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Sammanfattning: 

 

Since the re-establishment of Estonian navy, Baltic naval cooperation has played various roles for 

Estonian navy. During different periods, Estonian involvement in cooperation has been fluctuating 

and in 2014, Estonia decided to withdraw from afloat cooperation, yet continuing with other forms 

of it. In 2018, Estonia proposed new concept and goals for Baltic Naval cooperation. To better un-

derstand the current state of affairs, main motives behind Estonia’s acting in cooperation from es-

tablishing the cooperation until today are studied and presented. The main aim of this thesis is high-

light which factors are favourable to carry out the ideas presented in the concept for future cooper-

ation, Baltic Naval Vision 2030+.  

 

Results show that there are factors indicating favourable conditions to carry out the plans, neverthe-

less there are also factors less favourable. Most salient favouring factor is strategic culture which is 

similar in Baltic countries, most salient hindering factor is lack of top-down political support. 
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1. Introduction  
 

After the Baltic states regained their independence in 1991, military cooperation between the 

countries started. Following the re-establishment of the navies in three Baltic countries (3B), 

cooperation has been active and has taken various forms throughout the years. In 1995, the first 

trilateral naval exercise, called ‘Amber Sea’, took place and the idea for a common MCM (Mine 

Countermeasures) unit was conceived (Estonian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2002). For Esto-

nia and also for Latvia and Lithuania, in the naval domain and alongside other cooperative 

projects, the nucleus for practical cooperation was the BALTRON framework (Baltic Naval 

Squadron), established in 1998.  

One of the main objectives of BALTRON was to fulfil the requirements of the NATO Partner-

ship Goals (Estonian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2002) and it focused on squadron level MCM 

training. Despite 3B achieving NATO membership in 2004, that focus remained unchanged.  

After joining the NATO in 2004, and starting in 2005, Estonia has been a regular contributor 

to SNMCMG1 (Standing NATO Mine Countermeasures Group One), and has also been in-

volved in BALTRON cooperation with two fully manned and equipped MCMV-s (Mine Coun-

termeasures Vessel) and an MCCS (Mine Countermeasures Command and Support platform). 

 

In 2013, Sven Sakkov (2013, p. 164), then Undersecretary for Defence Policy at Estonian Min-

istry of Defence, argued that there was no great enthusiasm for a further intensification or 

broadening of cooperation. Pointing at different trajectories on defence spending, different de-

fence models and competition for leadership between Lithuania and Estonia, Sakkov concluded 

that 3B defence cooperation had clearly reached it limits. 

 

In 2014 Estonia decided to withdraw from BALTRON afloat activities and in 2015 officially 

quit BALTRON (Estonian Public Broadcasting, 2015).  For the outside world the decision to 

withdraw from practical cooperation just after the annexation of Crimea might have seemed 

counterintuitive, sparking questions as to why Estonia wanted less military cooperation with its 

neighbours at precisely the moment when it seemed most needed, or it was seen by others as 

simply a wasted opportunity (Koniuk, 2018, p. 39). 

1.1 Framing the problem 

During the early years of its re-established navy and when it joined NATO, it was decided that 

Estonian navy’s main role would be in mine countermeasures. At that time this decision made 

sense since resources were scarce and it was not possible to develop a capable navy.  

 

The Baltic states are often referred to as a distinct and homogeneous group of small countries. 

Even though the 3B states share some commonalities, there are major differences between them 

such as language, religion, and basic culture. Also, many similarities exist such as a common 

recent history, a relative similarity in size and all being coastal states. 

From a military perspective, several obvious reasons emerge as to why there should be active, 

practical naval cooperation between 3B navies: common operational space, common threat per-

ception, scarce resources allocated to navies- thus potential economies of scale when acquiring 
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common material and maintaining it, not to mention the benefits of sharing common training 

facilities when acquiring new capabilities. Also, common membership in the Alliance removes 

many obstacles, for example from a legal point of view- to provide and receive military assis-

tance.  

While having common interest as states, shifting interest with regards to military cooperation 

has been evident from the Estonian side.  Despite denouncing the BALTRON Memorandum of 

Understanding (MOU) in 2014, Estonia recently brought some new initiatives to the coopera-

tion. For example, Estonia is leading the process which aims to investigate the aims of cooper-

ation in the long-term, involving topics as coastal defence, anti-surface warfare and anti-sub-

marine warfare, and if current fleet should be updated or replaced with new ships (Lauri, 2020).  

The factors behind the need for cooperation seem to be both external and internal, with some 

of them obvious, but others not so much. The strongest external factor is a common threat 

perception in the form of Russia.  In all three countries, the navy is the smallest branch of the 

defence forces and its limited budget is hard to ignore, and that could be one of the reasons why 

the common endeavour may be beneficial to approach challenges and shortcomings of the 3B 

navies. Austerity forces navies to be both effective and smart in budget allocation and in pro-

curement planning. Cooperation could save costs through burden-sharing in many areas.  

As listed above, these are all obvious and clear reason why to engage in integrated naval coop-

eration. Yet there are other factors that need to be addressed and assessed when considering 

regional cooperation. 

1.2 Purpose 

Commander of Estonian Defence forces, Major General Marin Herem has stated that it is time 

for the Baltic states to start thinking regionally instead of parochially. Herem sees regional 

cooperation as the main enabler of that (Mehta, 2020).  

Combes suggested that sharing the development, production and maintenance costs of required 

equipment and other high-end warfighting armaments is perhaps the only way for very small 

nations to afford the capabilities they need (Combes, 2019, p. 130). Recently, 3B commanders 

for the defence forces and navies’ commanders have signed a conceptual framework for future 

naval cooperation, the 3B Naval Vision 2030+ (3BNV). 3BNV proposes the development of 

common capabilities in the principal warfare areas, maritime situational awareness (MSA) and 

Command, Control, Communications, Computers, Information/Intelligence, Surveil-

lance, Targeting Acquisition and Reconnaissance (C4ISTAR) (3B Naval Vision 2030+, 2019, 

p. 1). 3BNV recommends aligning the capability development efforts in all Baltic states by 

creating a common, trilateral, maritime defence capability development concept covering all 

necessary warfare areas, including enabling and supporting capabilities. This would build a 

solid basis for possible trilateral procurement of future surface combatants, accompanied by 

sensor and weapon systems, and the development of a common education and training system 

(3B Naval Vision 2030+, 2019, p. 3). 

 

When compared to the framework of BALTRON in the 1990-s and 2000-s, the envisaged new 

cooperation is far more ambitious and substantial. The shift from rather symbolic cooperation 

to an integrated one requires a feasibility assessment. 
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While the 3BNV has been approved and signed by the military, a political decision is still pend-

ing. This study aims to find out if the necessary factors are favourable to address the challenges 

in the naval domain, jointly through 3B cooperation. 

1.2.1 Research question 

This study aims to find out what is the outlook for successful future cooperation, hence the 

question:  

 

What factors favour and what factors hinder future Baltic naval cooperation from the 

perspective of Estonia? 

 

This thesis focuses on naval cooperation from an actor’s perspective as a single case study. The 

topic lies within the discipline of War Science (Weissmann, 2019). 

1.2.2 Research overview 

There are no known cases of research on Baltic military cooperation from the Estonian per-

spective specifically, yet there are earlier articles and reports covering 3B military cooperation: 

Bajarunas (2000) discussed Baltic cooperation within the framework of different international 

organisations as EU, NATO and regional development of defence cooperation, concluding that 

Baltic security rests increasingly on interdependence, cooperation and the expansion of infra-

structures and common values.  

In 2009, Jermalavičius (p. 148) suggested that deep trilateral integration across the entire spec-

trum of defence with the involvement of some key allies from outside the region offers a way 

of making NATO’s collective defence more credible, while putting the Baltic states at the fore-

front of progressive thinking about military capabilities in the Alliance. Jermalavičius uses the 

common air surveillance cooperation as a success story of integration and argues that common 

defence is the strongest argument. He stated that states lack deeper reflection of what can be 

achieved and suggested to clarify the purpose of as well as the level of ambition for future 

cooperation to clear the uncertainties about how far the Baltic states are prepared to go with 

inter-alliance cooperation. 

In his essay, Urb (2011) discussed roles, duties and cooperation between navies and coast 

guards in the Baltic Sea region, stating that cooperation between navies and between navies and 

coast guards is inevitable. 

In 2013, Vaiksnoras in his work suggested that defence cooperation has to be enlarged by fo-

cusing on trilateral defence capabilities planning projects and joint defence procurement 

(Vaiksnoras, 2013, p. 22).  

Romanovs (2014) discussed missed opportunities of the benefits of joint procurement, finding 

that the three countries pursued different solutions when acquiring weapon systems largely due 

to political or bureaucratic considerations.  

Vanaga (2016) analysed Baltic military cooperation and presented some determining and hin-

dering factors. Factors identified for the former category were common threats, geography and 
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operations realities, absence of alternative cooperation platforms and complementary develop-

ment of armed forces. Vanaga identified following hindrance factors: differing defence budg-

ets, divergent strategic views, and the dissent of personalities at ministerial level. 

In his paper, Leetna (2018) discussed the importance of 3B naval cooperation and listed the 

benefits of it, arguing that the only way forward is through increased cooperation, common 

procurement programs and the development of shared capabilities. 

 

While those authors advocate enhancing cooperation and refer to past and present success sto-

ries such as the Baltic Defence College (BALTDEFCOL) and BALTNET (3B common air 

surveillance framework), they tend not to dwell at length on why cooperation could be prob-

lematic. Vanaga’s approach is closest to this aspect whilst reflecting Latvian views on cooper-

ation. Some of Vanaga’s arguments can today be seen as invalid, since they reflect the situation 

of 2016 and data from 2014. For example, one of Vanaga’s hindrance factors is differing de-

fence budgets (Estonia defence expenditure exceeded Latvia’s and Lithuania’s), but already 

2019 this was no longer the case (NATO, 2019). 

 

In the Swedish Defence University, a considerable number of theses at an advanced level have 

covered Nordic defence cooperation, NORDEFCO and also bilateral cooperation between Swe-

den and the Nordic countries (Norway, Finland). Those theses have inspired the theoretical 

basis for this thesis.  

 

Some reports have covered current areas of Nordic-Baltic defence cooperation and possible 

areas for cooperation within this framework yet these are more generic and do not discuss more 

integrated cooperation (Breitenbauch, Schraub Jr., Jakobsson, Winther, & Kristensen, 2019). 

 

Today, probably the most developed forms of naval cooperation exist between Belgium and 

Holland, and increasingly between Sweden and Finland. In their article, Lundqvist and Widén 

(2016) studied the latter with an emphasis on motives, prospects and challenges, and they con-

clude that to compensate the losses caused by defence cuts, representatives of the two navies 

saw defence cooperation as a viable remedy against the Russian military threat that re-emerged 

in 2014. According to Lundqvist & Widén, structural realism and balance-of-power theory ex-

plained their responses vis-à-vis Russia, each other and the US, in which NATO appears to be 

given a decisive role (Lundqvist & Widen, 2016, p. 22).  

Sauer (2015) described how cooperation between the Belgian and The Netherlands’ navies en-

abled Belgium to maintain their core capabilities during a time of severe reductions in defence 

spending and that Belgium managed to set aside a purely national vision of defence. Zandee, 

Drent & Hendriks (2016) cover the basics of Belgian-Dutch naval cooperation (BENESAM 

(Belgisch-Nederlandse Marine Samenwerking)) in their report.  

In general, the most commonly identified motives are cuts in defence spending, Russian west-

ward expansion and the related threat-balancing through cooperation and merging military ca-

pabilities. While defence spending has not yet declined in Estonia, the allocated budgets for 

navies are still very limited. Clearly, perceived threat posed by Russia is certainly relevant 
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common factor. While BENESAM and Swedish-Finnish naval cooperation have many similar-

ities in motives and outcomes, the former is characterized by a higher level of integration 

(Lundqvist & Widen, 2016, p. 20)  

 

This thesis aims to add to the discussion of military cooperation in the Baltic region with an 

emphasis on the naval domain of Baltic States by interviewing decision-makers from Estonia, 

thus contributing significantly to the discussion with valid empirical data.   

1.3 Limitations 

This study focuses on naval cooperation between the 3B from the Estonian point of view. Es-

tonia withdrew from BALTRON and then later proposed some new initiatives, actions which 

might seem puzzling and counterintuitive right after annexation of Crimea by Russia, when 

intensified regional cooperation would seem to have made more sense. Estonia was chosen as 

the subject of study because of its variegated engagement in 3B naval cooperation over the 

years but more importantly because of its leading role in proposing new initiatives.  

1.4 Definitions 

Strategic culture- Gray (2006, p. 153;156;159) defined the term as follows: ‘Strategic culture 

can be defined as a set of beliefs, attitudes and norms towards the use of military force’, often 

moulded according to historical experience. That culture has an influence on how specific stra-

tegic decisions are made and also influence the decision making process. Additionally, 

Westberg (2015, p. 45) explains: it conveys influence from a strategic context by influencing 

how a specific strategic situation is perceived and providing norms, organizational routines and 

perceptions of traditional implementation methods that limit the number of action alternatives 

that the actors perceive as natural, reasonable or desirable. 

1.5 Disposition 

The second chapter describes the theoretical basis of the research and other considerations. The 

third chapter describes the methodological approach and source material. The fourth chapter 

explores the evolution of Baltic naval cooperation and the motivations behind Estonian partic-

ipation and withdrawal in that cooperation. The fifth chapter discusses the factors for coopera-

tion. Chapter six discusses and presents the main findings of this thesis, includes discussion and 

suggestions for future research. 

2. Theory 

The main purpose of this study, assessing factors for future cooperation, is theory consuming. 

Esaiasson, Gilljam, Oscarsson, Towns and Wängnerud (2017, pp. 42-43) suggest that single 

case studies are central when conducting explorative, theory consuming case studies. Explora-

tive studies are utilizing existing theories and explanatory factors to explain phenomena.  
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2.1 Tomas Valasek’s approach 

In 2011, Valasek introduced his idea of a new approach to EU military collaboration. Valasek 

suggests (2011, p. 30) that any potential sharing and pooling projects must begin with an anal-

ysis of the obstacles to integration. Valasek argues that the individual development of capabil-

ities and procurements is a wasteful way to build up an armed forces (Valasek, 2011, p. 1). 

Even though Baltic Naval Vision 2030+ is more about joint development of capabilities and 

not necessarily about pooling and sharing, I find Valasek’s approach relevant since there are no 

specific theoretical models developed to assess other forms of pooling, such as pooling of ac-

quisitions, which is a more precise term characterising the future 3B naval cooperation idea, 

and is related to joint acquisition and maintenance of capabilities (Sundberg & Åhman, 2012, 

p. 19). Valasek’s theory has been used in a number of theses and is therefore an established 

idea.  

 

Valasek’s idea stemmed from the conclusion that many countries in Europe spend their re-

sources for procurement and capability goals too individually and ineffectively, without refer-

ence to what their neighbours are up to, what shortfalls other militaries struggle with and what 

opportunities for collaboration may exist (Valasek, 2011, p. 1). Valasek proposes some reme-

dies for how to improve State military capacity- some of which involve replacing outdated 

weapons, opening defence markets to greater competition and ending conscription. In the Es-

tonian context the first two proposals are applicable, but conscription has always been a central 

part of Estonian defence policy (Kaitseministeerium, 2017, p. 11). 

 

According to Valasek (2011, p. 8), the key areas for savings lie in closer cross-border cooper-

ation: common maintenance, training and education, widespread sharing of infrastructure such 

as training areas, and the creation of joint military units. While Valasek himself did not reflect 

on what research tradition his approach belongs to, hints of liberalism and realism can be found 

in his thought, based as they are on economical reasoning and a pragmatic methodology for 

solving defence problems.  

2.1.1 Criteria for success 

In his work Valasek lists a number of factors (2011, pp. 21-27) which resulted from a larger 

study where he looked at what were the success factors behind prior defence cooperation pro-

jects in Europe, in order of importance: 

 

Similarity of strategic cultures: the mentality and way of thinking in strategic and military 

matters. Similarity of strategic cultures is more pertinent in cases where countries pool capabil-

ities that are meant to be deployed. 

 

Trust and solidarity: According to Valasek, trust is the key factor that determines whether 

joint projects succeed or not. Valasek demonstrates this by analysing MEADS (Medium Ex-

tended Air Defence System), a missile defence system which was meant to replace the Hawk 

and Patriot missile defences. The parties had so little confidence in each other that they pursued 
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other, national alternatives to MEADS, ending up doubling the costs instead of saving through 

pooling and sharing. 

 

Forces similar in size and quality: Valasek argues that forces of comparable size work better 

together than a large country paired with a small or several small countries. Larger countries 

tend to ignore smaller ones and not take them seriously; asymmetry in size raises fears of one 

side dominating the other(s) and ignoring others’ needs, thus undermining the all-important 

trust. 

 

Level playing field for defence companies: Valasek points out that participating states must 

be ready to share the losses that emerge when a defence company in one state loses out on a 

contract they would otherwise have secured, due to pooling and sharing. Equal benefits between 

the countries and proportionality should be the goal. 

 

Clarity of intentions: There has to be clarity and agreement between partners from the begin-

ning on the purpose of the cooperation. This determines the form, scope and depth of the com-

mon project. Such governments feel more urgency to mitigate the impact of the decreasing 

budgets on their capabilities and are more willing to navigate the political risks. 

 

Low corruption: Defence procurement may attract corruption due to the technical complexi-

ties and the classified nature of the contracts. Corrupt officials will see pooling and sharing, 

which may require sharing or delegating the authority over purchasing decisions- as a constraint 

on their ability to profit. 

 

Seriousness of intent: A real need to nurture and use armed forces- governments that take their 

defence seriously- are more inclined to cooperate than others.  

 

Dick Zandee, former Head of Planning and Policy unit of the EDA (European Defence 

Agency), has taken Valasek’s ideas and added a bit more. Zandee argues that there are many 

actors (2018, p. 34) involved in cross-border cooperation, which makes the complicated defence 

planning process even more complicated. In addition to Valasek’s success factor, he lists (2018, 

pp. 41-44) additional factors. While most of these overlap with Valaseks’, four of Zandee’s 

factors seem relevant in studying 3B naval cooperation:  

 

Sovereignty and autonomy: The traditional view of the limits of multinational defence coop-

eration – when national sovereignty over military means is at stake – no longer holds true. The 

case of BENESAM, show that countries are prepared to transfer national sovereignty or, in 

other words, they become dependent on partner for a military capability. But this does not come 

easily or naturally. In BENESAM, post-Cold War defence cuts were a driving factor for reduc-

ing the on-shore footprint to maintain maximum capabilities at sea. The resulting mutual de-

pendencies of Belgium and the Netherlands for training personnel and the maintenance of the 

M-frigates and minehunters respectively were thus acceptable. 
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Defence planning alignment: The BENESAM case study underscores the importance of this 

factor. The prolongation of the existing success – in particular the task specialisation in training 

and the maintenance of minehunters (Belgium) and frigates (the Netherlands) is completely 

dependent on both countries procuring the same replacement ships, which is now coordinated 

between the two countries. The deepest forms of defence cooperation – with mutual dependen-

cies – will change the priority in defence planning from ‘national first’ to ‘with partner(s) first’. 

 

Top-down and bottom-up: The usual statement is that defence cooperation will not work 

without top-down political steering (Zandee, 2018, p. 43) 

 

Interoperability: Standardisation and interoperability can easily be realised when operating 

same equipment. (Zandee, 2018, p. 44) Common concept and doctrine offer huge potential for 

increasing the usability of operational capabilities.  

3. Method 
 
The object of this thesis is to investigate how the factors presented in chapter two favour or 

hinder future cooperation, which is an exploratory aspiration. These factors reflect current un-

derstanding and do not aim to predict any changes within those factors in the future. 

The thesis aims to gain in-depth knowledge, benefitting from Tomas Valasek’s theory to guide 

design, data collection and analysis, while relying on multiple sources of evidence from the 

military and political level and from articles, reports and official documents. 

A good reason to choose the case study method is that a decision or a set of decisions are the 

main focus of case studies (Yin, 2018, p. 14). There are other common case study objects apart 

from ”decisions”, for example: “processes”, ”programs” or “organisations”. Yet the study ob-

ject itself, without considering the method of inquiry used, would be insufficient to establish 

the complete basis for the case studies as a research method (Yin, 2018, p. 14).  

According to Yin (2018, p. 10), exploratory case study can be used if the research questions 

focus mainly on “what” question, leaving the method open to suit the purpose. 

 

The motives of Latvia or Lithuania in 3B naval cooperation may differ from those of Estonia. 

While there might be some data referring to Latvian or Lithuanian motives in this thesis, it is 

not the scope of this thesis to examine that in detail. 

Previous cooperation is summarised and presented. The idea is to provide a better retrospective 

understanding of the dynamics and evolution of 3B naval cooperation. 

  

Notwithstanding that the study is about Estonian relations between the 3B countries, the ma-

jority of the empirical evidence comes from interviewees. Snyder argued that in every society 

there is political action and behind every action there is human activity. Esaiasson et al. (2017, 

p. 262) argue that the researcher should aim to understand the reality as the interviewees expe-

rience it.  
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3.1.1 The case 

 

The case study is in Estonian military cooperation, more specifically the future outlook for 

deeper and long-term cooperation. 

While the 3B defence cooperation between other branches of defence has been either steady or 

in decline, 3B naval cooperation has come from bottom-up initiatives, and therefore I find the 

research subject current and relevant.  

3.1.2 Interviews  

 

The purpose of the interviews as a data collection method is to gain a more nuanced and deeper 

understanding of the research phenomena. Moreover, due to the scarcity of public documenta-

tion and the lack of open sources, it was a necessity.  

 

Since military cooperation involves actors at various branches of military and governmental 

authority, the choice of interviewees includes personnel from the Estonian Navy, then the 

higher levels of the Estonian Defence forces, and then the ministerial and political level. 

 

Interviewees: 

 

Name Position Relatedness to the research topic Level input 

Risto Saimla Advisor, navy Involved in capability planning and 

current 3BNV cooperation concept 

development. 

Military/political 

Jüri Saska, 

Commodore 

Commander Estonian 

Navy 

(COMESTNAV), 

present 

Leading commander of 3BNV 

working group 

Military 

Jaan Kapp, 

Captain (N) ret. 

COMESTNAV 

1998-2003 

COMESTNAV when Estonia joined 

BALTRON 

Military 

Sten Sepper, 

Captain (N) 

COMESTNAV 

2012- 2016, current 

defence attaché in 

United States 

COMESTNAV at denouncement of 

BALTRON MOU, Commander of 

BALTRON 2004-2005. 

Military 

Martin Herem, 

Major General 

Commander of the 

Defence Forces 

Commander of national defence or-

ganisations 

Military/political 

Margus Kolga Diplomat, Estonian 

Ambassador Extraor-

dinary and Plenipo-

tentiary in Sweden 

Deputy Secretary General of MoD 

responsible for policy & planning, 

international relations and public af-

fairs 1996-2003, 2015-2017 in-

volved in drafting National Security 

Concept 2017 

Political 

Jüri Luik Minister of Defence, 

current 

Ambassador to NATO 1996-1999, 

Also minister of defence 1999-2002, 

director of ICDS (International Cen-

tre for Defence Studies) 2015-2017 

Political 

 

The principles employed in selecting the interviewees were centrality and intensity. Intensity 

means that the interviewees are expected to possess concentrated knowledge through their role 

and thus have the ability to provide specific information.  Centrality means, per Esaiasson et al. 
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(2017, p. 267), that the interviewees are expected to have knowledge of a certain topic or area. 

Therefore, some interviewees were chosen because of their position when an important decision 

was taken or process implemented. Other interviewees were chosen to provide necessary data 

for special questions or process. For example, Major General Herem was interviewed to provide 

necessary data to analyse factors influencing cooperation, hence concentrating on presence. 

Esaiasson et al. (2017, p. 267; 268) suggest that interviews should be continued until an accurate 

empirical picture is formed, and therefore snowball sampling is recommended.  

Interviewees were provided with interview guide. That guide presented the questions and defi-

nition of strategic culture and the basic questions around the topic. The interview questions are 

shaped based on the theorical base of this thesis. 

The principal of not to restrain respondents individual ideas, thoughts, feelings and interpreta-

tions of situations and processes was followed. All interviews were recorded, are in possession 

of the author and are available until the end of thesis defence process.   

4. Baltic naval cooperation, background 

4.1 Recent debate 

The defensive capabilities of 3B has been the subject of recent international debate. In spite of 

the NATO article 5 umbrella, there are several reasons to deepen naval cooperation.  The most 

obvious reason is that 3B countries are the most vulnerable of the NATO alliance members 

(Dalsjö, Berglund, & Jonsson, 2019). Despite the regional naval weaknesses in Baltic defence, 

there are no known plans to establish a naval eFP (Enhanced Forward Presence) or a naval unit 

similar to BAP (Baltic Air Policing) in the Baltic region. In the event of hostilities, national 

forces and land based eFP would be insufficient to withstand a ground offensive for long. 

Hence, reinforcements are absolutely necessary, and keeping the SLOC-s (Sea Lines of Com-

munications) open would facilitate that greatly. Conversely, defending the sea ports and coasts 

would protect the countries from a sea-launched offensive and enable the timely arrival of Al-

lied forces in crisis or conflict since Estonia’s defence falls under the scope of the collective 

defence operation under Article 5, according National Security Concept of Estonia 

(Kaitseministeerium, 2017, p. 12) In recent years the importance of collective defence has been 

raised in discussing NATO-s ability to protect the Baltics (Hodges, Bugajski, & Doran, 2018). 

Estonia is an active member and troop contributor to various operations in NATO (Estonian 

Defence Forces, n.d.) and by doing so, displays its commitment to collective defence. Allocat-

ing more focus on Article 3 by means of self-help and mutual aid would develop individual and 

collective capacity to resist an armed attack, and this would help in achieving the objectives as 

stated in the North Atlantic Treaty (NATO, 2019). 

Recent reports (Lange, Combes, Jermalavičius, & Lawrence, 2019) and studies (Nikers & Ta-

buns, 2019) point out that the naval capabilities of the 3B should be boosted, developed and 

cooperation addressed. Obviously, this is easier said than done.  

 

Dalsjö (2016, p. 10) has called Baltic states military dwarfs facing the giant while standing with 

their backs against the sea. Obvious shortfalls in some reports call to prepare and stand against 
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the threats posed by the giant from the sea, and to cure what Lange et al. (2019, p. 20) named 

sea blindness.  

 

Based on initial empirical evidence, and for better clarity and exposition, different periods are 

used to investigate the motives behind Estonian involvement in Baltic naval cooperation. The 

purpose of this chapter is to provide insight into how 3B naval cooperation developed through 

three separate periods, each with different elements.  

4.2 First period 1998 - 2004, from joining BALTRON MOU to joining NATO  

On a state level, the purpose of 3B military cooperation was to display regional cohesion in the 

regional aspiration to achieve NATO membership (Saimla, 2020; Sepper, 2020). 

As respondents indicate, joining the BALTRON framework played a central role in the further 

development of the Estonian navy. It provided practical experience, which played a vital role 

in later joining NATO (Kapp, 2020). The framework was initiated by external actors and in the 

case of BALTRON, Germany was the leader, directing the BALTRON Steering Committee 

(Estonian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2002). The newly established navy lacked everything: 

qualified documentation, procedures, tactics, facilities, assets, resources. BALTRON helped 

change this in a material way but also by changing lingering methods and ideas inherited from 

the Soviet era (Sepper, 2020; Kolga, 2020). Naval resources were allocated mainly through 3B 

military cooperation and this was the main method used to allocate ships to the newly re-estab-

lished navy (Saska, 2020). The Coast Guard, established a few years earlier, was experienced 

in comparison, and lobbied successfully and for scarce resources in the power struggle, result-

ing in less attention from the Ministry of Defence on the navy as a branch. Kapp (2020) indi-

cated, that even some ships- Storm class patrol ship and Kemiö class Command ship- donated 

by partner nations to Ministry of Defence, were acquired by coast guard instead (which came 

under Ministry of Internal affairs) and not by the navy.  

The BALTRON framework was also important for the Navy’s survival as an organisation. 

Without BALTRON, there was a risk that the coast guard would take over the navy (Kapp, 

2020). The BALTRON framework also eliminated the risk of an individual race for foreign 

assistance within 3B since that assistance became coordinated by external actors (Kapp, 2020). 

In October 2000, the leading supportive nation, Germany, donated (Oleškevičius & Kloviškis, 

2013, p. 9) two Lindau-class MHSC-s (Coastal Minehunter-sweeper) to Lithuania and Estonia 

respectively and one minehunter to Latvia; Denmark donated (Estonian Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs, 2002) Beskytteren class ocean patrol frigate to Estonia. Two former Norwegian Vidar 

class minelayers were later acquired by Latvia and Lithuania, today used as MCCS. That laid 

the foundation of the minehunting capability within 3B navies which have been central capa-

bility of 3B navies until now, since updated with other warships of different classes. 

 

Possessing the same Lindau class ships enabled the navies to share the burden and costs of 

training and maintenance. A gunnery and deck equipment maintenance centre was established 

in Klaipeda, an MCM training centre and MCM maintenance and repair centre in Liepaja and 

the Baltic Naval Communications School in Tallinn was set up (Oleškevičius & Kloviškis, 

2013, pp. 41-55). As of today, only the latter still exists, mainly because Lindau class ships 
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were subsequently replaced with different classes of MCMV-s. The idea of a common squadron 

served mainly the purposes of collective training. More recent areas of naval cooperation are 

the Baltic Naval Diving Training Centre in Liepaja and the Baltic Naval Intermediate Command 

and Staff Course in Riga.  

 

The regional approach chosen and applied by the external actors while shaping the 3B naval 

cooperation was correct. The Baltic states were guided to a regional cooperation format without 

the states knowingly. Paradoxically, the largest supporters of Baltic cooperation were external 

to the Baltics- Germany, Denmark, and Sweden. The external actors realised that the void left 

by the collapse of the Soviet Union must be filled by them, and that the militaries of Baltic 

states must be built, albeit without significant investment in their armaments programs.  

4.3 Second period, from joining NATO to denouncement of BALTRON MOU  

In naval cooperation, this period marks a shift of focus of from BALTRON to NATO. Previous 

cooperation had served the aims of demonstration of ability and will to cooperate in fields of 

security and defence, while also enhancing national build-up of national capabilities and read-

iness (Estonian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2002). Many respondents indicate that joining 

NATO had negative effect on 3B military cooperation. From regional perspective, after reach-

ing the NATO and EU membership, 3B states did not perceive that sticking together equally 

was important anymore.  

The initial ambition of BALTRON had diminished to a training unit which was not the initial 

plan articulated in the BALTRON MOU (Riigikogu, 1998). Planned initially as a mix of various 

naval capabilities under a combined naval command it ended up as a mine countermeasures 

task unit at sea suffering from a lack of platforms, mostly due to budget constraints and the 

prevailing sea blindness in all three Baltic States (3B Naval Vision 2030+, 2019). The decision 

to withdraw from BALTRON was weighed and based on a calculation around what kind of 

cooperation best served Estonian interests from the viewpoint of national security policy 

(Saimla, 2020). Many respondents agree that if there were more assets and personnel, then 

withdrawal from BALTRON could have been avoided. 

 

There were also problems of continuity. When the milestones of NATO and the EU were 

achieved, more focus was placed on developing bilateral relationships, often based on historical 

and cultural formulations - which partner nation was more supportive and which countries have 

had earlier ties. While Estonia developed more bilateral relations with Scandinavia, Lithuania 

had closer ties with Poland and Germany. Herem (2020) pointed out that 3B states aspired to 

improve their image in the Alliance, and the best way of doing that was to invest in their national 

capabilities which are deployable on their own territory or in expeditionary operations. The 

national approach was deemed more appropriate in addressing those tasks (Kolga, 2020). 

 

Cooperation between the navies’ commanders was poor and for some reason Estonia acted 

perhaps somewhat arrogantly towards its southern neighbours (Sepper 2020). This can be ex-

plained as arising from Estonia’s more active participation in SNMCMG1, and through that, 
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navy ships got a head start in their overall training level which made it difficult to motivate the 

crews to join BALTRON again, since there was no gain for the crews (Sepper 2020). 

 

After joining NATO, Estonia initiated a revision of the outdated BALTRON MOU. The issue 

was partly about the definition of BALTRON as a standing unit as stated in the MOU and partly 

due to the loss of the initial purpose for common training (Saska, 2020). In Estonia, the navy 

was able to provide collective training for its own units, while in Latvia and Lithuania 

BALTRON was used for that purpose (Saimla, 2020). NATO defines standing units as perma-

nent and active duty units that contribute to collective defence, and are ready to act when called 

upon (NATO, 2015). BALTRON did not fulfil that purpose. The Estonian proposal to Latvia 

and Lithuania was to change the definition from a standing unit to a training unit where the 

MCMV-s would train together before joining SNMCMG1. The issue was negotiated over two 

years, and was ultimately rejected by Latvia and Lithuania (Saska, 2020).  

 

The National Defence Development Plan (NDDP) 2013-2022 had practical consequences for 

Estonian Navy. The Navy lost a few units, all that remained was three MCMVs and one MCCS 

(Estonian Ministry of Defence, n.d.). Since Estonia was operating just two fully equipped 

MCMV-s, (Third MCMV was fully equipped in 2018) it soon became burdensome to contribute 

equally to both BALTRON and NATO. The Estonian goal was to use 3B naval cooperation as 

leverage; joining SNMCMG1 together with Latvia and Lithuania would have enabled them to 

get a more active naval presence from NATO in Baltic Sea (Saska, 2020) That resulted in a 

formal decision taken in 2014, to withdraw from afloat cooperation but continue the coopera-

tion in other formats (communications school, diving school, common exercises et cetera). 

Withdrawal from BALTRON caused some political reactions, but the project was never seen 

as politically important, compared to BALTNET or BALTBAT, but its importance was raised 

upon Estonian withdrawal (Saska, 2020). 

4.4 Third period: 2014 until present 

Latvia and Lithuania did not show hard feelings when Estonia withdrew from BALTRON and 

cooperation continued in other areas, and in NATO (Sepper, 2020; Saska, 2020). That was 

because the intention to withdraw was communicated before the public announcement, but 

some respondents still indicated that the formal decision was surprising for both Latvia and 

Lithuania. 

Today unit numbers in the Estonian navy are even smaller than before joining NATO, with 

fewer ships and no ashore units. Today’s security challenges have created a clear imbalance in 

what the navy can do and what it should be able to do. These shortfalls (related to national 

maritime security) were presented in a study which involved all the relevant stakeholders, led 

by the Estonian National Defence College (Murumets, 2016). 

 

Although the third period of 3B naval cooperation started in 2014, no significant events oc-

curred after the ending of the BALTRON MOU by Estonia, until 2018. At BNC held in Liepaja, 

a proposal for a new initiative of Baltic naval cooperation was drafted and proposed by com-

manders of 3B navies to the regular biannual working meeting for Commanders of the defence 
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forces, 3B MilC (Baltic Military Committee). At 3B MilC held in May the same year, the 3B 

BNC was tasked with drafting a vision of the future of 3B naval cooperation.  

 

The 3B naval cooperation has intensified recently, and not just conceptually. September 2020 

marked the start of sharing unclassified non-combatants maritime tracks (white shipping 

picure) between navies’ Maritime Operations Centres. While 3B navies were studying what 

current warships should be replaced after 2030, capabilities related to naval warfare and coastal 

defence were discussed, addressing the most crucial shortcomings in 3B countries’ naval do-

main. While the Baltic states have found their place and balance within NATO, regional coop-

eration is again receiving more attention (Kolga, 2020). 

4.5 Concept for the future: Baltic Naval Vision 2030+ 

From the naval perspective, there has been a lasting contradiction in the Baltic states regarding 

the geography and the surrounding geopolitical, military and economic environment. There-

fore, all three Baltic States navies are currently in a situation where they have major challenges 

when asked to respond effectively to the current and potential emerging threats both domesti-

cally and within the context of international cooperation. (3B Naval Vision 2030+, 2019). Joint 

development and procurement is aimed for the next level of Baltic naval cooperation.  

4.6 Summary of naval cooperation 

Cooperation or alliance membership has had both a direct and indirect impact on the develop-

ment of the Estonian Navy. The first period set the course for the development. Limited defence 

resources, a lack of naval personnel expertise, and the desire of many supporting countries to 

limit Baltic Naval development in order to assuage Russian fears led the Baltic states to focus 

their attention on MCM (Lawrence, 2019, p. 25). Internally, the strong position of the coast 

guard was key due to the implication that the navy did not require patrol ships, because coast 

guard already possessed and operates patrol ships (Saska, 2020). Sticking to the MCM niche 

capability was promoted by NATO’s defence planners as part of role distribution (Lawrence, 

2019, p. 25). It seems that NATO capability targets consider what NATO needs and what the 

states can afford rather than the development of 3B naval defence. NATO defence planning in 

its current form fails to address regional peculiarities, what has to be done to protect the region 

as a whole. Focusing on MCM has limited the navy in enhancing and expanding its capabilities 

to become an organization capable of fulfilling other crucial tasks.   

3BNV is motivated by a common need. That need is characterized by ageing fleets, a lack of 

capabilities to deliver kinetic action, a need to take responsibility for regional and national de-

fense, and lack of NATO warships suitable for the Baltic Sea.  

 

In the 1990-s military cooperation was motivated by a common goal and regional cooperation 

and cohesion helped 3B in achieving NATO membership. In the 2000-s, the build-up of defence 

forces had a strong national flavour, resulting in different models, equipment and solutions. In 

hindsight, the regional approach is now recognised as the correct one, and regional cooperation 

is again seen as an enabler of common development. 
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Many respondents pointed out that will and desire are the basis for cooperation. Sufficient and 

common will, makes parties more prone to compromises and helps them focus on common 

objectives. 

This need is the factor that brought 3B navies’ commanders together and forced them to for-

mulate the problem that needed to be solved. This common problem paved the way for a com-

mon understanding, similar to the early years of BALTRON. 3B navies have demonstrated a 

common will, characterized by the willingness to cooperate and compromise because the end 

state is the same for all parties.  

3B naval cooperation, initiated to display regional integration and cohesion with reference to 

the Partnership Goals required for NATO entry, is seen now as the only way to develop basic 

warfare capabilities and to enhance operational capability.  But the original need derived from 

a lack of resources and inability to acquire capabilities alone. Minor states must remain agile in 

thinking and strategy, and proportionally develop domains in accordance with threat assess-

ment. 

5. Factors 
 
While Valasek called his factors ‘success factors’ and Zandee ‘success and fail factors’, I prefer 

to use the common term ‘factors’. That is mainly because one factor can be both, and this is 

discussed later in the coming paragraphs.  

Some factors are assessed from a purely Estonian context, while some factors are assessed in 

comparison with Latvia and Lithuania, from the Estonian perspective.  

5.1 Similarity of strategic cultures:  

The common goal of the western cultural environment which was later shaped into a strategic 

goal in form of membership in NATO and EU (and the associated influx of foreign aid), became 

the commonality that influenced the strategic culture that prevailed as the defence forces of the 

Baltic States were re-established and developed. Even though the main emphasis of Baltic co-

operation was western assistance and relief in the fields of material, education and training, the 

need and necessity to create and develop a strategic culture was always present, albeit perhaps 

not defined and phrased as such. 

 

Respondents broadly agreed that the strategic cultures in the Baltic states are uniform. Common 

historical experience has a significant role in shaping strategic culture in the respective coun-

tries, with perhaps the most influential one being the loss of independence to the Soviet Union, 

an experience shared by all the Baltic states. One of the lessons learned from that painful expe-

rience was that cooperation is needed between states and within international organisations, 

because Estonia did not have allies prior the breakout of World War II. Historical experience 

has also helped to understand each other, when discussing foreign or defence politics as same 

grounds exist in these matters, mainly thanks to similar historical experience. The experience 

from 1939 reminds the Baltic states, that the enemies treats Baltic states as one and no one will 

be spared when in trouble (Luik, 2020). 
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Not drafting strategic documents internally together and in a common effort caused some issues 

in the late 1990s’ Estonia (Kolga, 2020). One of the other factors behind the differences be-

tween 3B countries is the culture at a ministerial level. While Lithuania decided at an early 

stage to unite its military headquarters and the Ministry of Defence, in Latvia and Estonia, these 

two organisations are distinct. The dialogue between the defence forces and ministry is good, 

but perhaps the shared operational environment would facilitate better and more coherent co-

operation between policymakers and those who execute policy (Saimla, 2020).  

 

During the early years of re-independence foreign aid was crucial in educating officers in mod-

ern standards, but the majority of respondents indicated that the harmonizer between 3B states’ 

strategic culture has been BALTDEFCOL. Having a common higher-level education not only 

synchronizes the education, but it also contributes to a common strategic culture through the 

same indoctrination, creating mutual understanding, personal relationships and an emphasis on 

the region as a whole. NATO membership has been great harmonizer, because common proce-

dures and tactics originate from NATO. 

 

When discussing the Estonian defence and strategic culture, Herem (2020) sees that there is a 

tendency to leave a proportionally larger portion of the defence burden to NATO. He continues: 

“Spending 2 per cent of GDP on our defence makes us believe that we have earned NATO’s 

full support in case of aggression. Being NATO’s front line state and to be worthy of that, we 

should do more and spend more regionally”. This statement also exemplifies the Estonian Na-

tional Security Concept, where it states: military capabilities, that Estonia cannot develop inde-

pendently, will be provided in cooperation with NATO (Kaitseministeerium, 2017, p. 11). This 

approach misses the opportunities of regional capability development.   

 

Regarding the structure of 3B defence forces, 3B states are immensely army-central and that 

has influenced countries’ strategic culture. Respondents point out that the defence and opera-

tional planning in Estonia is strongly dominated by the land domain, and the importance of 

naval operations is ignored. Because of this and perhaps due to lack of credible capabilities for 

the navy and air force, there is not much jointness between the different branches of Estonian 

military thought. 

5.2 Trust and solidarity 

Respondents indicate that in the 1990-s there was less trust between the Baltic states. This was 

mainly due to competition- 3B states saw each other as competitors in many fields, for example: 

which state could reach NATO or EU membership first. There was a period when that mattered 

(ie. not considering the Baltics as a common operations area). Yet trust and solidarity have 

shaped these processes: at first during common Baltic projects, then due to the common strate-

gic goals developed following NATO membership and later by the common, standardized ap-

proach in defence and security policy within NATO itself (Kolga, 2020). In aspiring to NATO 

membership, states were more prone to solidarity and compromise (eg, what common estab-

lishments should be located in which countries). 
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According to the majority of respondents, personal relations, regular meetings and personal and 

close acquaintance are the basis for mutual trust. Aside from regular cooperation within NATO, 

trilateral regular meetings (usually biannually) occur between ministers, commanders of the 

defence forces and commanders of the navies. Trust depends on political guidance and how 

that guidance is implemented at lower levels. If there is trust between higher levels, the lower 

levels are encouraged and motivated by this, resulting in a more effective and result-oriented 

working process.  

 

A common understanding and trust within the naval domain between nations is crucial. Trust 

is based on honesty and leaving BALTRON did not affect the level of trust between 3B navies, 

because the problems were always clearly articulated. Communication between 3B navies oc-

curs daily and is continuous, and this also is helps maintain trust and foster solidarity in working 

toward the same objects. The common understanding that the only way forward is possible 

through deeper integration and regional cooperation, which has strengthened mutual trust and 

solidarity (Saimla, 2020).  

 

Herem (2020) points out that while all the Baltic states trust NATO, we [Baltic states] are not 

so used to trusting each other in matters of national defence. “We should ask ourselves, what 

we are ready to do and how far we are ready to go to protect each other, and through that, the 

Baltic region. We must overcome these fears before deeper cooperation can take place. Mutual 

trust is the required basis if we want to consider developing Baltic joint capabilities, which 

could also be based in other states and when we expect to receive necessary aid through those 

joint solutions when needed”.   Newly established headquarters of Multinational Division North 

in Latvia (HQ MND N) is a good example of a regional approach.  

5.3 Comparison of forces 

As Saimla (2020) points out, paradoxically, Lithuania has the most potent navy while Estonia 

has the least. With 90 kilometres of straight coastline, it is easier to argue that Lithuania might 

not need a navy, and that a simple coastal defence strategy would be more appropriate. Having 

a coastline longer than 3700 km  (Central Intelligence Agency, n.d.), and a combined area of 

territorial sea and exclusive economic zone nearly as large as the land area (University of British 

Columbia, n.d.), the sea is the key feature of Estonian geography. 

When geography is taken into account (3B lies between Kaliningrad and St. Petersburg), it 

could be argued that the capability to be able to deliver kinetic force is important to all 3B 

countries. 

 

To explain defence expenditure, the graph below presents past and present data. While the dif-

ferences between the Latvian and Estonian budgets are small, Lithuania clearly exceeds them 

both. It is reasonable to assume that the differences in current spending are similar and favour 

joint procurements that require equal sharing of costs. If there were two countries with a similar 
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budget and the third had a significantly lower, that could be problematic.

 
Figure 1: Defence spending in Baltic states. (Author based on Eesti Päevaleht) 

There are also differences in the size of fleets. In Latvia and Lithuania, the coast guard and navy 

are integrated, which is not the case in Estonia.  In Estonia the Police and Border Guard board 

are a paramilitary agency. In the table presented below, the numbers within brackets indicate 

numbers of vessels that belong to paramilitary agencies. Estonia has the smallest number of 

combatants. 

Baltic states’ maritime forces. Source: (Combes, 2019, p. 123) 

 Estonia Latvia Lithuania 

Mine warfare vessels 4 6 4 

Patrol and coastal vessels 13 [13] 14 [3] 7 [3] 

Logistics/Support vessels 1 [1] 1 1 

  

Another aspect that differentiates Baltic states’ defence forces is conscription. While Estonia 

has maintained conscription, Lithuania abolished it in 2008 and reintroduced in 2015, Latvia 

abolished it 2007 and never reintroduced it. Regardless of the importance of conscription in 

the overall defence model, its role is less relevant because conscripts have a minor share in 

the total numbers of personnel of the navies.   

5.4 Defence industries  

3B navies are well aware of and are agreed in capabilities needed. The navies together are able 

to specify capability requirements, provided that all have had experience in various research 

and development projects (Saimla, 2020). Yet none of the Baltic states are capable of naval 

design. In relation to the design and construction of warships according to military standards, 

the engineering know-how is simply not present. None of the states constructed warships in 

recent history and seem to lack the ambition to do so. While simpler patrol ships can be built, 

the case is different when it comes to advanced weapon systems. The case is the same for other 

sophisticated weapon systems that can be regarded in the context of 3BNV. Since all Baltic 

states are equally incapable, this factor is less relevant and the burden can be shared equally 

without any state gaining in the procurement process. 
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5.5 Clarity of intentions 

Respondents affirmed that the scope of intent is clear in relation to what qualitative naval ca-

pabilities are required to upgrade the regional and individual defence. There are some minor 

variations in regard to possible weapon systems, but there are no disagreements what capabili-

ties are required and this has reached a consensus.  

If one would put the BNV2030+ concept into strategic terms as ways, means and ends, there is 

a univocal understanding about the ends. As it comes to means, there are some discussions 

about whether anti-ship missiles should be based on warship or ashore, but this does not exclude 

some form of combination of those two bases.  

The proposed concept is a product of long discussions and hard labour, and it has not come to 

an end yet. The final concept should be present at the end of 2020, including initial calculations 

and costs.  

5.6 Corruption  

Respondents indicate that the risk for corruption in defence procurements in Estonia is low and 

current legislation ensures a transparent procurement implementation.  

Transparency International ranks Estonia as 18th out of 198 states on its Corruption Perception 

Index (Transparency International, n.d.). According to Transparency International, not even 

top-scoring countries are immune from corruption, therefore corruption as such shall not be 

excluded as a risk. According to respondents, some risk is related to unregulated lobbying in 

Estonia, including in arms procurements. Whereas this can be considered as normal lobbying 

in a regulated environment, this may result in a situation where other speculations arise. Un-

regulated lobbying may negatively impact a possible joint 3B procurement decision process if 

that creates mistrust among bidders in relation to the procurement process.  

5.7 Seriousness of intent 

“The intent can be seen as very serious, since this a question of survival as a branch for the 

navy and sustainability as a domain” (Saska, 2020). Acquiring new platforms is a lengthy pro-

cess and decisions about what type of ships should replace the current fleet must be taken in 

near future. Failure to do so risks losing the already limited MCM capability and along with it, 

all the relevant skills and know-how that can only be obtained while operating warships.  

One of the most positive outcomes of developing 3BNV has been getting together to discuss 

common problems. If the concept fails to receive the necessary political support in the form of 

common procurement of ships and weapon systems, there are also other coordinated and agreed 

short term capability goals which will be targeted nationally as inputs in the national defence 

planning process to ensure the development of common capabilities that could be commonly 

exploited (Saimla, 2020). Yet there is no decision on what country will be responsible for de-

veloping the specific capabilities. 

As the intent is seen as serious at the military level, it is less so at the political level. According 

to respondents, no Baltic state is able to pursue desired capabilities that are up to NATO stand-

ards alone, and only a regional approach can bring a strategic shift on this issue and a joint 

approach is a must if credible deterrence is to be the goal. 
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5.8 Sovereignty and autonomy 

While discussing regional integrated cooperation, Herem has addressed concerns regarding 

sovereignty and autonomy (Mehta, 2020). That is the reason why a regional approach should 

be fostered. Luik (2020) also highlighted the risk of a distinct “ownership instinct”, to keep 

one’s own forces, unit or elements for one’s own use. In the case of BENESAM this factor was 

highlighted as a mentality or view that must be overcome, as its removal serves as a precondi-

tion for successful cooperation (Sauer, 2015, p. 54). 

Estonia should focus more on regional defence planning and on developing capabilities sup-

porting that approach (Herem, 2020). As the Baltic states and Baltic Sea are one common op-

erational area, it is reasonable to expect that if a conflict arose in Latvia, it would quickly affect 

Estonia as well. Or, we might need to fight a battle near Klaipeda to ensure a victory in Estonia. 

In order to achieve maximum military effectiveness, in some cases, 3B states must be ready to 

renounce some of their sovereignty and the autonomy of their forces. The approach can be quite 

different depending on when purely national interests are defended, or the operational area en-

compasses many different nations which the aggressor does not differentiate. 

The importance of this factor should not be underrated, yet it may appear somewhat abstract in 

the current context, because today there are no such capabilities that require described and the 

desired mentality. 

5.9 Alignment of defence planning 

Most respondents agree that common defence plans are the basis for further planning with re-

gards to capabilities and material. Luik (2020) means that the Baltic states cannot afford any 

political projects if the only object is to do something together. While discussing common 

future projects, we must ask ourselves if that is absolutely necessary why these projects are 

needed.  Herem suggests that this must be addressed first while considering new capabili-

ties (Herem, 2019). 

  

Differences in long term planning cycles are not substantial. Estonia maintains a 10-year plan 

from 2017-2026 (Riigikantselei, 2017), Latvia a 12-year plan from 2016-2028 (Latvian Public 

Broadcasting, 2016) and Lithuania a 10-year plan from 2019-2028 (Ministry of National De-

fence of Lithuania, 2018). Some respondents see this as a negative, implying as it does that 

Estonia lacks a long term vision for defence (for example, until 2040).  That conservative view 

may be justified in today’s turbulent economic situation, yet this rather short planning horizon, 

which also is resource cantered, prevents setting long-term strategic goals. Synchronising the 

timing of procurements is also tough (Saimla, 2020). At the ministerial level, there are regular 

meetings taking place between defence planners.    

5.10 Interoperability 

As mentioned earlier in chapter four, interoperability was reached earlier in the navies because 

NATO tactics and procedures were swiftly implemented. Respondents indicate that interoper-
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ability between the navies and air forces is better than between the armies of Baltic states be-

cause apart from armies, navies tend not to use the very specific, national operational proce-

dures common in army units.  

 

Kusti Salm, General Director of Centre for Defence Investments, argued: “Defence in Estonia 

cannot be separated from defence in Latvia and Lithuania, as we form a single region from the 

military point of view” (Mehta, 2019). While Salm considers interoperability as critical to suc-

cessful joint procurement efforts, the main source of defence spending (the army) has not done 

much in this regard with its southern neighbours. Probably the only weapon systems commonly 

in use in all three states are Carl Gustav recoilless anti-tank rifle, which were donated by Swe-

den in the year 2000 (Laaneots, 2017, p. 58) and EuroSpike long-range anti-tank weaponry 

(Centre for Defence Investment, n.d.). Up to 2013 the only 3B joint procurement that took place 

was the purchase of ammunition for the weapon system via EDA, contract value 50 M EUR 

(Romanovs, 2014). According to Vanaga the joint procurement through EDA raised the total 

costs by 20 per cent (Vanaga, 2016, p. 4). 

 

Herem (2020) says that when acquiring common capabilities, interoperability and common us-

ability of these capabilities is the key issue. “If Estonia would invest 100 M EUR and buys 

tanks, then this capability of one tank company brings hardly any regional or strategic effect. 

But if all three states would invest 100 M each to purchase a common anti-ship missile weapon 

system, that would create perhaps a fragile and small “bubble” but it would contribute to creat-

ing credible deterrence”. 

Herem (2020) argues that a common understanding at a military level of what is jointly achiev-

able on the Baltic Sea is the first prerequisite for future enhanced cooperation. That would be 

followed by a political decision along with funding, which probably has to be raised above the 

current defence expenditure level in case of Estonia.   

 

According to Herem (2020), the potential to raise the level on interoperability among the Baltic 

states is higher than ever. BALTDEFCOL plays an important role, the HQ MND N is another 

example. Previous successful projects could be used to further enhance interoperability.  

 

In summary, there is almost no interoperability between weapon systems, but on procedural 

level, the interoperability is assessed to be satisfactory. 

5.11 Bottom-up and top-down 

Respondents indicate that it is easier to execute processes when there is a political will. So far 

the will from the military level has not reached the political level.  

BNV2030, being a bottom-up initiative, lacks the political agreement among the 3B states re-

garding defence cooperation. Today, the initiative is not top-down and that complicates the 

whole process significantly (Saimla, 2020).  

Political, top-down support seems to be more evident when discussing and developing capabil-

ities in the land domain. As an example of political will, the common development of next 

generation armoured vehicles was concluded in a technical agreement signed between Finland, 
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Estonia and Latvia (Estonian Public Broadcasting, 2020). Apparently, the common issue in all 

Baltic States seems to be that threats in naval domain are not taken seriously enough.  But recent 

public discussions in Estonia have involved calls to develop a coastal defence and to purchase 

naval mines. 

The Finnish-Swedish case of naval cooperation is an example of a bottom-up initiative, initiated 

by the chiefs of the navies but soon backed by the politicians (shortly after the Crimean crisis) 

(Lundqvist & Widen, 2016, p. 15).   

6. Results and discussion 
 
Below, the results are presented, combining the factors in a form of table. 

 

Factor How it influences cooperation Result 

Strategic culture The similarity in strategic cultures is most 

important factor and more pertinent when 

pooling capabilities. 

Results show that strategic culture is 

similar. Similarity in strategic cul-

tures eases military cooperation and 

is necessary when pooling capabili-

ties. 

Trust and solidarity Trust is always important but more so 

when defending each other’s territories; 

confidence in needed that their partners do 

not leave them without access to shared as-

sets in times of crisis. 

The trust is present at personal level 

and in NATO, less so when it comes 

to trusting each other’s defence 

forces. 

Forces similar in 

size 

Small countries are likely to have stronger 

bonds of trust and solidarity, which will al-

low them to integrate more deeply than the 

big states (Valasek, 2011, p. 31). 

 

There are some differences in sizes 

of navies, more in defence budgets. 

There number of combatants is least 

in Estonia.  

Level playing field 

for defence compa-

nies 

Countries’ defence companies should have 

similar gains in joint procurements. 

Absence of relevant industry makes 

this factor insignificant. 

Clarity of intentions Intent must be clear why to engage in co-

operation, clarity and agreement must be 

in place from the beginning 

The clarity in intentions has been 

demonstrated by the agreement of 

3BNV on military level.   

Low corruption Corrupt officials may thwart the joint pur-

chase. 

Transparent procedures help to mini-

mise this risk. 

Seriousness of intent  Serious intent opposite to symbolic or 

“window dressing”, seriousness is crucial 

for success. 

The intent is serious and concept is 

tailored with future regional capabili-

ties at sight. Seriousness is expressed 

also in mutual need and interdepend-

ence, none of parties are able to de-

velop new platforms alone. 

Sovereignty and au-

tonomy 

Preparedness to transfer national sover-

eignty or becoming dependent on part-

ner(s) for a military capability is necessary 

precondition. 

3B states must start seeing Baltic 

states as one operational areas and 

without state borders. This mind-set 

is necessary when acquiring joint ca-

pabilities  
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Alignment of de-

fence planning 

Planning and purchasing alignment is nec-

essary for future joint procurements for 

same defence material, this affects also 

joint training and maintenance. 

There are differences in defence 

planning alignment and planning pe-

riods.  

Top-down and bot-

tom-up 

Concept of cooperation must be backed by 

top-down political steering.  

So far the 3B ministries have not in-

dicated that 3BNV is needed, nor 

have they stated that it is not needed. 

That has caused a standstill, without 

joint political decision and approval 

there is little progress.  

Interoperability Common material and doctrine are the ba-

sis for deeper integration. 

All procurement should aim interop-

erability, this would enable the 3 

states to integrate training, mainte-

nance and operational capabilities. 

Therefore, all common and individ-

ual procurements should be coherent 

with 3BNV. 

 

This study aimed to answer the research question: What factors favour and what factors hinder 

future Baltic naval cooperation from the perspective of Estonia? 

 

Favourable factors are similar strategic cultures, trust and solidarity (partly), forces of similar 

size, clarity of intentions, low corruption, seriousness of intent and partly interoperability (pro-

cedures and tactics). 

 

The hindering factors are: lack of top-down support, trust and solidarity (partly), misalignment 

of defence planning, mind-set addressing sovereignty and autonomy, and material interopera-

bility. 

 

Level playing field for defence companies have proved insignificance according to empirical 

evidence and analysis. 

 

It is reasonable to assume, that none of the single factors that are assessed to favour or hinder 

military cooperation, may not necessarily affect the future cooperation such way as assessed in 

this thesis. For example, similar strategic cultures alone are not enabling the successful coop-

eration, there are examples showing the opposite. The purpose to assess the factors was to raise 

the awareness and start a discussion, at best this could lead to addressing some of the factors 

that might seem hindering the future cooperation. 

6.1 Methodological discussion 
 
Aradau et al. (2015, p. 2) argue that chosen theory, methodology and methods that address the 

meaning, purpose and practice of the study in advance prior the encounter with empirical world, 

creating “cascading path”. In case of this theses, chosen theory is directly influencing how in-

terview questions were formed and later analysed. Hence, also the results and conclusions were 

directly influenced by the chosen theory and methods.  
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Although this thesis handles the 3B naval cooperation, the empirics, results and conclusions 

reflect the Estonian point of view. To assess the factors that might influence 3B naval cooper-

ation in its entirety, Latvian and Lithuanian standpoints should be included.  

 

While Valasek’s approach proves to be helpful while studying which factors may favour or 

hinder the cooperation, I find his approach to somewhat diffuse. For example, according Vala-

sek, the most important factor for success is similarity in strategic culture. Yet Valasek does 

not provide any clarity on what is meant by strategic culture. As Doeser pointed out, there is no 

agreed definition of strategic culture, and some researchers see it as an independent variable, 

separable from material and non-cultural factors, while others see strategic culture as “shaping 

context behaviour” (Doeser, 2017). According to the latter perspective, a distinction between 

dependent and independent variables is impossible to make (Ångström & Honig, 2012, p. 671). 

Therefore, results may vary depending on how researcher has defined strategic culture.  

6.1.1 Internal validity 

The purpose of the interviews was to provide a complement to the very scarce and sporadic 

information found in the written empirical data. As the interviews form the majority of the 

empirical data, the results and conclusions of the study are directly influenced by how inter-

viewees experienced the reality, processes and situations. Since case studies are expected to 

capture the complexity of a single case, an emphasis was laid on internal validity, (David & 

Sutton, 2016, p. 151) I find this argument also to be valid in current thesis.   

6.1.2 Reliability and generalizability 

Qualitative methods in case studies have been criticized for their low generalizability, because 

they cannot explain the causality or correlations between variables (David & Sutton, 2016, p. 

155). David and Sutton argue that in case study research, the focus lays more on descriptions 

and interpretations rather than causal explanations, therefore the attention directed towards cer-

tain processes through which events develop is as equally important for causation as statistic 

correlations. Results of case studies generally have insignificant generalizability, since these 

are based on the specific case in the specific circumstances which are unique to the case.  Yet 

the possibility must not ruled out that some results and conclusions in this study may be trans-

ferable to similar cases when studied in similar circumstances. 

6.1.3 Source criticism 

To assess the credibility of sources, principles of authenticity, relationship in time, independ-

ence1 and freedom of tendency shall be used (Esaiasson et al. 2017, p. 288). 

Regarding authenticity, the empirics originate from primary sources from the interviewees fol-

lowed by official documents and articles. Secondary sources are also used in this thesis, these 

are mainly used to present background information, such as current debate around deficiencies 

in naval domain of Baltic states. Many of those sources are peer reviewed but not all of them.  

Relationship in time has been aimed at while selecting sources. While assessing factors related 

to cooperation, current sources are used. Chapter four represents historical flashback, Esaiasson 

et al. (2017, p. 294) argue that current narratives are more trustworthy than historical because 
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people’s tendency to forget and post-rationalize, yet that chapter serves informative purpose 

and it is not basis for the analysis.  

In order to increase independence, multiple sources were used. According to Esaiasson et al. 

(2017, p. 292) the principle of centrality (as defined in chapter three) of the sources also adds 

to credibility of sources.  

Regarding tendency, Esaiassion et al. (2017, p. 294) mean that main principle is to avoid single 

tendentious source. In case of this research, it can be assumed that some sources are without 

any tendencies, but the degree of tendency here is difficult to measure. Again, variety of sources 

should decrease the risk single tendentious sources. 

6.2 Discussion 
 

It is difficult to change the strategic culture without influential factors, even in a long run. The 

war in Ukraine and annexation of Crimea was pointed out by respondents as the factor that 

sparked Estonia to begin consider and later proposed the integrated cooperation to its 3B part-

ners in naval domain. When weighing the options, it was soon clear that when acting alone 

there is nothing to be done, not for any of the 3B navies if acting alone. And that is not only 

from acquiring new ships and capabilities, but also from operational perspective. In this sense, 

scarcity and lack of resources, being similar to all, created “the need” or “problem” in the na-

vies, which can be seen as a factor to cooperate since alone, none of the navies have little chance 

to pursue individual objectives, not to mention the joint operational effects. While combining 

Valasek’s and Zandee’s factors seem relevant, they do not highlight the “need” or the “prob-

lem” factor. Valasek’s factor “seriousness of intent” has some relevance to it, but it fails to fully 

cover the “problem” or “need” issue in its definition.  

While Valasek discussed the “trust and solidarity” factor he used the example MEAD project. 

The main motive behind that project was cost effectiveness through sharing and pooling, but 

due to mistrust in partners, the project was delayed and costs was doubled and in the end, parties 

chose to continue nationally. In this case, to save costs was valid identified and recognised 

motive, but there was absence of “need and the problem”, because all parties had capacity to 

develop desired weapon system on their own and that’s what they also ended up to. To enable 

success of cooperation on all levels, levels needs to apprehend the need or the problem that is 

motivating the cooperation. That was the case in 90-s, when it was understood that cooperation 

is the only way forward, regional cohesion and cooperation was benefitting common effort of 

reaching NATO membership. When quitting BALTRON, political and higher military level 

recognised the “need and the problem” which was the lack of resources resulting in inability to 

contribute to BALTRON and NATO simultaneously. Hence, it may be useful to assess also the 

motivating factor(s) behind the cooperation concepts.  

6.3 Discussion about importance of Baltic naval cooperation 
 
Lawrence argues, that the notion of the Baltic decision-makers that Estonia, Latvia and Lithu-

ania should focus on land defence only, provided that NATO assumes defence at sea and in the 

air, is wrong (Lawrence, 2019). 
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Another factor influencing Estonian strategic thinking is the belief that NATO provides all ca-

pabilities we lack (Herem, 2020). That may be so but unlikely in early stages of a conflict when 

Russia can easily block SLOCS, ports and take unprotected territory to establish A2/AD 

weapon systems to set foot and impede the arrival of reinforcements both through Suwalki and 

by the sea. Currently, it enjoys freedom of operation at sea and there is no valid reason to believe 

why Russia would not take advantage of it. Compared to Gotland, Western Estonian islands are 

much closer to mainland, but due to lack of capabilities and weapon systems to influence the 

adversary once it sets foot there, that closeness is not an issue for invader. Granholm suggests, 

that the islands can be used as a buffer zone for land operations (Granholm, 2019, p. 79). Naval 

presence, readiness and initial capability to respond to sudden threats from sea cannot be ex-

ported by other NATO members, these should be seen as permanent and minimum require-

ments of coastal state navy, having Russia as a neighbour.  

That needs reassessment of critical capabilities. Perhaps the idea of enhancing naval capabilities 

has been considered in too narrow, national context without considering regional aspects and 

combined effects of joint action. 

 

During current Covid-19 pandemic as Poland closed its borders, many Estonians were trapped 

in Germany. As a solution, Estonian Ministry of Foreign affairs in cooperation with Estonian 

shipping company Tallink, sent a passenger ferry to Sassnitz, Germany to bring home stranded 

Estonians and Latvians (The Baltic Times, 2020). This example serves as a reminder of the 

consequences if access from continental Europe via land is disturbed. The situation occurred in 

peacetime and was caused by the action of European Union member state, not by the external 

actor. There is no reason to believe why the situation would be any different or easier in case 

of crisis or hostilities when Russia intervenes to disrupt land communications. Then, SLOCS 

remain as an option but if Baltic states fail to protect their own coasts, ports and SLOCS, then 

it is too much to expect that NATO does all the work, it can be assumed that blue water navies 

of NATO, less suitable for littorals of Baltic Sea, are mainly busy with protecting transatlantic 

link instead (Lange, Combes, Jermalavičius, & Lawrence, 2019, p. 3). Moreover, moving to 

Baltics takes time, yet time and timely availability of necessary forces are crucial elements in 

this scenario. It would be naïve to assume that possible Russian aggression would be only lim-

ited against Baltic states’ land domain, allowing NATO to send its standing groups to fill the 

gaps in 3B maritime domain unhindered.  

 

Although current political agreement about state budget strategy looks promising, the decision 

of full support regarding 3BNV is pending. Current coalition agreement states that the coalition 

supports developing individual defence capability, strengthening of collective defence and re-

gional security cooperation with Poland and Baltic States. While spending at least 2 per cent of 

BNP to defence, additional expenses related to host nation support and additional funding to 

fill capability gaps will be allocated (Estonian Public Broadcasting, 2019, p. 4). According to 

latest information, acquiring naval mines (Anvelt, 2020) and coastal defence is prioritized when 

discussing naval capabilities.   
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The decision on political level is problematic for following reasons. The navy’s role in Estonian 

legislation is not specified, it lacks clear tasks. To approve regional 3B naval cooperation re-

quires a strategic decision, since it involves considerable economic resources and shift from 

almost purely army-based defence to development of capabilities within another branch, while 

navy’s role in Estonian military strategy has never been explicitly expressed. Hence, recognis-

ing the need would mean to recognise vulnerabilities and importance of maritime domain which 

has not been concurrent with prevailing military thinking during last 30 years. To sum up, 

change in military strategy guidelines is required.  

Time will tell if the cooperation can be described as business as usual, referring to Estonian 

navy’s last years in BALTRON of rather symbolic cooperation or if the new ambitious concept 

will be backed by politicians on the three Baltic states that could lay ground for regional force.  

6.4 Proposal for future research 
 

While 3B naval cooperation involves three parties, current study was carried out from Estonian 

perspective only. Therefore, similar studies could be carried out in Latvia and Lithuania, this 

would contribute to more comprehensive understanding of what factors may hamper or encour-

age the execution of 3BNV, adding the other parties’ insight.  

Another interesting study object would be Estonian strategic culture. Studying strategic culture 

in depth would perhaps contribute to understanding of why Estonia, despite its geography, eco-

nomical dependence of the Baltic Sea and geopolitical position, has until  now, almost exclu-

sively chosen to develop capabilities related to land domain.   
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