
RUSSIA AND THE CHALLENGE TO NATO’S 
NORTHERN AND EASTERN BORDERS

Russia has become central to NATO’s thinking. The 
statement following the 2018 Brussels summit noted that 
“Russia’s aggressive actions, including the threat and use 
of  force to attain political goals, challenge the Alliance and 
are undermining Euro-Atlantic security and the rules based 
order”. Over six paragraphs in the Summit Declaration, the 
Alliance noted its willingness to engage in “periodic, focused 
and meaningful dialogue” with Russia, but reaffirmed the 
decisions reached at the Wales and Warsaw summits and its 
shift towards an enhanced deterrence and defence posture 
in response to Russian activities that have resulted in a 
deteriorating and destabilised security environment. Much 
space is dedicated to the list of  Russian actions that the 
Alliance considers to have led to this situation, from Russia’s 
annexation of  Crimea to its “military posture and provocative 
military activities, including near NATO borders”, from the 
growing number of  military exercises (including with a nuclear 
dimension) to Russian hybrid actions, interference in elections 
and domestic politics of  sovereign states and the attempted 
murder of  Sergei Skripal in the UK in March 2018. As a 
statement of  intent for the Alliance, it is clear: “there is to be 
no compromise on the principles on which our alliance and 
security in Europe and North America exist. Under current 
circumstances... there can be no return to business as usual 

until there is a clear, constructive change in Russia’s actions 
that demonstrates compliance with international law and its 
international obligations and responsibilities”1. 

This can be said to reflect the broad Euro-Atlantic view 
of  how and why relations with Russia have deteriorated, 
particularly since 2014. But the “Russian Question” offers a 
number of  important complexities and nuances, within the 
Alliance itself, in terms of  NATO-Russia relations and Russia’s 
own policies. 

Though the Declaration gives a good indication, for instance, 
of  the broader alliance view, achieving consensus across 
NATO about the nature and the extent of  the challenge 
that Russia poses remains difficult. There are well-known 
differences of  priority across the wider alliance, with some 
members more focused on threats from the south than from 
the east. Equally, there are differences of  perspective among 
those states that border Russia about how to handle relations 
with Moscow. Norway and Turkey, for instance, espouse 
different policy positions towards Russia than those advocated 
by Lithuania and Poland.

Furthermore, the recent sharp deterioration of  the NATO-
Russia relationship is part of  a much longer-term set of  
disagreements between the Euro-Atlantic community and 
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1Brussels Summit Declaration, 11 July 2018, Press Release (2018) 074, nato.int/cps/
en/natohq/official_texts_156624.htm#4

Members of  the local population welcome the 
arrival of  British Army personnel – part of  NATO’s 
Kosovo Force – on to the streets of  Podujevo in 1999
Credit: Crown copyright



Russia. This situation reflects a dissonance between the two 
parties that became obvious in the mid-to-late 1990s, and 
particularly with NATO’s Kosovo campaign which Russia 
vigorously opposed, and has become increasingly systemic 
since the early 2000s. Though there were several attempts to 
establish strategic partnership with lengthy lists of  areas for 
cooperation, these foundered resulting in mutual frustration and 
recriminations. This dissonance reflects not just a “values gap”, 
therefore, but also numerous persistent policy disagreements. 

It is worth remembering that many in the Russian policy 
community, both officials and observers, think that NATO 
cannot be trusted, being seen both to have broken a promise 
to not enlarge and to have misrepresented its case regarding 
the intervention in Libya. Hence the repeated statements by 
even the most senior officials that NATO “says one thing and 
does another”. Indeed, many think that NATO should not 
even exist, that it should have dissolved itself  alongside the 
Warsaw Pact. These gaps in world view create much rubble 
over which any substantive dialogue beyond the military lines of  
communication to de-conflict activities could be established. 

This relates to a third point: Russia’s own priorities and 
policies. NATO’s call for a “clear, constructive change in 
Russia’s actions”, for Russia to “change course” is very likely 
to go unheard because of  how the Russian leadership sees 
not just the trajectory of  NATO-Russia relations, but NATO 
as a whole and, more broadly, the evolution of  international 
affairs. Since 2002-2003, and increasingly obviously since 
2007-8 and then from 2011 and the so-called “Arab Spring”, 
many in the Russian policy community have been arguing 
that the international order is undergoing systemic change, 
that the Euro-Atlantic West is in decline and that power is 

shifting East, resulting in strategic global competition. In 
2012, President Putin stated that international affairs were 
entering a long and painful zone of  turbulence. A year later, 
Russian Chief  of  the General Staff Valeriy Gerasimov pointed 
to increasing competition over resources, transit routes and 
access to markets that would grow through the 2020s. 

This view should be seen as the underpinning of  Russian 
activity – a state-wide effort to prepare for wider international 
geopolitical and geoeconomic competition. Within this, there 
is considerable concern in Moscow about and disagreement 
with the role of  the United States in this competition – and 
here it should not be forgotten that for many Russians, NATO 
is simply an extension of  US foreign and security policy. 
Taken together, this has a number of  implications for NATO’s 
strategic thinking about Russia. There are a number of  
conceptual mismatches between how NATO sees Russia and 
its activity and how this looks in Moscow. These mismatches 
go beyond broader “world view” dissonance noted above, and 
have practical consequences. Two examples illustrate the scale 
and scope of  mismatches. 

First, it is a commonplace in the Euro-Atlantic community 
to emphasise Russian “measures short of  war” – to focus 
on hybrid or “gray zone” matters, including cyber attacks, 
propaganda and disinformation, election interference and 
so on. In other words, the focus is on actions that stop short 
of  open, conventional warfare that many believe Russia 
could not realistically hope to win against an alliance that 
could bring considerable economic and military capability 
to bear in any war. This understanding has become an 
orthodoxy across the Euro-Atlantic policy community. But it 
does not quite match the view in Moscow, where “measures 
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Prominent Russian observers note that Putin considers himself  a wartime president, a view borne out 
considering Russia’s explicit military intervention in Syria and the ongoing war in Ukraine 
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President Vladimir Putin 
– flagged by Defence 
Minister Sergei Shoigu 
(right) and Chief  of  
the General Staff of  
the Russian Armed 
Forces and First Deputy 
Defence Minister Valery 
Gerasimov – during a 
visit to a major strategic 
command and staff 
exercise this September. 
The multinational 
manoeuvres involved 
circa 128,000 military 
personnel from eight 
countries, 600 aircraft 
and more than 20,000 
pieces of  weaponry and 
military equipment.
Credit: kremlin.ru



of  war” would be more apt. Prominent Russian observers 
note that Putin considers himself  a wartime president, 
a view borne out considering Russia’s explicit military 
intervention in Syria and the ongoing war in Ukraine. 
Moreover, there is a general concern in Moscow about 
rising conflict in international affairs – especially intra-state 
conflict exacerbated by outside powers who then intervene. 
This is understood in Russia as war by “colour revolution” 
or “controlled chaos”, and much state activity this decade 
has been focused on ensuring that Russia is resistant to such 
threats. This has resulted in the state effectively moving 
onto a war footing, rehearsing whole-of-state mobilisation 
and threat response, coordinating different ministries and 
departments, and seeking to enhance command and control 
through the establishment not only of  a central command in 
the National Defence Management Centre, but a nationwide 
network of  such centres. This seeks to weave together the 
capabilities of  the state, both civil and military. Grasping this 
rather different emphasis will be essential both for shaping 
any form of  dialogue, defence, or deterrence – are sanctions, 
for instance, “measures short of  war” or “measures of  war”? 
– and for understanding Russia’s own evolution, including 
how it responds to Euro-Atlantic measures.

This leads to the second mismatch – the horizon 
of  perceived activity. NATO and its member 
states too often adopt rather narrow lenses 
through which to understand and respond to 
the Russian challenge. Some states, for instance, 
tend to see Russia through the lens of  Ukraine 
and the ongoing conflict there, others see the 
challenge in terms of  north eastern European 
security, particularly in terms of  the defence of  
Baltic allies. Both reflect a “local-to-regional” 
approach to Russia.

Moscow, however, has a rather different, more 
global focus. In contrast to the “local-to-regional” 
focus of  the Alliance, therefore, Moscow’s can 
be defined as “regional-to-global”. This can be 
illustrated by the way that their exercises seek 
to link up capabilities across great distances, connecting the 
Atlantic, via the Arctic, to the Pacific, connecting the Arctic 
down through central and Western Russia to the Black Sea, 
and connecting the Caspian and Black Seas with the Eastern 
Mediterranean. The global horizon is also suggested by the 
growing Russian presence – civilian and military – in different 
continents, from Africa to Latin America.

The Russian leadership considers Russia to be effectively a 
“ubiquitous” state: its continental geography meaning that 
Russian interests are seen to be synonymous with a global 
horizon. Like the preparation to face growing geopolitical 
and geoeconomic competition that may lead to conflict and 
war in the 2020s, this “regional-to-global” horizon reflects 
the trajectory of  Russian interests, and should become the 
Alliance’s strategic frame of  reference for reflecting on the 
Russian challenge. In part, at least, Moscow’s global approach 
is shaped by its view of  the global sweep of  US power, and 
what it sees as NATO going global. 

These mismatches have important implications for NATO’s 
strategic thinking about Russia and its relationship. If  Russia 
is traditionally seen as a continental power, for example, might 

the implications of  Russia’s view of  geoeconomics be that 
the leadership seeks to give Russia a more maritime focus, 
given the growth of  seaborne trade? Russia may not become 
a traditional “maritime” power, but may develop sufficient 
capabilities to play a greater maritime role.

Similarly, a common view is that Russian activities blur the 
lines between war and peace. But it might also be said that the 
lines between offensive and defensive are becoming blurred. 
The Russian leadership has already pointed to a state’s need 
to be able to defend its interests beyond its borders: Gerasimov 
has asserted the need to defend embassies and diplomatic 
staff, for instance, or to defend against piracy. He has 
recently reflected on the development of  a strategy of  “active 
defence”, for example, the attempt to “proactively neutralise 
threats to the state”.

All of  this has implications for defence, of  course, but also for 
deterrence. Deterrence is much misunderstood, often framed 
as NATO should “do” deterrence – i.e. implement specific 
activities aimed at Russia. But in the end, deterrence is a form 
of  dialogue, and it is not so much the activity that counts 
as what the adversary sees and how decisions are affected. 

Understanding “the Russia Question” in a more 
nuanced way is essential. This means ensuring 
that deterrence is not simply “reassurance” 
or “defence” differently badged, but forward 
looking (to the 2020s) and part of  a broader 
strategy of  how relations could evolve over 
the next decade, rather than being an end in 
itself. Given this broader picture, what, more 
specifically, might NATO be doing? Three 
points stand out. The first is about efficiency and 
coordination in planning for the longer term. 
Many activities for reassurance, deterrence and 
defence are proliferating, including to the edges 
of  NATO’s core competencies. Not all of  the 
activities being conducted by the alliance and 
its member states appear to be fully coordinated 
– for instance, the many different activities 
planned for spring and summer 2020 – and this 

affects signalling to Moscow. 

The second might be called “enlargement awareness”. This 
implies an ability to engage with Russia on a long-term, difficult 
question. NATO made explicit at its Bucharest and Strasbourg-
Kehl summits a decade ago that Georgia and Ukraine would 
become members of  the alliance. If  this has been the main 
focus of  the NATO enlargement-Russia debate, there are other 
points of  tension, not only Sweden and Finland, but in the 
Balkans. Senior Russian officials have repeatedly emphasised 
their opposition to NATO enlargement, and so the Alliance 
should not be surprised to find that further enlargement will 
lead to negative Russian responses.

This relates to the third point, that of  “consequence 
management”: the careful planning and preparation for 
second and third order effects, responses and counter-
responses. While it is appropriate to exercise in the Arctic 
region, for instance, it is also necessary to prepare for possible 
Russian responses to such activity in what is a high priority 
region for Moscow. This is not a counsel to self-deter, but 
about shaping a coherent strategy that takes into account the 
dynamic and often responsive interaction between parties. 
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