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Background

   T hroughout the Cold War 
the armed forces of the 
east European countries 

were little more than extensions of 
the Soviet military. They all relied 
on conscription and they fi elded 
primarily heavy armored and 
mechanized formations. Soviet 
weapons and doctrine predomi-
nated, so training emphasized 
rapid thrusts into western Europe.   

With the fall of communism 
and the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, however, those east 
European militaries reorganized 
to adapt to the new economic 
and political reality. That led to 
moves toward professionalization, 
adoption of new doctrine and the 
use of NATO equipment. There 
were also moves to join NATO and 
the European Union (EU) military 
systems, including participation 
in multinational operations in the 
Balkans, Iraq and Afghanistan. 

Even so, decades of communism 
left the region economically weak 
and made it a challenge to fund 
professionalization and acquisition 
of modern equipment – especially 

expensive items like combat aircraft. 
Nevertheless, east European troops 
have given a good account of 
themselves in confl ict zones 
for the last two decades. 

Baltic States

The three Baltic states – Estonia, 
Latvia and Lithuania – have popula-
tions ranging from 1.3 million in Polish infantry in a live-fi re exercise.
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as having become useful members 
of an alliance that will then, in turn, 
act to assist them in any emergency. 

Poland

Farther south, between the Baltic 
and the Carpathians, lies Poland. One 
of the region’s larger countries, Poland 
has a strong economy and thus the 
resources to pursue improvements in 
its armed forces. Composed primarily 
of armored and mechanized forma-
tions, but with a strong light compo-
nent (airborne, airmobile, mountain 
infantry and special forces), the Polish 
armed forces are capable of conduct-
ing a range of military operations. 

While Polish equipment is still 
primarily of Soviet origin, local 
upgrades such as the PT-91 version 
of the T-72 main battle tank (MBT), 
and imported Western equipment 
(F-16C/D multirole fi ghters, Leopard 
2A4 main battle tanks and AMV Patria 
infantry fi ghting vehicles) have signifi -
cantly improved combat capabilities. 
Extensive deployment to confl ict 
zones – most recently Chad, Iraq and 
Afghanistan – have provided the Poles 
with valuable combat experience. In 
addition to those combat operations, 
the country’s armed services have 

an air force capable of protecting its 
own airspace. All three countries’ 
airspaces are therefore patrolled by 
other NATO nations’ aircraft as part 
of the “Baltic Air Policing Program.” 

None of the Baltic states would 
stand much chance of making a suc-
cessful defense against any of its larger 
neighbors, so all rely on NATO and the 
EU for protection. To secure that pro-
tection, all three have made efforts to 
maximize their contribution to inter-
national operations in order to be seen 

participated extensively in multina-
tional exercises and in the formation 
of multinational EU battlegroups. 

Despite making signifi cant 
progress, budgetary constraints mean 
the Polish equipment inventory is 
only improving gradually – especially 
the navy, which has been given the 
lowest priority of the three services. 
Further, a move to a fully professional 
military has made it challenging to 
recruit suffi cient personnel for 
complete staffi ng, as the armed 
forces are fi nding it diffi cult to 
compete with civilian employers. 

Czech Republic & Slovakia 

In the northern extremity of the 
Carpathians lie the Czech Republic 
and Slovakia – together once making 
up the former Czechoslovakia. 
In the west the Czechs are in the 
process of restructuring their armed 
forces through the elimination of 
conscription and a limited upgrade of 
equipment inventories. That includes 
modernization of the T-72 MBT, the 
purchase of Pandur II IFV and the lease 
of SAAB Gripen fi ghters from Sweden. 

Despite that, much of the inventory 
(especially helicopters) is nearing 
the end of its service life, and the 
lease on the Gripens is due to expire 
in 2015, leaving the Czechs with 
the need to pursue extensive and 
growing equipment acquisitions. 

Another problem the Czechs 
face is weak recruitment, as military 
salaries are too low to compete with 
those of the private sector. A steady 
reduction in the military budget 
is also putting them in a diffi cult 
situation and, at present, they’re 
unable to reverse those trends. 

The restructuring of the armed 
forces has also brought on a signifi cant 
reduction of combat strength, with 
the army’s tank force having been 
severely downsized. Even so, the 
Czech Republic has been an active 
participant in NATO operations, 
including deployment into combat 
zones – though mainly in a sup-
port role in the form of chemical, 
biological, radiological and nuclear 

Cyber Warfare

Eastern European countries have been 
targeted by cyber attacks on at least two 
occasions: Estonia in 2007 and Poland in 
2009. The attack on Poland was neutral-
ized by Polish security services, but the 
one against Estonia caused widespread 
disruption to the country’s information 
infrastructure. As a result, the Estonians 
have put a lot of effort into developing 
their own cyber warfare capabilities. 
They created a Cyber Defense League, 
composed of government and civilian pro-
grammers. Further, in recognition of those 
efforts, NATO has set up its “  Cooperative 
Cyber Defense Centre of Excellence” 
(CCDCOE) in Tallin. As cyber warfare 
capabilities have developed across the 
region and within NATO, a cyber warfare
exercise was conducted in 2012 with the 
participation of several European coun-
tries including Estonia and Slovakia.    

Estonia to 3.3 million in Lithuania. 
Those relatively small numbers are 
refl ected in the sizes of their armed 
forces, with each of them fi elding 
only the equivalent of an infantry 
brigade along with some armor assets. 
Their small navies are limited to 
coastal patrolling and mine clearing 
missions, and none of them fi elds 

(CBRN) defense and medical units. 
Their Slovak neighbors inherited 

the bulk of former Czechoslovakia’s 
heavy industries, which – because 
they’re uncompetitive in the global 
trade environment – have actually 
given the small new country a worse 
economic starting point. Despite a 
successful drive to attract foreign 
investment, the Slovak economy has 
failed to provide the fi nancial means 
to fund a rearmament program, and 

its military therefore remains stuck 
with outdated Cold War equipment. 
As those weapon systems are nearing 
the end of their service life they’re 
slowly being retired, so in the coming 
years the Slovaks will be faced with 
the need to commit signifi cant 
funds to maintain a capable force. 

Like the Czechs, the Slovaks regu-
larly contribute units to multinational 

continued on page 64 »A Lithuanian unit undergoing fi eld training.

An exterior shot of the CCDCOE in Tallin.
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