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ABSTRACT

The purpose of the research presented in this article was to analyze the role of 
the Bucharest Nine States (B9) in shaping NATO’s strategic deterrence mecha-
nisms and to assess their effectiveness in ensuring the security of the eastern 
flank. When discussing the research problems, top-down and bottom-up ap-
proaches were adopted to confront NATO’s deterrence initiatives with the expec-
tations of B9. The research process revealed that B9 encourage the United States 
to engage in European security. They are aware of the need to pay a high cost 
for their own security, they make defensive efforts in projects implemented by 
the European Union, especially in acquiring capabilities that guarantee the de-
fense of their own territory and deterrence through punishment. They create 
conditions for the operating of battalion battle groups on their own territory, or 
participate in them themselves, and make a large contribution to the reformed 
NATO response forces and command system. The B9 states actively participate 
in building allied horizontal deterrence mechanisms to prevent asymmetric 
escalation of conflict, as well as mechanisms of deterrence by denial to thwart 
the conquest of their own territory.
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Introduction

The policy of revising the international order, which has been on the rise for more 
than ten years, materializing in the intervention in Georgia in 2008, the annexa-
tion of Crimea, and the conflict in eastern Ukraine, has caused a deterioration 
in relations of the Russian Federation with the North Atlantic Alliance (NATO) 
and the European Union (EU). The Russian Federation’s quest to regain its sphere 
of influence in post-Soviet states and its superpower status was an expression 
of deepening international rivalry, resulting in an unpredictable international 
security environment. The challenges and threats posed by the aggressively pur-
sued foreign policy of the Russian Federation have been a cause for the growing 
security concern among the states of the former communist bloc that directly 
neighbor Russia. The intensifying conflict in Ukraine has posed a serious threat 
to regional and global international relations as well as destabilized the region 
from the Baltic to the Black Sea. Hybrid threats have caused deterioration in 
transatlantic relations and created adverse consequences for political, military, 
economic, social, and information security, as well as for the functioning of 
the critical infrastructure of NATO’s border states. From a geopolitical point of 
view, the Alliance’s eastern flank was the most vulnerable to aggression, so states 
located in this area were forced to coordinate their security strategies following 
the annexation of Crimea.

In 2014 in Warsaw, Poland and Romania initiated consultations among 
the neighboring states of the Russian Federation, aimed at encouraging coop-
eration to stabilize international security. Common interests, shared history 
and close ties led Hungary, Slovakia and the Czech Republic to promptly join 
the security talks and declare their willingness to participate in the new initia-
tive of the Bucharest Nine. Thus the states associated in the Bucharest Format 
began to devise strategies that would respond to new challenges in international 
security. The common voice of the nine states was a strong message demonstrat-
ing the invalidity of stereotypes held by some Allies swayed by the Russian claim 
that Poland and the Baltic States were Russophobic.

B9 fit well with the broader geostrategic project known as the Three Seas Ini-
tiative, tasked with strengthening the Alliance’s eastern flank and promoting co-
operation among the Visegrad Group (V4), the Baltic States, Romania, NATO’s 
Western Balkan states and the Nordic states that are members of NATO (Den-
mark and Norway), as well as non-NATO members of the Alliance, i.e. Sweden 
and Finland. With Poland and Romania as its leaders, the Three Seas Initiative 
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is to increase defense capabilities of the states participating in this project and 
to expand their strategic control over the sea routes from the Atlantic through 
the Danish Straits and the Baltic Sea basin, as well as to establish a buffer against 
Russia – the land belt stretching from the Baltic to the Black Sea.

Europe also needed strong support from the US, so bilateral diplomatic ef-
forts by the strongest B9 states were to set in motion processes that could ef-
fectively deter the aggressive intentions of the Russian Federation and safeguard 
the interests of Central and Eastern European states.

Review of the available literature indicates that there is a gap in knowledge 
regarding the activities taken by the B9 states on strategic deterrence. Most of 
the literature focuses on the description of the origins and evolution of the Bu-
charest Format and the initiatives undertaken either on their own or as part of 
European Union programs. The available works discuss the issue of the initia-
tives of NATO’s eastern flank states more in the context of ensuring their own 
security and acquisition of their own defense capabilities than from the point 
of view of strategic deterrence. There are also no assessments of B9 initiatives 
from the perspective of the overall work of the North Atlantic Alliance and their 
influence on the systemic solutions undertaken in the area of deterring Russian 
Federation aggression and countering the threats this aggression creates.

The problematic situation so identified leads to the formulation of the main 
research problem: What is the assessment of the participation of B9 states in 
the shaping of international security mechanisms and in NATO’s strategic deter-
rence of the Russian Federation in the eastern region of the Alliance? The main 
research problem included the following specific problems: 1) What steps are 
taken by B9 states to ensure international security? 2) What are the dilemmas 
of NATO’s strategic deterrence? 3) What is the evaluation of NATO’s strategic 
deterrence mechanisms against Russian aggression on the territory of B9 states?

The purpose of the research, the results of which are presented in this ar-
ticle, was to analyze the role of B9 states in shaping NATO’s strategic deterrence 
mechanisms against Russian aggression on the eastern region of the Alliance 
and to assess their effectiveness in providing security.

Top-down and bottom-up approaches were adopted in order to answer 
the research problems. The top-down approach was used to analyze and evaluate 
the measures taken by NATO and the mechanisms put in place to serve the need 
to strengthen the eastern flank and, first of all, the effectiveness of conducting 
strategic deterrence aimed at the Russian Federation. In particular, the decisions 
taken by the Alliance in 2014, 2016, 2018 and 2019 were taken into account. 
The bottom-up approach was helpful in analyzing the initiatives and specific 



30  Mirosław Banasik

actions taken by B9 states to improve the operational capabilities of individual 
states and the activities of the United States in the area of Eastern Europe, as well 
as confronting the expectations of B9 states with solutions adopted by NATO. 
The analysis of implemented mechanisms was based on deterrence theory, which 
made it possible to assess the effectiveness of systemic solutions introduced by 
the Alliance in order to ensure the security and stability of the eastern flank.

1.  Initiatives taken by B9 states to ensure international security

B9 states are now members of the European Union and NATO, but similar nega-
tive historical experiences and the circumstances of Russia rebuilding its influ-
ence in the post-Soviet area by disregarding basic principles of the international 
law have forced them to close cooperation with the aim of strengthening their 
position in negotiations with their partners in the EU and NATO 1 in the face of 
risks and new security threats. Potential regional cooperation among states with 
similar threats (National, 2019) provided a good ground for creating mechanisms 
that could deter further aggression by the Russian Federation (Gerasymchuk, 
2019, p. 5). B9 believed that in the face of military and political pressure from 
Moscow, it made the most sense to deploy strong, credible, operationally ready 
troops on NATO’s most vulnerable eastern territory. In this aspect, the pursuit 
of their permanent presence became a top priority for B9. It was agreed that 
enhancing the ability to conduct collective defense and deter Russia should ma-
terialize through the adaptation of the Alliance’s command and control system 
to the need of leading troops in the zone of hypothetical direct actions, rais-
ing the level of combat readiness, capabilities and interoperability of the armed 
forces of the Nine, as well as joint military exercises and cooperation of the arms 
industry. The need for the development of civil-military infrastructure in the re-
gion of Central and Eastern Europe was also recognized, ensuring high mobility 
of troops, especially needed for rapid movement of both NATO response forces 
and the main forces of the Alliance, after the start of an armed conflict (Joint, 
2015). Nor was the need to steadily raise defense spending overlooked, which 
was particularly important in the light of its reduction between 2009 and 2014 
(Terlikowski et al., 2018, p. 2 & 3). The transatlantic dimension is also worth 
noting. All members of the B9 group are in favor of maintaining strong ties with 

1 “Voice of the Flank” was the title of a seminar co-organized in November 2015 by 
the GMF Bucharest Office to spur a debate among experts and practitioners on the pros-
pects of the Bucharest Format.
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the United States. While they remain allies, they also seek to strengthen political 
and military relations and advocate increased US involvement in the stability 
and security of Central and Eastern Europe 2, in particular the strengthening of 
US military presence in the region and the redeployment of troops stationed in 
Europe to the territory of the B9 states (Pawłowski, 2020, p. 22).

The agreed positions of the nine key Central and Eastern European states 
on Alliance security issues could not be ignored in international debates. In 
the context of tensions with the Russian Federation, the organization of high-
level meetings of the heads of the nine states also attracted the attention of 
the United States. In the context of the failure of the Obama administration to 
pursue a policy of reset with Russia (Feith & Cropsey, 2012), before the 2016 
Warsaw summit, it made the US more willing to listen to the voices of its eastern 
allies both within and outside NATO through informal bilateral talks. The de-
terioration of international security and of British and American relations with 
Russia made the nine states’ claims more visible and gain legitimacy in the eyes 
of those who considered themselves critical allies (Borger, 2016). In the context 
of the announced Brexit, it was in the interest of the United States to strengthen 
NATO, in line with the political agenda of the Bucharest Nine. In this way, 
the B9 states de facto established themselves as the most relevant and influential 
Eastern format, displacing the Visegrad Four, which had been gradually losing 
ground in NATO due to internal disagreements (Kolmašová, 2019).

The Baltic States and Poland made efforts to deploy multinational battal-
ions on their territory. The states on the southern flank also sought to promote 
their own interests and balance the efforts they put into providing security. 
They worked on developing concrete steps to counter threats from the South, 
in accordance with the NATO 360-degree principle. Southern European states 
sought to integrate efforts with the European Union (EU) because of joint opera-
tions in the Mediterranean (Doorstep, 2016).

Romanian political elites have turned to the United States for support to 
improve strategic imbalances and maintain Russia’s deterrence capabilities in 
the Black Sea region. In the spring of 2016, the United States held a discussion 

2 The US military presence in Europe has shrunk by 85% compared with the height 
of the Cold War. In the 1960s, there were over 400,000 US troops in Europe, while the 
numbers had fallen to roughly 200,000 by the 1980s. Additional cuts to defence budgets 
were made as a result of the peace dividend, which today brings the number to approxi-
mately 60,000 authorized military personnel stationed across 28 European communities/
operating sites (European, 2018, p. 3). 
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forum in Naples and proposed the idea of creating a Black Sea Flotilla that 
would include the five Black Sea states of Bulgaria, Georgia, Romania, Turkey, 
and Ukraine (Mutsushika, 2017, p. 5). The US undertook to create the Black 
Sea Flotilla to bolster NATO’s presence in the Black Sea as Russia began ex-
panding its forces in Crimea and implementing A2AD anti-access capabilities. 
There were also two other reasons that led the US. To propose the establishing 
of the Black Sea Flotilla. First, a permanent NATO Maritime Force could not 
maintain constant operational readiness. Second, the tonnage, types of ships, 
and length of time fleets of non-coastal states stationed in the Black Sea was lim-
ited by the Montreux Convention of 1936 (Mutsushika, 2017, p. 6). In this situ-
ation, the Ministry of Defense announced on 1 February 2016 that the creation 
of the Black Sea Flotilla is Romania’s strategic priority for 2016. Subsequently, 
Bulgaria and Romania started discussions on Black Sea security cooperation at 
the presidential level. Since then, the two states have continued consultations on 
Black Sea security cooperation (Mutsushika, 2017, p. 6).

After the Kerch Strait incident on 25 November 2018, which was an act of 
aggression of the Russian Federation against Ukraine (Baluk, 2020), at the ini-
tiative of Poland, the B9 states signed a letter on the proposal to start work in 
the Alliance on the “Black Sea package” (Budzisz, 2019). Proposals for improving 
the Alliance’s situational awareness in the region, as well as new forms of political 
and pragmatic support for Ukraine and Georgia, were approved at the political 
level during the NATO Foreign Ministers’ Meeting in Washington, D.C. on 3–4 
April 2019 (“Jubileuszowe spotkanie,” 2019). Poland, due to its location, is more 
absorbed with the security situation in the Baltic Sea and on its eastern borders. 
However, because Ukraine occupies a key place in Polish foreign policy, based 
on the experience of the Polish-Ukrainian battalion, an agreement was signed 
in September 2014 to create a joint Lithuanian-Polish-Ukrainian brigade located 
in Lublin, which reached combat readiness in 2017 (Andžāns & Vargulis, 2020, 
p. 90). The same year, the foreign ministers of the Bucharest Nine issued a joint 
declaration reaffirming their support for the sovereignty and territorial integrity 
of Ukraine, as well as their non-recognition of the annexation of Crimea. In 
addition, they called on all signatories of the Minsk agreements to fully respect 
the signed commitments. In a joint statement, the B9 foreign ministers called 
on Russia to stop its aggressive actions and withdraw its troops from Ukraine 
(Gerasymchuk, 2019, p. 5). At a meeting in Warsaw in June 2018, leaders of the B9 
member states expressed support for Ukraine’s European and Euro-Atlantic 
aspirations and for the territorial integrity of Georgia and Moldova (Joint Decla-
ration, 2018). in November 2019 at the summit in Kosice, Slovakia the B9 group 
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opposed the military and non-military actions taken by the Russian Federation 3, 
to pursue revanchist geopolitical goals (Declaration, 2019). At the 2020 Munich 
Security Conference, the defense ministers of Romania and Ukraine reached 
an agreement to increase joint exercises and improve bilateral cooperation and 
intelligence sharing (Ukraine, 2021).

For all B9 states the European Union is the second pillar of security, alongside 
NATO. For over a decade, the states have shared a fundamental vision of devel-
oping the Common Security and Defense Policy as complementary to NATO 
and avoiding unnecessary duplication of Alliance activities and structures. 
The B9 states understand that NATO’s adaptation to new threats and the Euro-
pean Union’s development in the area of defense should be fully synchronized 
(Shalamanov et al., 2019, p. 30). Since 2016, in the wake of Brexit, the intra-
European balance of power has shifted. Coupled with the cooling of transatlan-
tic relations, this has resulted in increasingly strong articulation of the call for 
European strategic autonomy and sometimes a European army. Some skeptics 
believe that these demands may call into question the coherence of EU and 
NATO efforts (EU-NATO, 2016) and threaten the security of the entire eastern 
region of the Alliance. For example, developing mechanisms for defense capabil-
ity planning and coordination of defense cooperation among member states are 
duplicative of NATO’s defense planning efforts. In the long run, this could lead 
to divergent requirements as to which defense capabilities should be acquired  4.

The B9 states recognize that an effectively conducted EU Common Security 
and Defense Policy is a key tool for responding to asymmetric and non-military 
threats to European security that NATO as a political-military alliance cannot 
cope with. All B9 states have been particularly active in the Permanent Structured 
Cooperation (PESCO) program, following Donald Trump’s announcements of 
reduced military engagement with Europe (Kacprzyk, 2017). Given the limited 
military capabilities of the B9 states, now PESCO becomes a mechanism to 
support military capacity building (Gotkowska, 2019, p. 32) and is an oppor-
tunity to strengthen defense capabilities as a result of the establishment of new 
priorities in 2018. These include: cyber response capabilities, information and 
communication technologies in space, information superiority, ground combat 
capabilities, strengthening of logistics and medical support capabilities, maneu-
verability of naval forces, underwater control of maritime space, air superiority, 

3 Ongoing conflict in eastern Ukraine and growing tensions in the Sea of Azov and 
the Black Sea stemming from  the illegal annexation of Crimea by Russia.

4 Based on interviews with experts from NATO and the Polish Ministry of Defense.
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air mobility, integrating air force capabilities into a changing aviation sector – 
all in all, integration of capabilities to achieve the level desired by the EU (“EU 
and NATO,” 2018). The defense capabilities of the B9 states leave much to be 
desired, so joint investment in priority EU capabilities can bring the greatest 
benefits. When deciding to join individual PESCO projects, the B9 states seek 
to meet the needs of strategic deterrence, achieve synergies in joint operations 
with the Allies, and improve their ability to conduct large-scale, high-intensity 
defense operations, which requires them to pull out old platforms and weapons 
systems and replace them sometimes by two or three generations with more 
modern equipment. Achieving such ambitious goals will only be possible by 
increasing defense spending (Permanent Structured Cooperation, 2018). Faced 
with this necessity, the B9 states are undertaking a formidable and costly process 
of modernizing their armed forces. The leaders in this regard are Poland and 
Romania, which spend the most  5. Both states have purchased F-16 aircraft and 
are seeking to acquire US Patriot air defense missile systems. Also noteworthy 
are systems with deterrent capabilities, such as Poland’s acquisition of AGM-158 
JASSM long-range cruise missiles, long-range unmanned aerial vehicles, F-35 
nuclear-capable aircraft, and US HIMARS long-range rocket launchers. It is 
also worth noting that Poland has launched a regional PESCO project to acquire 
a new generation of tanks that could be built by B9 together with Germany and 
France (Terlikowski, 2018, p. 7). Romania is acquiring multi-role corvettes and 
submarines capable of carrying cruise missiles (Terlikowski et al., 2018, p. 5). 
There are heated debates in the public space about moving US nuclear weapons 
from Germany to Poland and allowing them to be used by the F-16 dual-purpose 
aircraft (USAF’s, 2017) of the B9 states or about using air bases located in B9 
territories by US aircraft carrying nuclear weapons (Gotkowska, 2020). Poland 
is also considering joining NATO’s nuclear sharing program (Palowski, 2020), 
which could significantly increase the deterrence power against the Russian 
Federation.

The location of the B9 states in the east of NATO’s territory automatically 
necessitated a commitment to an initiative to improve military mobility within 
the European Union. This naturally involves accelerating the arrival and inte-
gration of the Alliance’s main forces into a possible battle. The action plan for 
enhancing military mobility includes: defining and agreeing on military require-
ments for military mobility, adapting infrastructure to civilian and military 
needs, simplifying regulatory and procedural issues related to the transport of 

5 Read more about B9 states’ acquisition of new capabilities in Gerasymchuk (2019).
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troops and dangerous agents, as well as to customs duties and obtaining permits 
for cross-border movement (Joint Communication, 2018). In addition, the B9 
states committed to developing national plans for military mobility, speeding up 
cross-border procedures for military transports to a maximum of five days for 
routine operations and a shorter time for the deployment of rapid reaction forces, 
speeding up communication and information exchange through the creation of 
national focal points, and using national military exercises to test the progress 
achieved in movement (Council Conclusions, 2018).

EU Battlegroups remain one of the EU’s most significant threat response 
initiatives. All B9 states have been contributing to them for a long time and have 
gained considerable experience in their use. The potential of EU Battlegroups, 
especially those involving the B9 states, is an important contribution to strength-
ening EU cooperation with NATO on rapid response forces (European, 2018, 
p. 10). This cooperation is particularly valuable in the light of the implementation 
of increasing NATO’s operational readiness and adaptation of NATO’s response 
forces to threats created by the Russian Federation. For this reason, the B9 states 
are taking steps to increase the effectiveness of their rapid response capabilities. 
Skeptics, however, believe that the concept of battlegroups requires maintaining 
a certain number of troops in readiness and therefore depletes defense resources 
without producing tangible results. It is therefore advisable to take such actions 
that will make them truly operational and capable of deploying in conflict areas 
and undertaking tasks of a defensive nature (“Towards a New Level,” 2020, p. 7). 
Then the battlegroups will also have a certain deterrent potential.

2.  The dilemmas of NATO’s strategic deterrence

Deterrence has a long history: it dates back to the Peloponnesian wars, in which 
it was practiced by the Athenians and Spartans. The theory of deterrence, 
the essence of which was based on the threat of immediate, severe and inevi-
table punishment can be traced in the works of classical philosophers Thomas 
Hobbes, Cesare Beccaria and Jeremy Bentham. It was thought that the harsher 
the punishment, the more likely it was that people would stop criminal activity. 
It turned out, however, that punishment that was too severe was unjust, and 
punishment that was not severe enough did not deter people from committing 
crimes (Eassey & Boman, 2015, p. 235). Deterrence theorists believed that if pun-
ishment is inevitable, certain, rational, and swiftly enforced, potential offenders 
will evaluate the gains and losses before they engage in crime, which will deter 
them from violating the law, especially if the loss is greater than the likely gain. 
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Classical philosophers believed that the inevitability of punishment was more 
effective in preventing crime than its severity (Eassey & Boman, 2015, p. 235).

Deterrence by denial and deterrence by punishment are the forms most 
commonly described in the literature. Deterrence by denial involves building 
military capacity to prevent a potential aggressor from being able to succeed  6. In 
its pure form, deterrence by denial may be indistinguishable from mere defense, 
since capabilities to deny are capabilities to defend. Thus it can be concluded that 
deterrence and defense are analytically distinct concepts, but in practice closely 
related (Mazarr, 2018, p. 2). The strategy of deterrence by denial seeks to deter 
an adversary’s action by making it impossible or unlikely. In this case, the ad-
versary cannot deploy his forces in a specific operational area or all attempts to 
do so fail. This creates what are called “restricted zones” or zones that make it 
difficult to operate in an area controlled by the deterrent party.

Deterrence through punishment risks incurring the costs of retaliation, 
which may be unrelated to the aggression itself and include such means as 
nuclear escalation or severe economic sanctions. In contrast, focusing on keep-
ing the adversary from local targets of attack is a denial strategy that relies on 
raising the costs of aggression. Even if the actions taken by the opposing party 
are successful, they are still threatened by other consequences, that is, they are 
subject to incurring a broader penalty (Mazarr et al., 2018, p. 8). Deterrence by 
denial, on the other hand, is directed against military capabilities and the ability 
to conduct specific operational activities. The strategy of incurring punishment 
is mainly based on fear, while denial is aimed at preventing the adversary from 
achieving operational successes through the use of a variety of active and pas-
sive countermeasures (Schwarz, 2005, p. 8). The success of deterrence depends 
heavily on the credibility of the punishment, which is strongly related to the level 
of commitment to the deterrence strategy, which depends on the preferences, 
costs, and risks associated with carrying out the threat and the credibility of 
the promise of reward for fulfilling it (Shelling, 1981, p. 6).

Following the analyzed documents it can be concluded that the strengthening 
of the eastern and southern flanks takes place within the framework of the strat-
egy of deterrence by punishment, although the Alliance does not explicitly in-
dicate the type of strategy adopted (NATO 2020a). NATO strongly emphasizes 

6 Beaufre argues that in the pre-nuclear era, a capacity to deter simply meant a capac-
ity to win (Beaufre 1965, p. 23). Later he describes the conventional deterrence dynamic 
as the “dialectic of expectation of victory on the part of the two opponents” (Beaufre, 
1965, p. 23). 
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its respect for international agreements and commitments and declares that 
the purpose of the increased military presence near Russia’s borders is to dem-
onstrate allied solidarity (NATO, 2018). Moreover, it sends a clear message that 
any aggression against border states will be met with a collective response, thus 
leaving no doubt that deterrence through punishment is NATO’s main strategy. 
One should also be aware that deterrence is based on the unity of all members, 
with the main burden of responsibility resting on the United States. Hence, it 
is necessary to send clear signals of readiness and determination to fulfill com-
mitments to Europe (Shifrinson, 2017, p. 111). The best example of this can be 
seen in the exercises conducted in early 2020, in which a fully combat-capable 
division was moved to Europe from the United States (Judson, 2019). However, 
not all European policymakers are aware that by opting for a less robust posture 
toward Russia on the eastern flank, relying on the threat of deterrence through 
punishment, the risk of having to face the dilemma between accepting defeat or 
nuclear war increases. Moreover, the current balance of power makes it difficult 
for NATO to respond incrementally to a deteriorating crisis situation or to decide 
whether to initiate military action, giving Russia an advantage in controlling 
the escalation of the conflict (Frisell et al., p. 50). Also, not everyone realizes that 
there is an imbalance of conventional forces on the eastern flank, which gives 
a predetermined advantage to the Russian Federation. This also offers an op-
portunity to launch a surprise, but limited in scale, attack on NATO territory 
and create a situation of so-called “accomplished facts”, as happened in Crimea. 
The imbalance of power between the Alliance and Russia is tantamount to a time 
and space gap, which poses certain problems for NATO (Boston et al., 2018, p. 7).

The ultimate source of deterrence through punishment is nuclear weapons. 
In 2015, the Alliance resumed nuclear consultations and exercises based on 
a collective defense scenario. At the Warsaw summit, a new process of strategic 
thinking about the use of nuclear weapons began, but the main difference with 
the Russian Federation is that the Alliance intends to use them only as a last 
resort, while Moscow treats nuclear weapons as a complement to conventional 
weapons and envisions their use even at the tactical level (Doran, 2017, p. 13 
& 14).

NATO members’ views on deterrence strategy vary, driven by geography, 
threat perceptions, political considerations, and budgetary constraints. Al-
though it is costly to prepare for conventional territorial defenses, the B9 states, 
since 2015, have been moving to push their deterrence strategy by denying 
(Frisell et al., p. 49). This is supported by the deployment of significant Rus-
sian armed forces near the NATO border (Lanoshka & Hunzeker, 2016, p. 16), 
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capable of conducting unannounced aggression, of which the Kaliningrad region 
is a prime example. On the other hand, Russia’s anti-access (A2/AD) systems 
and precision-guided weapons, can neutralize or even destroy NATO forces 
deployed in the Baltic region, or before they can arrive (Lanoshka & Hunzeker, 
2016, p. 12). Due to the range of its means of destruction, the Russian Federation 
could deprive NATO of air and naval superiority in the Baltic region, as well as 
in much of Poland and Germany. This, in turn, could lead to the Allies incurring 
significant costs (Noll, 2020, p. 112). This thesis tends to reject the implementa-
tion of strategy by punishment in favor of strategy by denial. However, it raises 
a legitimate question whether such a deterrent posture will deter large-scale 
Russian aggression (Noll, 2020, p. 112).

Deterrence by denial is only possible for NATO at the lower levels of command 
and focuses mainly on NATO’s response forces, which are to create the condi-
tions for the implementation of the follow-on force. Battalion Battle Groups de-
ployed in the Baltic States and Poland as well as NATO naval forces in the Black 
Sea region are also supposed to play a large role in this regard ( Rynning, 2020, 
p. 38). However, in the author’s opinion, the task of these forces is only to launch 
processes that begin the realization of deterrence by punishment. According 
to experts, Russian aggression can be resisted to a very limited extent only by 
an American brigade, partially deployed in Poland (Rynning, 2020, p. 38). Based 
on simulations, it was determined that an effective defense against Russia could 
be provided by the deployment of 6-7 brigades, including 3 heavy brigades, 
in the Baltic States, along with sea and air support (Shlapak & Johnson, 2016, 
pp. 1–2). NATO is skeptical of over-strengthening forces near the Russian border 
due to concerns of an arms race. On the other hand, the divergent interests of 
individual states lead to deterrence by denial becoming unrealistic (Veebel, 2018, 
p. 239).

The deterrence strategy is part of NATO’s broader military strategy, taking 
into account all the threats that the Russian Federation may generate. After it 
was accepted in May 2019 (Peach, 2019) and operationalized, it received political 
approval in June 2020, enabling the NATO Strategic Commander (SACEUR) to 
draw up concrete plans and directives for implementation by subordinate com-
mands. The new military strategy includes two operational concepts. One cov-
ers the entire theater of combat operations, and the other is aimed at so-called 
horizontal escalation. The first concept takes into account the geographical area 
of the NATO territory and is based on flexible response according to the threats 
and deterrence in the entire Euro-Atlantic area. This means that NATO will not 
plan the use of military force on the territory of individual member states, nor 
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will it focus on specific regions. Instead, it will take an integrated and flexible ap-
proach to the problem of providing territorial defense and strategic deterrence. 
Following the Russian Federation’s annexation of Crimea, Graduated Response 
Plans (GRPs) were developed, which were geographically divided and covered 
specific areas – with their borders delineated from the North Atlantic through 
Central Europe to the Eastern Mediterranean. It turned out that the weak point 
of such a philosophy of strategic thinking was NATO’s limited ability to move 
across the divisions made. The solution to this problem was the emergence of 
the concept of so-called horizontal escalation, grounded in the idea of rapidly 
concentrating troops and achieving operational capability at a specific place and 
time (Rynning, 2020, p. 39). The key determinants in the success of this concept 
are the implementation of the NATO Readiness Initiative – the “Four Thirties” 
(Defence, 2018) and making changes to NATO’s command system. Because 
threats can occur throughout the treaty area and escalation of a conflict can be 
asymmetric, the Alliance’s response has been based on the principle of strategic 
deterrence through punishment (Rynning, 2020, p. 40).

Combining the concept of defending the entire NATO territory with the con-
cept of horizontal deterrence creates a great deal of uncertainty for the Russian 
Federation, as it is unknown what the Alliance’s intentions and capabilities of 
influence can be. Therefore it can be read as deterrence by denial, as the Alli-
ance will keep the NATO Response Force on standby (NATO Response, 2018), 
with its numbers steadily growing thanks to the increasing presence of battalion 
battle groups near the Russian Federation. The defense capabilities of border 
states should not be forgotten either. However, in the case of a more serious 
threat from the Russian Federation, NATO will be forced to counter the threat 
of escalation of the conflict across the theater of operations. Thus deterrence 
through punishment should apply here (Rynning, 2020, p. 40).

3. Assessment of the mechanisms of strategic deterrence 
against the Russian Federation’s aggression on the territory 
of the B9 states

Based on the Cold War experience, it can be concluded that a complementary 
component of nuclear deterrence was a strong conventional military presence 
near the borders with the aggressor. The readiness of all components of the con-
ventional armed forces to act immediately strengthened the credibility of deter-
rence and at the same time provided a reliable and effective deterrent element. 
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After almost two decades since the end of the Cold War, with the annexation of 
Crimea, strategic deterrence was again at the center of discussions devoted to 
ensuring European security (Driver, 2019, p. 14). In this aspect, all the states of 
the B9 group, despite the fact that it has not yet been formally established, have 
spoken unanimously about the need to adapt NATO’s posture to the threats of 
the Russian Federation by changing the current deterrence mechanisms, which 
would be best served by the presence of significant military units near the bor-
ders with a potential aggressor.

At the 2014 Wales Summit (Wales Summit Declaration, 2014), it was decided 
that deterrence would be provided through a fair and balanced distribution of 
roles and responsibilities. At the same time, it was recognized that it was neces-
sary for the Alliance to adapt to the doctrine and capabilities of the Russian 
Federation (Broeks, 2020, p. 59). It was decided to triple the size of the NATO Re-
sponse Force to 40,000 troops and create within it a “strike force” called the Very 
High Readiness Joint Task Force – VJTF, ready for action within 2–3 days. 
Overall, the ground troops that could be deployed in the field were equivalent to 
a brigade and consisted of 10–15 Allied subdivisions, implying a broad represen-
tativeness similar to that of the 8 small multinational NATO Force Integration 
Units (NFIUs) that would be deployed on the territory of Allies in the eastern 
part of the Alliances (Driver, 2019, p. 15). Among the B9 states, however, doubts 
remained about their real deterrence effectiveness and the value of their defense 
capabilities vis-à-vis those of the Russian Federation. One must objectively agree 
with the statement that the brigade’s key strength was more political than op-
erational (Polcikiewicz, 2018, p. 105). Of significant value to the command of 
future operations on the eastern flank were the decisions to achieve full opera-
tional readiness by the Multinational Corps Command Northeast in Poland and 
the establishment of the Headquarters of a Multinational Division Southeast in 
Romania (Broeks, 2020, p. 59).

Due to its location Romania is the leader of B9 in terms of deterrence in 
the Black Sea region. The Russian Federation views any investment by the Alli-
ance in military infrastructure near its own borders as a threat to its interests. 
In its view, the SM3 missile launcher base in Deveselu, Romania, which has 
been fully operational since May 2016 as a contribution to the US NATO missile 
defense system, poses a real threat to Russia and could become a target for a pre-
emptive attack (Lorenz, 2017, p. 1). Understanding the gravity of the situation, 
Romania is active within NATO, taking its own initiatives for the Alliance, while 
expecting the Alliance to be active, especially in the Black Sea. However, the ini-
tiative to create a naval mission was torpedoed by Bulgaria. The decision taken 
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on the temporary presence of the Standing NATO Maritime Group 2 (Lorenz, 
2017, p. 1), was a half-hearted solution that could not be treated as a credible de-
terrent. Generalizing, it can be said that the B9 states until the Warsaw Summit 
in 2016 failed to create deterrence mechanisms based on the continuous presence 
of operationally relevant troops on the eastern flank. In the author’s opinion, 
NATO tried to adapt more to the changing international security environment 
rather than to present a readiness for deterrence through denial or punishment.

Success in strategic deterrence was not achieved by the B9 states until 
the Alliance realized that Russia’s dynamic acquisition of anti-access capabili-
ties could effectively prevent the movement of troops to the eastern flank from 
the Baltic Sea to the Black Sea, while creating conditions for limited aggression 
into NATO territory (Doran, 2017, p. 6). Thus there was a need for a permanent 
military presence in these regions and to ensure the ability to quickly and ef-
fectively reinforce the threatened allies. In this situation, the Warsaw Summit 
decided that the key imperatives for strengthening NATO’s deterrence and 
defense posture would be to shape resilience, response capabilities, and ensure 
readiness to conduct collective defense with the main force (Brauß & Rácz, 2021, 
p. 21). The allies agreed to establish an enhanced forward presence of NATO 
troops in the three Baltic States and Poland (Warsaw, 2016) by deploying four 
multinational battalion battle groups integrated into the host nation’s military 
structures. This increased deterrence capabilities but did not allow the repul-
sion of a short-term Russian attack (Shlapak & Johnson, 2016). The key role of 
the battalions was to “raise awareness that an attack on one ally will be treated as 
an attack on the entire Alliance”, and to demonstrate the “solidarity, resolve, and 
ability of allies to act in response to any aggression” (Boosting, 2020). Following 
the Warsaw Summit, Poland proposed the creation of a Multinational Division 
North-East (MND NE) in Elblag (Moller, 2019, p. 4), which would coordinate 
the activities of allied battalions deployed in Poland and Lithuania (Multina-
tional, 2017). To strengthen deterrence and collective defense efforts in the Baltic 
Sea region, the Multinational Division North (MND-N) was established in July 
2018 in Karup, Denmark, with its forward post in Ādaži, Latvia, responsible for 
defense planning and coordination in the Baltic States (Moller, 2019, p. 5). At 
the same time, through the tailored Forward Presence, the military presence 
on the southern flank was adapted to the needs of the Black Sea region (Broeks, 
2019, p. 3). This decision reflected the Romanian initiative to create the Mul-
tinational Brigade Southeast (MNB-SE) in Craiova, and Multinational Corps 
Southeast (MNC-SE) in Sibiu. All are multinational but strictly land force HQs. 
Hence, there is an absence of naval or joint HQ in the region that is focused 
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specifically on the Black Sea (Doran, 2017, p. 43). The allies have only agreed to 
strengthen the air force presence in Bulgaria and Romania.

The multinational battle groups were designed as a “tripwire”, meaning that in 
the event of an attack, they would ensure the commitment of the entire Alliance 
by activating nuclear deterrence mechanisms  7. In this situation, they can act as 
both a security brake and a lever to speed up the process of responding to threats 
(Stoicescu & Järvenpää, 2019, pp. 6–7). However, for the deterrence mechanism 
to work, it was necessary to have credible forces capable of conducting defense 
and resolving crisis situations. In this context, NATO’s posture towards Rus-
sia is evolving. Launching an initiative to acquire the capabilities to deploy 30 
maneuver battalions, 30 air fighter squadrons, and 30 major naval units, along 
with support forces, in 30 days or less  8 on NATO’s eastern flank, in conjunc-
tion with the US European Deterrence Initiative  9, can be seen as a shift from 
an attitude of deterrence by punishment to deterrence by denial (Shalamanov 
et al., 2019, p. 30). Representatives of the B9 states after the Brussels Summit, at 
a NATO-sponsored international conference in Sofia, Bulgaria, in 2018 during 
a special panel on deterrence and defense posture in Eastern Europe, agreed that 
further steps should be taken to improve interoperability and strategic deter-
rence (Shalamanov et al., 2019, p. 29).

One of those steps was to improve the rapid response capability through 
efficient political decision-making. NATO has changed its crisis management 
procedures so that decisions to deploy rapid response forces are made within 
8–12 hours. Moreover, work is underway to improve NATO’s warning and alert 
system, especially in situations of sudden crises or the execution of a strike on Al-
liance territory without any warning (Brauß & Rácz, 2021, p. 22). In this context, 
to improve situational awareness, a Cyber Operations Center was established 

7 The logic of the tripwire force is not so much to deter aggression, but primarily to 
force the aggressor to withdraw, under the pressure of the threat of a significant commit-
ment from the states that has deployed forces to reinforce NATO’s eastern flank.

8 It was agreed that subunits assigned to NRIs should be fully staffed, equipped and 
trained and meet all interoperability criteria (NATO Agrees, 2018). 

9 The European Reassurance Initiative (ERI) was announced by US President Obama 
on 3 June 2014 and represents a direct response to Russia’s illegal annexation of Crimea. 
It is meant to address European allies’ concerns about Russian aggression by means of 
increased US military presence on European  territory. The 2017 US National Defense 
Authorization Act changed the  name of  the program to the European Initiative (EDI) to 
reflect the changes in the international security environment, which the US Congress saw 
as requiring deterrence rather than reassurance (European, 2018, p. 2).  
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at SHAPE in Belgium. To ensure the protection of transatlantic lines of com-
munication, the Combined Forces Command was established at JFC Norfolk 
in the United States, while the logistics support command – the Joint Support 
and Enabling Command (JSEC) established in Germany – enables the smooth 
movement of troops and equipment to the Central and Eastern European region 
(Broeks, 2019, p. 3).

The B9 states agree that effective deterrence can be provided by an early 
warning system of Russia’s intentions to conquer the territory of the eastern 
flank, as well as by troops capable of responding to threats, conducting effec-
tive defense, and having an adequate communications infrastructure (Hodges 
et al., 2018, p. 4). At the same time, the B9 states believe that NATO’s current 
deterrent posture may not be sufficient and warn against the Russian Federation 
(“Ekspert ostrzega,”, 2021). Experts emphasize the need to support deterrence 
with airpower and nuclear weapons while ensuring the Alliance’s political co-
herence. Even former NATO Deputy Secretary General Alexander R. Vershbow 
and NATO Strategic Commander Philip M. Breedlove believe that it is necessary 
not to have a rotational but a permanent presence of significant Alliance forces 
on the territory of the eastern flank (Vershbow & Breedlove, 2019). Another way 
to accelerate reinforcement may be the deployment of equipment and ammuni-
tion in states on the eastern flank. In the author’s opinion, keeping the current 
compromise of a limited Allied military presence could lead to the need to use 
the operational capabilities of the European Union (Frisell et al., p. 53).

The Baltic states and Poland are aware of the need to take greater responsi-
bility for security and defense by increasing spending, acquiring new capabili-
ties, and providing support for host troops, as demonstrated by the project to 
finalize the Baltic Railway connecting Tallinn, Vilnius, and Warsaw by 2026 
(Andžāns & Vargul, 2020, p. 30). They recommend changes in NATO’s com-
mand structures and processes, as well as in the ways strategic assessments are 
conducted. They call for adaptation of doctrinal provisions as well as educational 
and operational planning processes to the changes that have taken place in inter-
national security. The Baltic states also identify niches whose exploitation could 
contribute to the Alliance’s resilience, for example in space (Andžāns & Vargul, 
2020, p. 107). In the author’s opinion, Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia, in order 
to strengthen their deterrence, should acquire air defense capabilities, which 
they do not currently possess. Such a move could hinder Russia’s dominance in 
the Baltic airspace and slow down a possible attack. The Baltic states should also 
seek joint solutions to increase military presence in the Baltic Sea (Lawrence, 
2020, p. 100, 102).
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A forward military presence in the eastern territory of the Alliance strength-
ens deterrence on condition that the subdivisions are fully complemented, 
armed, aligned, and ready to conduct armed combat. Fulfillment of this condi-
tion requires verification of their combat potential, especially the capabilities 
they possess for air and missile defense, logistical support, intelligence, and 
reconnaissance (Kulesa, 2019, p. 66). The deterrent effect of battle groups could 
be increased by supplementing them with well-equipped US subunits. In addi-
tion, the so-called framework states should strengthen their cooperation with 
the states on which they are deployed in order to rapidly reinforce them in crisis 
situations and provide the necessary combat equipment and supplies (Brauß 
& Rácz, 2021, p. 26).

Obtaining another 80,000 troops under the NRI initiative will significantly 
strengthen NATO’s deterrence potential 10, but real results will not be seen until 
2024. To maintain the Alliance’s credible deterrence posture, it is imperative 
to continue working to improve the process of rapidly and timely reinforcing 
a threatened B9 state, in accordance with the “tripwire” principle 11. Both im-
proved mobility and adaptation to threats are key in this regard. In the author’s 
opinion, it is necessary to strengthen NATO’s command capability (NCS), espe-
cially in terms of the command capacity of the newly created international divi-
sion posts (Brauß & Rácz, 2021, p. 26). Efficient command should enable military 
challenges to be met and security threats to be countered at any time, from any 
direction, which should ultimately enhance strategic deterrence capabilities and 
the conduct of collective defense (Broeks, 2019, p. 3). Moreover, establishing 
several additional larger formations (follow-on forces) is essential for improving 
NATO’s full-spectrum warfare capability (Brauß & Rácz, 2021, p. 26).

Nuclear deterrence must not be forgotten, and NATO should be able to 
demonstrate its readiness to use sub-strategic capabilities. In this regard, it is 
necessary to accelerate the work to include the B9 states in the Nuclear Sharing 
Program and to intensify exercises that include a scenario for the use of nuclear 
weapons carried by Dual-Capable Aircraft (DCA) (Brauß & Rácz, 2021, p. 27). 
These should send a strong message about NATO’s readiness to use nuclear 

10 The NRI land component will be organized into brigades. Poland and Romania 
have pledged to command two brigades as framework countries.

11 A tripwire force (sometimes called a glass plate) is a strategic approach in deterrence 
theory. The tripwire force is a military force smaller than that of a potential adversary, 
which is designed to signal the defending side’s commitment to an armed response to fu-
ture aggression without triggering a security spiral. Tripwire deterrence does not require 
regional military superiority: This is deterrence by punishment (Broeks, 2019, p. 3). 
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weapons, but should in no way, signal to the Russian Federation the possibility 
of lowering the threshold for their use. Moreover, it seems that demonstrating 
NATO’s readiness to conduct integrated operations in cyberspace and space, 
combined with information operations, would demonstrate a mature and com-
prehensive deterrence posture of both the B9 states and the Alliance as a whole 
against the Russian Federation (Kulesa, 2019, p. 66).

Conclusions

The B9 states are key to NATO, not only because of their strategic location, but 
also because of the contribution they make to defense capabilities and initiatives 
to ensure effective deterrence against threats posed by the Russian Federation. 
They recognize current security issues and seek to actively create them region-
ally, in accordance with the NATO 360-degree principle. Cooperation within B9 
increases the North Atlantic Alliance’s resilience to threats, improves regional 
security and the effectiveness of deterrence and defense of NATO’s eastern flank, 
as well as ensures the ability to respond quickly to emerging crises. A central 
pillar in conducting strategic deterrence on NATO’s eastern flank is the military 
presence and capabilities of the United States.

The research results indicate that US armed forces in Europe may not be able 
to meet new threats and to counterbalance military capabilities dynamically ac-
quired by the Russian Federation. In such circumstances, the initiatives of the B9 
states aimed at self-sufficiency in defense, and in particular at acquiring capa-
bilities within the European Union, should be regarded as very expedient and 
pertinent. It seems that the use of instruments provided by EU institutions to 
deepen defense integration and coordinate defense planning will allow the states 
on NATO’s eastern flank to gain some autonomy and bridge the gap created by 
Brexit. The bilateral initiatives undertaken by the B9 states should also not be 
underestimated in terms of long-term benefits for strategic deterrence.

The B9 states agree that instruments such as PESCO, the European Defense 
Fund or the Enhanced Military Mobility Initiative can contribute significantly 
to balancing the burden of providing security on both sides of the Atlantic and 
constitute an important factor for strengthening Europe’s security. At the same 
time they see the need for coherence and harmonization of EU and NATO ac-
tivities so as to not only avoid unnecessary duplication of efforts, but actually 
lead to the strengthening of both organizations. The B9 states postulate the need 
to verify the cooperation of EU battle groups with NATO’s rapid reaction forces, 
especially with regard to joint exercises.



46  Mirosław Banasik

The decision of the B9 states to join PESCO projects and the growing interest 
in participation in the European Defence Fund should be seen as a mechanism 
for integrating defense efforts and deterring the Russian Federation. It makes 
it likely that the states on NATO’s eastern flank will soon be among the most 
active in building European defense capabilities. However, it will be possible 
for the B9 states to gain strategic autonomy by integrating the acquired defense 
capabilities with NATO’s deterrence mechanisms. In the author’s opinion, joint 
defense efforts of the B9 states may soon constitute the foundation of European 
security and a guarantee of future peace in Europe. It should be borne in mind, 
however, that the position of the B9 states on the broader issue of European stra-
tegic autonomy is likely to continue to be dictated by the desire to use all avail-
able instruments to strengthen the credibility of NATO’s deterrence and defense 
capabilities, which will be regarded as the foundation of European security and 
the best guarantor of future peace in Europe.

The B9 states participate in NATO’s deterrence mechanisms and advocate 
the creation of a strong treaty territory defense system of NATO territory as 
a whole since they are currently unable to conduct their own territory defense 
and counter the superior forces of the Russian Federation. They incur high costs 
for acquiring new conventional capabilities, create conditions for permanent 
stationing of troops and equipment on their territories, and seek to introduce 
mechanisms of deterrence by denial. Nevertheless, NATO as a whole is only 
capable of effectively deterring the Russian Federation through punishment. 
The optimal solution would be strong conventional capabilities of the B9 states 
to immediately bear the costs of Russian aggression, combined with the benefits 
of participating in the Nuclear Sharing Program. However, to date such agree-
ments technically, strategically, and politically have yet to be refined. The B9 
states will remain extremely vulnerable to limited warfare and nuclear strikes 
against them until they are fully under the Alliance’s nuclear umbrella.

NATO is trying to build some deterrence through denial by strengthening its 
presence in the most threatened areas. It is also aware that it is not in a position 
to defend its territory as Russia has a strategic advantage and can concentrate 
its troops at the borders and execute a surprise strike at any time and place. In 
this situation, the B9 states participate both in building horizontal deterrence 
mechanisms to prevent asymmetric escalation of the conflict and in conducting 
armed combat across the treaty territory. They create conditions for the func-
tioning of battalion battle groups, or participate in them themselves, and make 
a large contribution to NATO’s reformed response forces as well as the command 
and control system. Thus the flexible mechanisms of incremental deterrence give 
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rise to Russia’s uncertainties about the time and character of NATO’s response 
to the threats on its eastern flank as well as about the type and nature of punish-
ment it can apply.

The challenges of strategic deterrence and ensuring the stability of the B9 
states and the entire eastern treaty area are many. However, NATO’s first military 
strategy since the Cold War was adopted in May 2019; the concept of strategic 
deterrence and the conduct of the defense of the Euro-Atlantic area have been 
refined and implemented as well. This should be considered as a welcome step 
towards developing an overarching framework for taking comprehensive mea-
sures to safeguard against the aggressive inclinations of the Russian Federation.
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