the defense of NATO's territory.

The government
must implement
a permanent
increase in the
defense budget

In the event of a Russian attack, eFP forces have the
task of taking up delaying action, i.e., slowing the ag-
gression down until further NATO forces can move
in to defend one or more of the Baltic States or to re-
capture parts of them together with Baltic national
forces. The transfer of troops and materiel to the
Baltic States - especially in a conflict situation -
could be made more difficult, however, by the fact
that Russia has stationed air defense, extensive ar-
tillery, and electronic warfare equipment in its ex-
clave of Kaliningrad between Lithuania and Poland in
the framework of an Anti-Access Area Denial (A2 /AD)
strategy." In the event of war, Russia could militarily
close this very narrow strip of land by establishing a
presence along the so-called Suwalki corridor, a strip
only about 80 kilometers wide that connects Poland
with Lithuania. The consequence would be that the
Baltic States could only be reached by land by the
armed forces of other NATO states with delays and
possibly at the cost of high own losses.?
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“DEFENDING EVERY INCH
OF NATO TERRITORY”

Reports of war crimes committed by Russian soldiers
in Ukraine, for example in Butsha and Irpin, have once
again reinforced the understanding on the part of some
NATO members, especially the Baltic States, that allied
territory along the northeastern flank, especially in the
particularly exposed Baltic States, must not fall into
Russian hands in the first place. Instead, NATO mem-
bers have repeatedly emphasized that they will defend
every inch of the Alliance’s territory. Olaf Scholz and
Joe Biden also expressed this warning to Putin.”

Accordingly, at an unscheduled summit on March
24, 2022, the Alliance decided to expand the num-
ber of eFP battlegroups geographically. Ever since,
multinational battlegroups have also been deployed
in Bulgaria, Romania, Slovakia, the Czech Republic,
and Hungary." In addition, NATO members that have
already been serving as framework nations for eFP
forces since 2017 have increased their troops on the
ground.® Individual member states are also providing
additional aircraft for air policing in the Baltic States
or reinforcing the Standing Naval Forces.'®

NATO continued to evolve its military strategy away
from a “forward presence” to a “forward defense” pos-
ture at the summit in Madrid last June. The following
decision represented a significant step forward: “Allies
have committed to deploy additional robust in-place
combat-ready forces on our eastern flank, to be scaled
up from the existing battlegroups to brigade-size units
where and when required, underpinned by credible
rapidly available reinforcements, prepositioned equip-
ment, and enhanced command and control”” Thus,
by the summer of 2022, it was already clear that bri-
gade-strong forces would be a central component of
NATO’s new strategy. How far it has come with the im-
plementation of this decision will be the subject of this
year’s summit in Vilnius, Lithuania among other things.
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RECOMMEDED ACTIONS:

* To prevent Russia from seizing Alliance territory,
the German government should provide for the
permanent stationing of a brigade in Lithuania.
On the path to permanent deployment, Germany
should deploy a further fully equipped battalion to
Lithuania, in addition to German troops already
contributing to the eFP force. An envisaged period
of three to five years for this deployment would
give Germany the opportunity to build up the
forces and Lithuania the chance to build up the
necessary infrastructure accordingly.

e The German government should advocate within
the Alliance framework for the United Kingdom
and Canada, currently the two other lead nations
for eFP forces in the Baltics, to take similar steps
in Estonia and Latvia, respectively, to improve the
defense capability of the entire northeastern flank.

* In addition, Germany should work on the storage of
military material in depots on the ground in Lithu-
ania to have them quickly available in case of need.
It is also necessary to work toward the rapid full
equipment and staffing of the brigade designated
for Lithuania’s defense to signal a credible deter-
rence and, if necessary, defense readiness vis-a-vis
Russia.

e Furthermore, it is important that Germany
strengthens and builds interoperability and trust
with and vis-a-vis Lithuania. To this end, the
announced brigade alongside the exercises is a first
meaningful step.

* To ensure that the Zeitenwende in Germany’s
security policy is implemented and conveys reli-
ability both internally and externally, the German
government must implement a permanent increase
of the defense budget and introduce necessary
reforms to eliminate or accelerate bureaucratic
hurdles such as (procurement) processes in the
defense policy apparatus.
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