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RUSSIA’S NUCLEAR THREATS
AND THE SECURITY OF THE BALTIC STATES

Marcel H. Van Herpen

ABSTRACT

In this paper the author analyzes the Kremlin’s nuclear saber-rattling. Is it only
scaremongering or should these threats be taken seriously? He stresses the fact that since
1999 tactical nuclear weapons have acquired an established place in the Russian military
strategy, to be used as so-called “de-escalation” weapons. This strategy makes the use or
threat of use in a conflict more likely. Tactical nuclear attacks were simulated during the
different Zapad exercises. Despite reassurances from Russian experts, such as Dmitri
Trenin, that the Baltic states are safe, the author argues that Russian aggression against
the Baltic states, ultimately backed by nuclear blackmail, can by no means be dismissed,
and that NATO should upgrade its defenses.
**********

After Russia’s annexation of the Crimea and the start of its ‘hybrid war’ in Ukraine, it has
become routine to speak about a new ‘Cold War’. The harsh international climate,
characterized by a new East-West standoff, evokes, indeed, reminiscences of the late
Brezhnev years, when the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan and deployed SS-20 missiles
which could reach any place in Western Europe. However, today’s situation presents
important differences, also, with the Cold War. During the Cold War the nuclear arms race
was seldom accompanied by verbal threats. Verbal scaremongering was not deemed
necessary: the nuclear buildup was supposed to speak for itself. Things are different today.
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Time and again the Russian leadership is reminding the West that it has the capability to
destroy its cities and industrial centers. In 2007 General Alexander Vladimirov was already
talking about “the inevitability of war between Russia and the United States within 10 to 15
years.”(1) Four years later, in 2011, General Nikolay Makarov, Chief of the Russian General
Staff, said that he couldn’t “rule out that … local and regional armed conflicts could grow
into a large-scale war, possibly even with nuclear weapons.”(2) What in 2011 was still being
presented as a possibility, became in March 2014, during the occupation and annexation of
the Crimea, an openly expressed threat. The Kremlin warned that any attempt by Western
powers to intervene militarily would be answered with nuclear strikes.(3) On March 16,
2014, the day a “referendum” on the annexation was organized in the Crimea, Dmitry
Kiselyov, a popular television presenter who is backed by the Kremlin, said that “Russia is the
only country in the world what is realistically capable of turning the United States into
radioactive ash.”(4) The message could not have been blunter. A few months later, on
August 14, 2014, Putin told the assembled factions of the State Duma that he soon planned
to “surprise the West with our new developments in offensive nuclear weapons about which
we do not talk yet.”(5) Two weeks later, at a Nashi youth forum, he reminded the world that
“Russia is one of the most powerful nuclear nations. This is a reality, not just words.”(6) In
March 2016 Igor Ivanov, Russia’s Foreign Minister from 1998 to 2004, repeated the same
mantra, warning that "the risk of confrontation with the use of nuclear weapons in Europe is
higher than in the 1980s."(7)
These Russian attempts to stir up a nuclear war psychosis seemed to be starting to
work, when, on the same day that Ivanov made his remarks, the British tabloid Express
published an article titled “European NUCLEAR WAR IMMINENT as Russia relations break
down” (capital letters in original).(8) The article was accompanied by a picture of Vladimir
Putin against the background of a nuclear explosion. Two weeks earlier, Bild, a German
tabloid, writing about a Russian strategic nuclear maneuver in the Arctic, had already run the
headline: “Russia rehearses for nuclear war.”(9) In the spring of 2016 General Sir Richard
Shirreff, NATO’s Deputy SACEUR between 2011 to 2014, joined the doomsday chorus,
publishing a book titled 2017: War With Russia: An Urgent Warning from Senior Military
Command. (10) It is clear that by its threats and verbal saber-rattling the Kremlin wants to
create a war psychosis – not only in the West, but also in Russia.(11) One can no longer rule
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out a deliberate use of one or several tactical nuclear weapons being considered by the
Kremlin as a means to support its revisionist objectives. The Economist warned: “The new
nuclear age is built on shakier foundations [than the Cold War stand-off]. Although there are
fewer nuclear weapons than at the height of the cold war … the possibility of some of them
being used is higher and growing.”(12) This warning has to be taken seriously.

WHY IS RUSSIA MAKING NUCLEAR THREATS?

There are two possible reactions to the Kremlin’s threats: the first is to belittle them, the
second is to take them at face value. An example of the first are remarks made by US
President Barack Obama, who – nine days after the “referendum” in the Crimea and its
subsequent annexation – said that Russia was “a regional power that is threatening some of
its immediate neighbors – not out of strength, but out of weakness,” adding, “to be much
more concerned when it comes to our security with the prospect of a nuclear weapon going
off in Manhattan.”(13) However, the president forgot that a ‘regional power’ which has the
ability to destroy the United States, should be the focus of special attention by the world’s
superpower, and particularly so when this ‘regional power’ is conducting a revisionist,
aggressive foreign policy vis-à-vis its neighboring states. It is, therefore, more prudent to
take the Russian threats seriously and to analyze how these threats are ultimately supported
by military doctrines, capabilities, planning, maneuvers, and exercises.
The first thing which must be made clear is that Russia does not intend, nor does it
threaten to launch a strategic nuclear strike against the United States. The strategy of
mutual assured destruction (MAD), inherited from the Cold War period, is still valid today.
The nuclear powers (not only Russia and the United States) possess a submarine-based
second-strike capability, which allows them to strike back even in the ultimate scenario of
their homeland having been devastated by a first strike by the enemy. It is, in particular, on
the nonstrategic, “tactical” nuclear weapons, that we should focus our attention. Even
before he became president, Vladimir Putin played a crucial role in Russia’s new emphasis
on these weapons in the Russian military strategy.(14) In March 1999, Putin, then director of
the FSB, was appointed by Yeltsin to Secretary of the Security Council of the Russian
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Federation. On April 29, 1999, he attended the Council for the first time. The NATO
intervention in Kosovo had begun one month earlier. This high-tech intervention with
precision-guided missiles had a shock effect on the Kremlin. The Russian leadership was
afraid that, confronted with the conventional weaponry superiority of the West and in
particular of the United States, it could no longer defend its territory against a conventional
attack. The closed meeting of the Security Council was convened to discuss the new strategic
situation. The meeting lasted only one hour and a half and was so secret that even the chiefs
of the Air Force, the Navy, and the Strategic Rocket Forces (the latter in charge of the
Russian strategic arsenal) were not invited. After the meeting Putin said that the Council had
adopted three documents: one on nuclear weapons research, one on a concept for the use
of nuclear weapons, and a third document that was, according to Putin, “so secret that even
its title could not be disclosed.”(15) This led to all kinds of speculation. According to the
Russian defense expert Pavel Felgenhauer, who is usually well informed, the Council had
taken the decision to counter the new Western superiority in high-tech conventional
precision-guided weapons by developing a new generation of tactical nuclear weapons. He
wrote that the Council had taken the decision to produce a new low-yield nuclear warhead.
The yield was estimated to be between twenty-five and one hundred metric tons of TNT,
which would give it a force of between 1/150 and 1/600 of the bomb of Hiroshima, which
was about 15 kilotons.(16) According to Felgenhauer the number of these new weapons
might reach up to 10,000. It is clear that this new emphasis on low-yield tactical nuclear
weapons, to be used on the battlefield, would trivialize these weapons and make their use in
an early phase of a conventional conflict more probable.(17)

THE ROLE OF TACTICAL NUCLEAR WEAPONS IN THE RUSSIAN STRATEGY

Felgenhauer’s assessment seemed to be confirmed two months later, when, in June 1999, a
large military maneuver was organized with the code name Zapad (West), in which a
Western attack on the Kaliningrad oblast, the small Russian enclave between Poland and
Lithuania, was simulated. During this simulation the enclave could only be held for three
days. In order to avoid defeat, Russian troops deployed tactical nuclear weapons to “de-
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escalate” the conflict. (“De-escalation” is, in fact, Orwellian Newspeak for escalation. The
underlying assumption is that the Russian threat to launch a nuclear weapon - or its actual
launch – will force the adversary to suspend the hostilities. The possibility that the adversary
might, in turn, escalate the conflict is not envisaged). The simulated use of nuclear weapons
during the Zapad 1999 exercise included two TU-95 (“Bear”) and two TU-160 (“Blackjack”)
heavy bombers, launching nuclear air-launched cruise missiles (ALCMs) against Poland and
the United States.(18) The Zapad maneuver was a clear sign of the implementation of a new
strategy. And if any doubts might have remained, these disappeared when, on January 14,
2000, the new National Security Concept was published. What immediately strikes the eye is
the difference with the preceding Security Concept, dating from 1997. In the 1997 version
the use of nuclear weapons was restricted to cases in which there was a threat “to the very
existence of the Russian Federation as an independent sovereign state.” In the new version
Russia reserved for itself the right to use nuclear weapons “in case it needs to repel an
armed aggression.” In the first case the use of nuclear weapons was only reserved for
extreme situations of national survival, in the second case they could also be used in small
wars at Russia’s frontiers.
In September 2009, one year after the war with Georgia, Russia organized a new
Zapad exercise, entitled Zapad 2009, in which the armies of both the Russian Federation and
Belarus participated. Officially 12,600 troops were involved (remaining under the 13,000
limit, defined by the OSCE, which gives other OSCE countries the right to send observers).
The maneuver coincided partially with another exercise in the nearby Leningrad Military
District, called Ladoga 2009, in which 7,000 troops participated. Taken together, at least
20,000 troops were involved. According to Western estimates, the total number of troops
might even have exceeded 30,000.(19) These maneuvers were very intimidating for the
three Baltic states, Finland, and Poland. What was also new was the participation of three of
the four Russian fleets. Naval infantry forces of the Baltic Sea Fleet, the Black Sea Fleet, and
the Northern Fleet, participated in amphibious landing operations on a simulated “Polish”
beach in the Kaliningrad enclave. The Russian fleets may also have been equipped with
tactical nuclear weapons. In March 2009 Russian Vice Admiral Oleg Burtsev, deputy head of
the Navy General Staff, had already told the news agency RIA Novosti, that “Probably,
tactical nuclear weapons [on submarines] will play a key role in the future,” adding, “There is
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no longer any need to equip missiles with powerful nuclear warheads. We can install lowyield warheads on existing cruise missiles…”(20) These long-range cruise missiles, launched
from attack submarines were intended to attack both aircraft carrier strike groups and
coastal targets.(21) Extremely disconcerting was the fact that - as in the Zapad 1999
maneuver - Zapad 2009 was also terminated by a simulated tactical nuclear attack on
Poland,(22) which led to an outcry in Warsaw. The Polish Minister of Foreign Affairs,
Radosław Sikorski, wrote letters to the Secretary General of NATO and to President Obama,
asking the latter to station American troops on Polish soil. According to Anna Dunin, a
security expert, the Ladoga 2009 maneuver resembled “the Red Army’s preparation for the
invasion of Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia, and an attack at Finland in 1939.”(23) The Estonian
defense analyst Kaarel Kaas also expressed his concern. “The scope of the exercises,” he
wrote, “the weaponry used, the troops involved and the scenario rehearsed all indicate
unequivocally that Russia is actually rehearsing a full-scale strategic military operation
against a conventional opponent. A look at the map makes it clear that there are no other
conventional forces in the region than those of NATO member states.”(24)
As was the case with the Zapad 1999 maneuver, Zapad 2009 was used to test a new
military doctrine. In an interview to Izvestia, Nikolay Patrushev, the Secretary of the Security
Council (and a former director of the FSB), stated that the old doctrine of 2000 was “a
document of a period that has gone.”(25) The new doctrine would offer new possibilities to
deploy tactical nuclear weapons. “In critical situations for the national security,” he said,
“one should also not exclude a preventive nuclear strike against the aggressor.”(26)
Patrushev, mentioning a preventive nuclear strike as a new tool in the Russian arsenal, was
distancing himself still further from the old deterrence strategy, not excluding that tactical
nuclear weapons could be used against non-nuclear countries that are signatories of the
Nonproliferation Treaty.
In September 2013 a new Zapad exercise was organized on the territory of the
Russian Federation and Belarus. Although officially no more than 10,000 troops would have
been deployed, Western estimates came closer to 70,000.(27) This time there were no
simulated nuclear strikes. According to Stephen Blank, “The absence of a nuclear element in
Zapad 2013 may reflect concern over the unfavorable publicity generated by the reports of a
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simulated nuclear strike on Warsaw in Zapad 2009.”(28)

However, these tactical

considerations did not mean that Russia had changed its nuclear strategy.

AN IMMEDIATE THREAT TO THE BALTIC STATES?

The new role, assigned to tactical nuclear weapons in the Russian strategy, is a matter of
great concern, in particular for the three Baltic states, of which two: Estonia and Latvia, have
significant Russian minorities. A lot has been written on the possibility of a “hybrid” scenario
for these countries: the infiltration of “little green men” in the Russian-speaking provinces
adjacent to the Russian frontier.(29) However, such a scenario, which was adapted to the
situation in Ukraine, is not very probable in the Baltic region. There are three reasons for
this. The first is that a prolonged low-intensity war, fought by proxies and Russian special
forces (without insignia), does not really pay off. It would only lead to enhanced Western
sanctions and the intervention of a joint Western NATO force. A war in the Baltics would for
the Kremlin be rather an “all or nothing” gamble. Its objectives would be to end the
separation of the exclave of Kaliningrad from mainland Russia, to conquer the Baltic sea
ports of Riga and Tallinn, to “bring back” the ethnic Russian population of the Baltic states
into their “homeland” Russia, and – last, but not least - to roll back NATO. The Kremlin
knows that the strategic situation in the Baltic region is disadvantageous for NATO. In a
series of wargames, conducted by RAND, a US defense research agency, between the
summer of 2014 and the spring of 2015, the outcome of a simulated Russian invasion of the
Baltic states was that NATO could not successfully defend the territory. The longest it has
taken Russian forces to reach the outskirts of Tallinn and Riga was 60 hours.(30) The dire
strategic situation is reinforced still more by the relative isolation of this region. The only
connection between Poland and Lithuania is the “Suwalki Gap”, a 64-mile wide landstrip in
north-eastern Poland. North of this “gap” is Kaliningrad, south of it is Belarus. This gap could
easily be cut off by Russia. Some have compared it with the “Fulda Gap” in Cold War
Germany, which, at that time, was also considered a vulnerable spot in the allied defense.
General Ben Hodges, commander US Army Europe, has warned that in the exclave of
Kaliningrad there is a “significant amount of capability,” including anti-ship weapons, air
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defenses, and electronic warfare. “They could make it very difficult for any of us to get into
the Baltic Sea if we needed to in a contingency.”(31) In 2015 the 1st Guards Tank Army, a unit
formed in the Second World War and disbanded in 1999, was reconstituted. Composed of
500-600 tanks, 600-800 infantry fighting vehicles and 35,000 to 50,000 soldiers, the army
paper Zvezda touted it as an army, “able to neutralize the threat from the Baltic countries.”
(32) “Is Russia really preparing for a war with the Baltic countries?” asked Vadim Shtepa.
“The overwhelming opinion in the West is that this is unlikely; but it should be noted that
just three years ago, the forcible annexation of Crimea and the presence of Russian tanks in
eastern Ukraine also would have sounded like nonsense.” (33)

ARE DMITRI TRENIN’S REASSURANCES CREDIBLE?

Does such a threat to the Baltic states exist? According to Dmitri Trenin, director of the
Carnegie Moscow Center, “Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and Poland are safe … even if they do
not feel that way: the Kremlin has no interest in risking nuclear war by attacking a NATO
member state, and the sphere of Russian control to which Putin aspires certainly excludes
these countries.”(34) However, the same Dmitri Trenin reassured us some years ago, that
“Russia has abandoned the age-old pattern of territorial growth,” (35) adding, “The élan is
gone. In the two decades since the collapse, imperial restoration was never considered
seriously by the leaders, nor demanded by a wider public.”(36) These words were written
before the annexation of the Crimea and the invasion of eastern Ukraine. In my book
“Putin’s Wars,” (37) published before the Russian invasion of Ukraine, I had already criticized
Trenin’s rose-colored view and insisted on my prediction that a Russian invasion was
imminent. Unfortunately, I was proved to be right and Trenin wrong. In retrospect the
question is whether Trenin’s predictions were deliberately pointing into the wrong direction.
Let us take a look at the facts. In February 2014, just weeks before the annexation of the
Crimea, Trenin wrote: “Despite what some Ukrainians suspect, Moscow is unlikely to try
bringing about the breakup of Ukraine in order to annex its southern and eastern parts. That
would mean civil war next door, and Russia abhors the idea.”(38) That Russia “abhors the
idea” of a civil war next door was not confirmed by the facts. On the contrary, it was not
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even a “civil war” which Russia was fomenting, but a war of aggression tout court. The
dubious character of Trenin’s predictions was also observed by James Kirchik of the Daily
Beast, who noted that “an analysis of his work since the Ukraine crisis began reveals a telling
pattern of making oddly sanguine predictions of Russian behavior, followed by appeals to
the U.S. and Europe that they assent to Russian belligerence.”(39) Each time Trenin explicitly
excluded something from happening, it happened some weeks later. One should, therefore,
take Trenin’s recently made reassurances concerning the safety of the Baltic states with a
grain of salt, if not as a warning of imminent danger.

PATRUSHEV THREATENING TO INVADE THE BALTIC COUNTRIES?

In an interview, published by a Latvian paper, Nikolay Patrushev, secretary of the Russian
Security Council and a former head of the FSB, declared that in case of a war between Russia
and Turkey, “if the [NATO] alliance supports Ankara, the most logical answer from our side
would be the invasion by our army into the Baltic region. And the whole Baltic region would
be ours. Of course without any losses. Rather quickly. In this way NATO, for its support of
Turkey, would pay with the loss of the Baltic region.”(40) StopFake.org revealed that this
interview was a fake. (41) The original interviewee was Mikhail Alexandrov, an expert of the
Moscow Foreign Relations institute MGIMO and the interview was published on the site of
Svobodnaya Pressa. (42) Even if it is not Patrushev who spoke these words, they are very
disconcerting, if not outright alarming. It means that the possibility of a Blitzkrieg to conquer
the Baltic states is being considered by Russian experts as a real option. The huge Zapad
maneuvers of 2009 and 2013 are, in fact, nothing less than realistic rehearsals of an invasion
of the Baltic states. It is interesting also to listen to Alexander Dugin, who, in 2006, in an
interview said the following on the Baltic states:

“For the moment our priorities are not in the Baltic region. In a way one could say
that the latter is an unresolved question in the short term, although in the long term
Russia will never accept it. The Eurasian construction asssumes a new statute for the
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Baltic region – either friendly toward Moscow, or neutral. Russia will never reach a
mutual understanding with an Atlanticist Baltic region.”(43)

This was in 2006, before Moscow’s revisionist wars of aggression against Georgia and
Ukraine. At that time the Kremlin had, indeed, no short term plans in the Baltic region.
However, Dugin rightly called it “an unresolved question” which, in the long run, would
reappear on Moscow’s agenda. Ten years on this seems to be the case. Dugin has often been
depicted as a radical, who would be out of step with the “pragmatic realists” of the Kremlin.
This might have been true ten years ago, but is no longer true today. The Kremlin, one could
say, has been completely “Duginized.” In an interview in September 2008, for instance,
Dugin, when asked how Russia would react to Ukraine moving into NATO, said: “I think that
Russian reaction would be to support an uprising in eastern parts and Crimea and I could not
exclude the entrance of armed force there, as in the Ossetian scenario.”(44) At that time it
sounded like provocation. It became a reality six years later.
In my book Putin’s Wars I described three phases in Russia’s war against Georgia:
respectively a cold war, a lukewarm war, and a hot 5-day war. In the same way we can
discern different phases in Moscow’s war with the Baltic states. Moscow’s aggressive
behavior in the spring of 2007 against Estonia on the occasion of the removal of the Bronze
Soldier - a Soviet war monument - from the center of Tallinn (45) is part of the cold war. At
that time members of the Nashi youth movement blocked the street of the Estonian
embassy in Moscow, playing loud music day and night and there were even attempts to
physically attack the Estonian ambassador, Marina Kaljurand. The cyber attacks on Estonian
government websites, which accompanied the Russian actions, could already be
characterized as part of a ‘lukewarm war.’ It is only in recent months that NATO is waking up
to the danger of a hot war. In a report by an Estonian defense think tank the authors write
that “NATO’s current posture, which is reliant on the reinforcement of the Baltic states, lacks
credibility.”(46) NATO’s strategy, the deployment of a few multinational battalions in the
Baltic states, which, in times of crisis, can be reinforced with additional troops, seems not
sustainable. In the event of a Russian Blitzkrieg against the Baltic states, Russia would be
able to close the Suwalki Gap with its army. At the same time it would use its anti-access and
area denial (A2/AD) capabilities, such as air defense, coastal defense, and cruise missiles, to
13

create a “bubble” above the Baltic states and the Baltic Sea, which would be difficult, if not
impossible to penetrate – thus making the arrival of NATO reinforcements impossible.

CREATING A ‘CASUS BELLI’?

The only element lacking for Russia at this moment seems to be the creation of a credible
casus belli. The remarks of Mikhail Alexandrov on “taking the Baltics” as a “tit for tat” in the
case of armed conflict with Turkey, is the writing on the wall. Recent “incidents”, such as the
simulated attacks by Russian SU-24 jets on the US destroyer Donald Cook in the Baltic Sea on
11 and 12 April 2016, must, therefore, be taken for what they are: not “incidents,” but
intimidation and, ultimately, a rehearsal for the creation of a casus belli. Secretary of State
John Kerry said after the event: “It is reckless. It is provocative. It is dangerous. And under
the rules of engagement, that could have been a shoot-down.”(47) Indeed. Nuclear threats
and this reckless behavior are not only meant as a deliberate provocation to test the nerves
of the Western alliance, but also as a rehearsal for creating an incident, which can be used as
a pretext for Russian military action.(48) It should not be forgotten that The Art of War,
written by the Chinese strategic thinker Sun-Tzu around 500 BC, is still a classic in the
curriculum of Russian military academies. In The Art of War Sun-Tzu writes that “the way of
war is a way of deception,”(49) and that “ultimate excellence lies not in winning every
battle, but in defeating the enemy without ever fighting.”(50) This idea of winning a war
without fighting has in contemporary Russia been translated into a strategy, called “reflexive
control,” (51) which means influencing the opponent’s thinking, so that they do not thwart
Russia in realizing her foreign policy objectives. In Putin’s Russia these objectives are clear:
they intend to redraw the map of Europe and revise the existing territorial status-quo - if
necessary with the use of arms, as we have witnessed in Georgia and Ukraine. The Kremlin
might be inclined to think that occupying the Baltic states in a Blitzkrieg operation, followed
by nuclear blackmail, threatening to launch tactical nuclear weapons, accompanied by an
offer “to negotiate a just peace,” could lead the West to make concessions – or at least delay
a Western response, which is long enough to sow discord within the NATO ranks.
Intimidation of the West would in this scenario lead to “de-escalation” on Russian terms.
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Pavel Felgenhauer wrote: “Of course, a lot of this nuclear war threat talk is intended to scare
the West into concessions … in the best Cold War tradition of so-called “brinkmanship,”
known in Russian as “balancing on the verge of war” (balansirovat na grani voyni).”(52)
Felgenhauer warned that Western attempts to appease the Kremlin could lead to “an
emboldened Russia brandishing nuclear weapons each time it wants something.”(53) This is
what is happening today. According to Agnia Grigas, “Before Russia’s war in Ukraine, a
territorial assault on the Baltic states seemed implausible …” (54) However, she added,
“nowhere are the Russian reimperialization trajectory and compatriot policies of greater
concern for the current European post-Cold War order as in the Baltic States.” (55) This
assessment is shared by Putin’s former aid Andrey Illarionov. According to him the
annexation of Crimea has demonstrated that the old international consensus about the
inviolability of borders has been broken: “The situation has changed. People in the Baltics
cannot sleep peacefully.”(56) However, it is not only the people in the Baltics who cannot
sleep peacefully. Putin’s propensity to act unpredictably risks igniting a wider conflict in the
heart of Europe, which could lead to a global conflagration.(57)
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