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President Barack Obama will host Estonian Presi-
dent Toomas Hendrik Ilves, Latvian President 

Andris Bērziņš, and Lithuanian President Dalia 
Grybauskaitė at the White House on August 30. This 
is the first such meeting at the White House since 
1998. The four heads of state are expected to discuss 
a broad range of issues including regional security 
cooperation, energy security, cybersecurity, defense 
cooperation, the future of NATO after Afghanistan, 
and Russia’s role in the region. They are also expect-
ed to discuss Transatlantic Trade and Investment 
Partnership negotiations.

This meeting offers President Obama an oppor-
tunity to acknowledge the important contributions 
of the Baltic States to NATO and to highlight how far 
all three countries have come in embracing econom-
ic freedom and democracy since the end of the Cold 
War.

Importance of the Meeting. The U.S. has been 
a longtime supporter of the sovereignty and territo-
rial integrity of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. 

After World War I, the three Baltic States rees-
tablished their independence, and the U.S. granted 
full recognition to all three by 1923. In June 1940, as 
part of the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact between Nazi 

Germany and Stalinist Russia, Soviet troops entered 
and occupied the three Baltic States. A month later, 
acting U.S. Secretary of State Sumner Welles issued 
a declaration condemning Russia’s occupation and 
stating U.S. refusal to recognize the legitimacy of 
Soviet control over these three states. 

The Welles Declaration formed the basis of U.S. 
policy toward the Baltic States throughout the Cold 
War and allowed their governments in exile to main-
tain embassies in Washington, D.C. The three states 
regained their independence in 1991 at the end of the 
Cold War. However, the last Russian troops did not 
leave the Baltics until 1999.

The Baltic States have come a long way since rees-
tablishing their independence after the fall of the 
Soviet Union and the end of the Russian occupation. 
Economically, the Baltic region is prosperous and 
stable. Democracy and the rule of law have flour-
ished. In 1993, when the heads of these three states 
first met at the White House, President Bill Clinton 
was calling on Russia to speed up its troop with-
drawal from Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. Twenty 
years later, all three are NATO members and have 
participated in NATO-led combat operations and 
training exercises. 

Security: An Example for NATO. Although 
small in absolute terms, the three Baltic States con-
tribute greatly to NATO in relative terms. Estonia 
is the regional leader in defense matters and is cur-
rently one of only four countries inside NATO that 
spends the required 2 percent of gross domestic 
product on defense. All three countries sent troops 
to Iraq and have troops fighting in Afghanistan. 
Estonian troops are serving in Helmand province 
in southern Afghanistan—one of the most deadly 
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areas in the country. NATO conducts its Baltic Air 
Policing mission from Lithuania, and the region has 
hosted multiple NATO exercises. 

The Baltic States take the future of NATO seri-
ously and have played an important role in shaping 
NATO policy on cybersecurity and energy securi-
ty. Estonia established NATO’s Cooperative Cyber 
Defense Center of Excellence in 2008, one year 
after a cyber attack originating in Russia. Lithuania 
has been at the forefront of energy security policy 
and is home to NATO’s Energy Security Center of 
Excellence. It is constructing the first liquefied nat-
ural gas terminal in the region, which is expected to 
be ready by 2015. This will greatly reduce regional 
reliance on Russian gas and should offer new mar-
kets for the U.S. natural gas industry. Latvia, recog-
nizing the importance of strategic communications 
in the age of the Internet, digital media, and 24-hour 
news is planning to establish a NATO Strategic 
Communication Center of Excellence.

Economic Freedom: A Beacon of Hope. In 
terms of economic freedom, the Baltic region is a 
beacon of hope for Europe and the rest of the world. 
The region is proof that pursuing policies of eco-
nomic liberalization and growth works.

Estonia ranks second in the eurozone and 13th 
in the world in the 2013 Index of Economic Freedom, 
published by The Heritage Foundation and The Wall 
Street Journal. Lithuania ranks a respectable 22nd 
in economic freedom and has proven itself open for 
business. Latvia ranks the lowest of the three at 55th, 
but is showing signs of improvement.1 The global 
financial and economic turmoil took a heavy toll on 
Latvia, but its economy is gradually recovering from 
the severe shock of the crisis. Encouragingly, the 
Latvian political leadership appears to be commit-
ted to reform.

Russia Cannot Be Ignored. U.S. relations with 
the three Baltic States can only be fully under-
stood by considering Russia’s role in the region and 
its domination of the Baltic region over the past 
four centuries. This geopolitical reality is rooted 
in both history and geography. With the Cold War 
over, Russia no longer poses a direct military threat 
to Europe, but Russia’s future is causing concern 
in Europe and the U.S. For some NATO members, 

including the Baltics, Russia is a force driver in mili-
tary planning and foreign policy formulation and 
may become an even greater one in the future. 

Russia has reversed many of its post-Commu-
nism reforms it started after the collapse of commu-
nism. Democratic freedoms are in retreat, the state 
is paramount, and corruption is pervasive. While 
the economy is still growing, it continues to rely 
on exports of hydrocarbons, other raw materials, 
and weapons. Russia’s population is declining due 
to aging, rampant alcoholism and drug addiction, 
widespread disease, and low fertility. Expressions of 
ultranationalism are on the rise, which fortifies the 
quest for a new sphere of influence.

A Step in the Right Direction. It is regrettable 
that the Obama Administration has taken so long 
to organize a meeting of this nature. In light of the 
Administration’s failed “reset” with Russia, the 
White House should use this meeting with the presi-
dents of the Baltic States to recalibrate its focus on 
Eastern Europe. 

Specifically, President Obama should:

■■ Establish the foundation for deeper U.S.–
Baltic cooperation. There is plenty of scope for 
more substantive relations between the U.S. and 
the Baltic States, particularly in joint military 
training and defense procurement. 

■■ Reiterate America’s commitment to NATO’s 
Article 5. There is a perception that transat-
lantic security is a lower priority for the Obama 
Administration. The Administration could dem-
onstrate America’s commitment to NATO this 
fall by sending a sizable contribution to Steadfast 
Jazz 2013, the next major NATO exercise. 

■■ Show America’s gratitude and appreciation. 
This meeting offers President Obama an oppor-
tunity to express publically America’s thanks for 
the Baltic States’ contributions to NATO and to 
congratulate them on how far they have come 
since the end of the Cold War. 

Conclusion. Since regaining their independence 
in 1991, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania have made 

1.	 Terry Miller, Kim R. Holmes, and Edwin J. Feulner, 2013 Index of Economic Freedom (Washington, DC: The Heritage Foundation and Dow Jones 
& Company, Inc., 2013), http://www.heritage.org/index/.
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huge strides in democracy, security, and economic 
freedom. They are beacons of hope to other coun-
tries in the Euro-Atlantic family of nations. It is in 
U.S. interests to deepen ties with the Baltic States.

—Luke Coffey is Margaret Thatcher Fellow in the 
Margaret Thatcher Center for Freedom, a division of 
the Kathryn and Shelby Cullom Davis Institute for In-
ternational Studies, at The Heritage Foundation.


