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For centuries, maintaining the food supply was 
a critical requirement for military success. The 
campaigns of the Roman legions and Napoleon’s 

army required large amounts of food and fodder. This 
requirement forced military leaders to plan for and 
develop logistical networks that fed troops and animals 
as the area of operations expanded by hundreds or even 
thousands of miles, as in the case of the Roman Empire 
or Napoleon’s invasion of Russia.1 While still important, 
food security became a less pressing consideration in the 
planning of modern military operations because of rap-
id improvements in food production, food preservation 
technologies, and global transportation infrastructure.

Nevertheless, the COVID-19 pandemic and the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 revived concerns 
about global food security and highlighted the need for 
countries to build resiliencies across different parts of 
the civil society. In that context, NATO encourages its 
member nations to build societies resilient enough to 
cope with major shocks. It is codified in NATO’s Article 
3 and includes improving seven baseline requirements 
for civil preparedness.2 The current study focuses on the 

need for NATO members to ensure that their food and 
water resources are resilient to disruptions. 

As the war in Ukraine heightened concerns over 
possible spillovers of violence and instability into 
neighboring nations, this study identifies and analyzes 
a major vulnerability amongst three NATO’s mem-
bers—Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania (hereinafter the 
Baltic states). In 2022 and 2023, food prices surged 
across all members of the European Union (EU) due 
to market disruptions from the COVID-19 pandemic 
and the Russian invasion of Ukraine. These impacts 
were partially offset by the EU’s self-sufficiency in 
many agricultural products; however, food inflation 
was noticeably higher in the Baltic states. This was 
because these nations are small open economies, 
vulnerable to volatile global commodity markets, and 
more dependent on imports of food products and fer-
tilizers from Russia, Belarus, and Ukraine.3 A possible 
conflict with Russia, ranging from full-scale military 
operations to low-level hybrid warfare, could severe-
ly threaten food security in the Baltic states. Such 
concerns are warranted because of their vulnerable 
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geographic location, which is almost surrounded by 
Russia, Belarus, and the Baltic Sea. 

This study is based on the premise that the Russian 
military could turn the Baltic Sea into a contested area 
and severely or completely disrupt maritime traffic 
there. Concurrently, Russian armed forces could attempt 
to occupy the Suwalki Gap, which is a sixty-to-one-hun-
dred-kilometer strip of land along the Polish-Lithuanian 
border that stands between the Russian Kaliningrad 
Oblast and Belarus.4 Both moves would cut off the Baltic 
states from the rest of Europe and make any resupply 
operations in the region (including transportation of key 
food products) extremely challenging.5 Moreover, trade 
weaponization is not a new phenomenon in the Baltic 
region. For example, Lithuania faced a de facto Soviet 
trade embargo shortly after the country declared inde-
pendence.6 In addition, and similar to what it has been 
doing in Ukraine, the Russian military could engage in a 
systematic destruction of agricultural infrastructure and 

farmland, and theft of agricultural equipment across the 
Baltic states.7 It is important to understand that small 
disruptions in one specific section in modern and inter-
dependent food systems can result in significant ripple 
effects across the rest of the supply chain. For instance, 
the regional livestock sector (and, therefore, meat and 
dairy production) would face significant challenges if 
the Baltic states are no longer able to import critical feed 
grains such as corn. Lastly, a large presence of Russian 
and NATO troops conducting military operations in 
this relatively small geographic region would likely put 
significant stress on local food systems. Those pressures 
would be further exacerbated by the movements of hun-
dreds of thousands of refugees and internally displaced 
populations (IDPs) across the region as they try to 
escape the conflict.

To our knowledge, no study has assessed the resil-
iency of the Baltic states’ food systems against a possible 
Russian military aggression. The present study fills the 

Fruits and vegetables at a city market in Riga, Latvia. Much of the Baltic states’ popu lation living in rural areas rely partially or entirely on 
homegrown foods such as these, and families with access to land are better poised to maintain food security even during times of economic 
stress. (Photo by Adobe Stock)
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literature gap by first presenting an overview of food 
production and trade in the region. Then, it identifies 
the strengths and weaknesses of these food systems 
under various scenarios and proposes possible solutions 
to strengthen food resiliency in the region. The findings 
from this study identify the need for early actions and 
planning by Baltic states and NATO military leader-
ship and policymakers. This includes actions geared 
toward building resilient regional food systems so 
they can withstand a major disruptive event such as a 
Russian military invasion or a naval blockade that cuts 
off the Baltic states from the rest of Europe. 

Overview of Agricultural Sectors in 
the Baltic States

Historically, agriculture has contributed significantly 
to the economies of the Baltic states; however, import-
ant socioeconomic events shaped and transformed this 
sector. For centuries, food production in the region was 
under a feudal system dominated by Polish and German 
landlords, which was later replaced by a collectivization 

of agriculture imposed by 
the Soviet Union. During 

this period, the Baltic states were leading suppliers 
of meat and dairy products to the Soviet Union.8 
Furthermore, much of the Baltic states’ population living 
in rural areas relied partially or entirely on homegrown 
foods such as vegetables. This reliance was stronger in 
Lithuania, and it highlights how families with access to 
land are better poised to maintain food security even 
during times of economic stress. 

Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, the 
Baltic states transitioned to a market economy and 
designed their own farmland redistribution policies. 
During this transition period, these countries experi-
enced economic setbacks, and local food production 
and food security levels declined. With the EU acces-
sion in 2004, the agricultural sector in these countries 
fell under the EU’s common agricultural policy. Since 
then, the region’s agriculture has been through a mod-
ernization process, and food production has steadily 
improved.9 Nevertheless, because of its northern 
climate, this region can only produce a limited range of 
crops (e.g., certain grains and potatoes) and must-im-
port food products such as fruits and vegetables from 
more temperate latitudes.

Latvia. The food and beverage sector is Latvia’s 
second-largest industrial 
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sector and accounts for 23 percent of the nation’s total 
manufacturing output.10 Grains and dairy are the 
leading agricultural sectors and account for 42 percent 
and 21 percent of Latvia’s agricultural output in 2022, 
respectively.11 In addition, grain production accounted 
for much of Latvia’s sown agricultural area and the bulk 
of domestic agricultural operations, which are normally 
large- or medium-sized farms. Vegetables, fruits, and 
berries account for a much smaller share of the coun-
try’s agricultural output. The main livestock products 
in Latvia include raw milk, eggs, and meat for slaugh-
ter. Latvia’s main agricultural exports include dairy 
products, canned fish, fruit and berry preserves, meat 
products, grains, confectionery goods, and alcoholic 
and nonalcoholic beverages.12

While the production of livestock products is dis-
persed across Latvia’s six regions, there is also a signifi-
cant degree of geographical concentration in the central 
regions of Pierīga, Vidzeme, and Zemgale—84 percent 
for meat in slaughter, 63 percent for raw milk, and 98 

percent for eggs. The regions of Zemgale and Kurzeme 
account for the largest share of overall grain produc-
tion; however, the geographic distribution varies across 
different grains.13 

Lithuania. Agriculture and the overall agri-food sec-
tor are significant contributors to Lithuania’s economy. 
Combined, agricultural area and forests cover 85 percent 
of the country’s territory, and most Lithuanian farms are 
medium to large and family owned.14 Over half of the 
Lithuanian agricultural operations are focused on crop 
production, while 10 percent are strictly focused on ani-
mal production. Like Latvia, cereals and milk production 
are the leading agricultural activities, followed by live-
stock and poultry. With a robust dairy sector, Lithuania 
exports half of its milk and dairy production (mostly 
in the form of cheese). Furthermore, this country is 
self-sufficient in beef and poultry meats, eggs, and most 
grains. Most of the crop production (e.g., grains, oilseeds, 
and vegetables) occurs in the north central counties of 
Siauliai, Panevezys, and Kaunas.15

Her Danish Majesty’s Ship Esbern Snare, the standing NATO Maritime Group 1 flagship at the time, and Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force 
training squadron ships ( JMSDF cadet training vessel JS Kashima and destroyer JS Makinamiin) sail in the Baltic Sea during a passing exercise 
21 August 2018. A conflict with Russia could turn the Baltic Sea into a contested area, significantly affecting the food supply chain of the 
Baltic states. (Photo courtesy of NATO)



41MILITARY REVIEW July-August 2024

NATO’S MOST VULNERABLE FLANK

The location of Lithuania’s livestock production 
varies across different species. Cattle and dairy opera-
tions are mostly concentrated in the northwestern part 
of the country (e.g., Taurage, Siauliai, and Panevezys 
Counties). The bulk of Lithuania’s poultry industry 
is in the southeastern counties of Vilnius and Kauna, 
whereas Panevezys and Marijampole Counties are 
where most pig farms are located.16 

Estonia. The economic importance of Estonia’s agri-
cultural sector is in line with the two other Baltic states 
and above the EU’s average. Forests cover 50 percent of 
Estonia’s territory, while agricultural land accounts for 
almost 25 percent. Like its neighbors, crops account for 
the largest share of Estonia’s agricultural total output 
(50 percent), followed by the animal sector (40 per-
cent) with dairy being the main contributor.17 Estonia 
is a net food exporter with dairy products, meat, and 
fish amongst its main agricultural exports; however, it 
relies on imported horticulture products, feed grains, 
and certain processed foods products.18 

Assessing Resiliency of Food 
Systems in the Baltic States

This section analyzes the resiliency of the food 
systems in the Baltic states against a potential mili-
tary conflict with Russia. This is done by presenting 
strengths, weaknesses, and recommendations. While 
these countries boast highly productive agricultural 
sectors and food security due to modern infrastructure 
and the EU’s Common Agricultural Policy, a closer 
look reveals vulnerabilities that could be exploited in 
a conflict scenario. By addressing these vulnerabilities 
and building resilience, the Baltic states can better 
withstand potential disruptions to their food systems 
and protect their populations in the event of a conflict.

Strengths of Food Systems in the 
Baltic States

Cyber capabilities against cyber security threats 
to the agricultural sector. As a result of years of 
government policies and incentives, the Baltic states 
became a hotspot for technology-focused entrepreneurs 
and have achieved a leading global role in financial 
technology.19 For example, Estonia is well known for 
its thriving high-tech industry and for having much of 
its government’s functions now digitalized. However, 
becoming such tech-savvy societies also created new 

vulnerabilities to external cyber threats. In the case of 
an increasingly digitalized agricultural sector, operation-
al improvements such as fully automated grain elevators 
and milking systems are also vulnerable to cyberattacks 
during time-sensitive activities (e.g., milk storage or 
grain harvesting). Cyberattacks could also be aimed at 
infrastructure that directly or indirectly supports the 
production and movement of food products (e.g., sea-
ports and railways), irrigation channels, or power plants 
necessary for optimal agricultural production. 

Nevertheless, these countries have enhanced their 
cybersecurity capabilities as a response to a series of 
extensive cyberattacks by Russian hackers in 2007 and 
2022.20 As a result, the region’s critical agricultural infra-
structure is likely to be resilient against state-sponsored 
cyber threats prior to and during a conflict with Russia. 

Organic farming. Following the Russian invasion 
of Ukraine, global prices of chemical fertilizer surged 
as major producers such as Russia, Belarus, and China 
restricted exports. This contributed to food inflation 
worldwide and forced countries to find alternative 
fertilizer suppliers. The Baltic states were no excep-
tion as they have traditionally depended on imports 
of chemical inputs from Russia and Belarus. However, 
despite being geographically small, the Baltic states are 
global leaders in organic farming. The percent of organ-
ic farmland as a share of the total agricultural land in 
2021 was 23 percent in Estonia, 15 percent in Latvia, 
and 9 percent in Lithuania—for comparison, the global 
average is 1 percent.21 Certain agricultural products 
have larger shares of organic production than others. 
This represents resiliency because organic farming 
forbids the use of chemical inputs. Hence, a significant 
share of food production in the Baltic states would not 
be impacted by disruptions in the availability of chemi-
cal fertilizers or pesticides. 

Well-Developed Food Processing 
Industry

The Baltic states’ food processing industries offer a 
systematic built-in resiliency. Such capacity to process a 
portion of domestic agricultural production gives these 
countries an advantage when compared with other 
nations that need to import most of their processed 
food requirements. In the event of a conflict, the food 
processing industry could be repurposed within the 
Baltic states as part of a war effort. More specifically, 
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food processing technologies could be applied to extend 
the shelf life of food products and stocks that would 
be critical in a context of disrupted regional trade. As 
an example, much of the fresh milk production (a key 
agricultural product in these countries) could be pro-
cessed into less perishable food products such as cheese. 

Vulnerabilities of Food Systems in 
the Baltic States

Geography. Following the invasion of Ukraine by 
Russia, global commodity traders were pessimistic 
about the former’s ability to continue to export its 
grain production. However, while negatively impact-
ed by the war, this supply chain proved to be quite 
resilient. Larger than expected volumes of grains 
continued to flow out of Ukraine via the Black 
Sea and the alternative land routes at the western 
border—including the Solidarity Lanes set up by the 
EU. Such successes were possible thanks to intense 
diplomatic efforts and close coordination among 

Ukrainian farmers, various governments, and trans-
portation networks.22 

Nevertheless, it would be challenging to replicate the 
Ukrainian success story in the Baltic states because of 
geographic differences. The Baltic states are surround-
ed by either Belarus or Russia except for the Suwalki 
Gap, where Lithuania borders Poland. If Russian forces 
occupy the Suwalki Gap, movement of goods in and 
out of the Baltic states would have to be entirely con-
ducted through seaports such as Klaipeda (Lithuania), 
Riga (Latvia), or Tallin (Estonia).23 However, that trade 
could be severely restricted as the Baltic Sea becomes 
contested or if kinetic attacks, cyberattacks, or sabotage 
operations disrupt seaport operations.

Agricultural infrastructure. As previously dis-
cussed, it is plausible to assume that Russia would 
attempt to disrupt agricultural production and trade 
across the Baltic states prior to and during the kinet-
ic phase of the conflict. This could happen through 
targeted cyberattacks, sabotage actions, and direct 

Sunset in Latvian farmland. A conflict with Russia could severely threaten food security in Latvia and the other Baltic states. (Photo by 
Adobe Stock)
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attacks aimed at damaging agricultural equipment, 
food storage and processing facilities, agricultural input 
plants (e.g., fertilizers and seeds), seaports, etc. This is a 
warranted concern because Russia has inflicted direct 
damages to Ukraine’s agricultural sector, estimated at 
$8.7 billion as well as $40.3 billion in losses associated 
with the decrease in production, lower prices, and high-
er operational costs.24 Another significant development 
was the placement of a very large number of landmines 

in agricultural fields and forests and the threat posed 
by thousands of unexploded ordnances. To put it in 
perspective, Ukraine became, in 2023, the most heavily 
mined country in the world. As a result, it is estimat-
ed that five million hectares (or approximately 15.2 
percent) of Ukraine’s total farmland are unsuitable for 
agricultural use due to the presence of landmines or 
explosive ordnances or for being too close to the front.25 
An added complexity is the cost of demining—more 
than $5,000 per hectare. Despite Ukraine government 
providing subsidies, demining remains too costly for 
many farmers and 170 have been killed while trying to 
do it themselves.26

Despite all these adversities, Ukraine’s food systems 
displayed great resiliency and managed to continue to 
produce and export significant volumes of grains and 
oilseeds.27 However, the negative impacts from these 
types of disruptions to local food production in the 
Baltic states would be magnified by a Russian naval 
blockade and/or by the occupation of the Suwalki Gap. 
Furthermore, road and rail infrastructure within the 
Baltic states is already limited. An occupational force, 
whether friend or foe, would compete for the access 
and use of that infrastructure. In that context, Baltic 
governments will be challenged to deliver the existing 
stocks of food products at a set frequency to meet the 
ever-increasing demands of their citizens caused by 
gaps in the food supply chain. 

Similarity of crop production and interregion-
al trade. Due to their geographic proximity, all three 
Baltic states have similar crop calendars. For example, 
wheat, barley, and rye are key crops produced in all 
three countries, and their planting and harvest seasons 
fall between April and October. The level of impact of 
Russian military aggression on the Baltic states’ food 
systems will vary across different stages of agricul-
tural seasons. As an illustrative example, disruptions 

happening immediately before harvest season would 
catch these countries’ crop inventories at their lowest 
levels—commodity stocks are normally consumed 
throughout the season and then replenished with the 
following harvest. 

Despite regional similarities in agriculture produc-
tion, there is also significant agricultural trade amongst 
the Baltic states. For example, even though the Baltic 
states are typically net grain exporters, much of this 
trade occurs among the three countries. This represents 
a vulnerability because in the event of a conflict with 
Russia, this intraregional trade would certainly stop as 
the Baltic states focus on meeting their own domestic 
needs. For example, Latvia is a wheat net exporter, 
but it also imports significant volumes of wheat from 
Estonia and Lithuania. As another example, in 2022, 
Russia, Belarus, and the two other Baltic states ac-
counted for 38 percent of the value of Estonia’s food 
and live animal imports.28

Dependency on food imports. All three Baltic 
states have an advanced and productive agricultural 
sector and have achieved self-sufficiency in many food 
products such as wheat or dairy products. However, 
the region’s climate is not suitable to produce certain 
agricultural products such as corn or specific fruits 
and vegetables. Thus, the region must import those 
products to meet its domestic demand; the EU is 
a major supplier. This section identifies the main 

Disruptions happening immediately before harvest 
season would catch these countries’ crop inventories 
at their lowest levels—commodity stocks are normally 
consumed throughout the season and then replenished 
with the following harvest.
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imported food products that would be impacted by 
disruptions in trade into each of the Baltic states. This 
was achieved through an analysis of available supply 
balance sheets published by each Baltic state’s na-
tional statistics agencies. The dependency on imports 
was determined each time domestic production was 
below domestic use of that specific food product. For 
example, in 2022, Latvia produced 38.7 thousand 
tons of pork but also consumed 84.0 thousand tons of 
pork and meat products.29 Thus, it is determined that 
Latvia relies on imports to meet its domestic con-
sumption of pork. 

It must be noted that this formula does not account 
for the timing of the usage, only the net usage at year 
end close. Furthermore, the list of products shown in 
the table is an underrepresentation of the true uni-
verse of imported food products by the Baltic states 
because supply balance data was not consistent across 
the three countries. More specifically, data was either 
limited to main food product categories or simply not 
available—as the case of fruits and vegetables in Latvia. 
Nevertheless, results reveal that in the event of a con-
flict with Russia, all three Baltic states would deal with 
shortages of certain grains and oilseeds, specific animal 
proteins, as well as fresh fruits and vegetables. 

Data also shows that in Lithuania, some of these 
imported products are also among the nation’s most 
consumed food products.30 In a domino effect fash-
ion, the unavailability of these foodstuffs would lead 
to a greater consumption rate and faster depletion 
of other available food products (e.g., beef or dairy 
products). Another important consideration is that 
during a conflict, the Baltic states’ fishing fleet would 
not be able to operate in the Baltic Sea. Because fish 

is an important part of the region’s diet, this would 
only add to food insecurity in the area.

In summary, a prolonged disruption to food imports 
will inevitably lead to malnutrition amongst large seg-
ments of the population in the region. According to the 
United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization, 
in 2022, the average per capita daily dietary energy 
requirement for the Baltic states was around 2,500 
kcal, whereas the minimum requirement was nearly 
1,900 kcal. Based on these metrics, disruptions to local 
food supplies that reduce average population’s current 
calory intake by more than 23 percent would cause 
the region’s population to go undernourished.31 What 
is more concerning, if the situation deteriorates into a 
humanitarian crisis, both government and nongovern-
ment organizations (local and non-Baltic) would not be 
able to access conflict areas to deliver food assistance. 

Large presence of military forces, refugees, and 
internally displaced populations. It is estimated that, 
in 2023, the combined population of the Baltic states 
was just over 5.6 million people.32 A large and prolonged 
presence of NATO and Russian militaries in this region 
would exert a significant pressure on local food systems. 
As an illustrative example, the presence of just one 
NATO corps in the region would require feeding near 
forty-five thousand additional people in an area that may 
be already experiencing food insecurity.33 As evidenced 
by the conflict in Ukraine, Russian forces themselves 
may be less food secure than the countries they invade. 
This is because the existing Russian logistical systems are 
not well prepared to sustain large military operations.34 
Thus, it is plausible to have Russian military forces re-
sorting to local food resources that are already damaged 
or weakened by earlier Russian military actions. 

Baltic States Grains and Oilseeds Animal Products Fruits and Vegetables
Lithuania Corn, rye, and sunflower 

seed
Poultry and pork meat Potatoes, vegetables, and 

fruits in general
Latvia Corn Poultry and pork meat N/A

Estonia Corn, durum wheat, and 
sunflower seed 

Eggs, honey, pork, and 
poultry

Potatoes, vegetables, and 
fruits in general

Table. Food Products Where Baltic States Depend  
on Imports to Meet Their Domestic Demand

(Table by authors; supply balances published by three Baltic states’ statistical agencies: Central Statistics Bureau of Latvia; Lithuania Official Statistics Portal, Ministry of Agricul-
ture of the Republic of Lithuania, Agriculture and Food Sector; and Statistics Estonia)
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So far, the war in Ukraine resulted in 3.7 million 
IDPs and 6.5 million refugees.35 A similar scenario 
should be anticipated in the Baltic states. Hundreds of 
thousands of civilians would move across the region 
as they escape the conflict. This, in turn, would put 
enormous pressure on local food systems and trig-
ger humanitarian crises. Unlike what happened in 
Ukraine, it is unclear whether EU’s assistance and 
other humanitarian organizations (e.g., United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees) would be able access 
the region to deliver food aid. Lastly, large flows of 
civilian populations would compete for and congest the 
same transportation infrastructure used by NATO and 
Russian military forces. 

Lack of strategic food stockpiles and loss of local 
food production systems. To our knowledge, there 
is no evidence that the Baltic states have strategic 
food stockpiles that would allow them to absorb large 
shocks to their food systems such as a naval embargo 
by the Russian navy or the occupation of the Suwalki 
Gap. One may draw comparisons to China and 
Taiwan to highlight the importance of this shortcom-
ing. As the military tensions between these two coun-
tries increase, these nations are concerned about the 
resiliency of their own food systems. As a result, their 
governments maintain food stockpiles large enough to 
feed their populations in the event of a major shock—
for up to six months in the case of Taiwan and up to 
two years in the case of China.36 When comparing 
geographical advantages and disadvantages, Russia 
with friendly land borders and a large land mass, 
most closely matches China. The Baltics, on the other 
hand, potentially cut off by a contested Baltic Sea and 
surrounded by enemy forces, more closely match the 
island of Taiwan.

A RAND Corporation study recommended the 
establishment of decentralized stockpiles and caches of 
key commodities that would support resistance activ-
ities in the Baltic states. These supplies would include 
food stocks and water purification systems, amongst 
other essential goods.37 A geographic dispersion of re-
serve food stockpiles would make it harder for Russian 
forces to detect and neutralize them. Moreover, the 
destruction of decentralized stockpiles would not 
have cascading effects across a more integrated food 
storage system. Nevertheless, this strategy would only 
help military resistance in the Baltic states to remain 

operational for a longer period but would not be suffi-
cient to feed the greater civilian population. 

The buildup of strategic food stockpiles would 
require large storage facilities (e.g., grain silos or cold 
storage warehouses), which are costly to build and 
maintain. Second, these facilities normally have a large 
footprint and would be vulnerable to attacks like those 
we witnessed in Ukraine. Hence, with the assistance 
of NATO, the Baltic states should develop defensive 
capabilities focused on protecting food storage facili-
ties and key agricultural infrastructure against Russian 
kinetic aggression and cyberattacks. This could be 
achieved through centralized government programs of 
public-private partnerships. 

Lastly, based on evidence from Ukraine, it is im-
portant that the Baltic states sustain and strengthen lo-
calized food systems that may be more resilient against 
major disturbances. This is because small family farms 
and rural households rely less on external resources and 
complex supply chains to secure their farm inputs—
they employ household/local labor, apply organic 
fertilizers, and use local seed varieties. Furthermore, 
these small-scale farms tend to process parts of their 
own food and trade their production on local markets 
and via informal networks.38

It was also observed that many IDPs in Ukraine 
relocated to rural areas where they became involved 
in subsistence farming and assisted local farmers.39 
Following the accession to the EU, the transition 
toward fewer and larger commercial farms gained mo-
mentum in the Baltic states. This transformation has 
happened at the expense of smaller family farming op-
erations.40 This loss of more resilient local food systems 
represents a threat to food security in rural areas in the 
event of a conflict with Russia.

Conclusion
The Baltic states all have highly productive agricul-

tural systems comprised of a robust private agribusi-
ness sector and supported by modern infrastructure 
and the EU’s Common Agricultural Policy. As a result, 
the countries have a dependable food supply and high 
levels of food security. However, a military conflict 
with Russia would put these food systems under great 
stress and reveal serious cracks within them. Following 
NATO’s resilience and civil preparedness framework 
codified in Article 3, this study assesses the resiliency of 
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the Baltic states’ food systems against major shocks. For 
that, several strengths and vulnerabilities were identi-
fied and discussed in detail. 

While the region has some important built-in 
resiliencies, the inability to import foods and the lack 
of strategic food stockpiles would pose a serious threat 
to regional food security. While these nations have 
achieved self-sufficiency in specific food categories (e.g., 
grains, dairy, and meat products), they remain depen-
dent on imports of food products that cannot be locally 
produced due to the region’s climate (e.g., feed grains, 
certain fruits, and vegetables). Food production and 
food security in the Baltic states could also be nega-
tively impacted by Russian attacks on local agricultural 
infrastructure, a large presence of military forces, and 
influxes of refugees and IDPs. 

It is critical that the Baltic states address the 
vulnerabilities identified in this study to strengthen 
the resilience of their agricultural and food sectors 

against Russian military aggression. Such steps would 
be vital to the resilience of NATO’s northeastern flank 
and would reduce Russia’s ability to catch this region 
off guard. For example, a minimum level supply and 
communication lanes through the Baltic Sea must 
be maintained to avoid Russia putting the region in a 
chokehold and isolated from the other NATO neigh-
bors. Furthermore, government policies and public-pri-
vate partnerships should be developed to protect pri-
vately owned agricultural infrastructure against cyber 
threats, acts of sabotage, or kinetic attacks. Moreover, 
if properly protected, strategic food stockpiles could 
buy the Baltic states and NATO more time to liberate 
the region from Russian occupation while avoiding a 
widespread humanitarian crisis. Lastly, the Baltic states 
should preserve local and decentralized food systems 
(e.g., small-scale farming operations, local farmers mar-
kets and food processing, etc.), which tend to be more 
resilient to disruptions.   

Notes
1. Tom Standage, An Edible History of Humanity (New York: 

Walker, 2009), 151–58; Scott Reynolds Nelson, Oceans of Grain: 
How American Wheat Remade the World (New York: Basic Books, 
2022), 187–90.

2. North Atlantic Treaty art. 3, 4 April 1949, 63 Stat. 2241, 
34 U.N.T.S. 243, https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_
texts_17120.htm; “Resilience, Civil Preparedness, and Article 3,” 
NATO, last updated 2 August 2023, https://www.nato.int/cps/en/
natohq/topics_132722.htm.

3. Katalin Bodnár and Tobias Schuler, “The Surge in Euro 
Area Food Inflation and the Impact of the Russia-Ukraine War,” 
European Central Bank, accessed 8 April 2024, https://www.ecb.
europa.eu/press/economic-bulletin/focus/2022/html/ecb.ebbox-
202204_06~4e32074619.en.html. 

4. Cindy Regnier, “Is the Suwałki Gap the Most Dan-
gerous Place on Earth?,” European Consortium for Political 
Research, accessed 8 April 2024, https://theloop.ecpr.eu/
is-the-suwalki-corridor-the-most-dangerous-place-on-earth/.

5. Matthew Thomas, “Maritime Security Issues in 
the Baltic Sea Region,” Foreign Policy Research Insti-
tute, 22 July 2020, https://www.fpri.org/article/2020/07/
maritime-security-issues-in-the-baltic-sea-region/.

6. Martin Šebeňa, Thomas Chan, and Matej Šimalčík, “Trade 
Weaponization: Vulnerabilities in the Baltic Exports to China,” Central 
European Institute of Asian Studies, 19 June 2023, https://ceias.eu/
trade-weaponization-vulnerabilities-in-the-baltic-exports-to-china.

7. Kyiv School of Economics, Report on Damages and Losses 
to Infrastructure from the Destruction Caused by Russia’s Mili-
tary Aggression against Ukraine as of June 2023 (Kyiv, UA: Kyiv 
School of Economics, July 2023), https://kse.ua/wp-content/up-
loads/2023/09/June_Damages_ENG_-Report.pdf.

8. Sionegael Ikeme and Doo Bong Han, “The Impacts of the 
EU Integration on Food Production in Baltic Countries” (paper, 
Agricultural and Applied Economics Association Annual Meeting, 
Austin, TX, 1–3 August 2021), 313989, https://ideas.repec.org/p/
ags/aaea21/313989.html. 

9. Anu Mai Kõll, “Baltic Agriculture: The Politi-
cal Economy of Extremes,” EuropeNow, 5 September 
2018, https://www.europenowjournal.org/2018/09/04/
baltic-agriculture-the-political-economy-of-extremes/.

10. “The Food System at the Heart of Latvia’s Economy,” EIT 
Food, 2023, https://www.eitfood.eu/in-your-area/latvia.

11. Central Statistics Bureau of Latvia, Agricul-
ture of Latvia 2023 (Riga, LV: Central Statistics Bureau 
of Latvia, 20 June 2023), https://stat.gov.lv/en/statis-
tics-themes/business-sectors/fishery-and-aquaculture/
publications-and-infographics/15214?themeCode=LA.

12. Ibid.
13. Ibid., 70.
14. Ministry of Agriculture of the Republic of Lithuania, Lith-

uanian Agrifood Sector (Vilnius, LT: Ministry of Agriculture of the 
Republic of Lithuania, n.d.), accessed 18 April 2024, https://zum.
lrv.lt/en/information/agriculture-and-food-sector-in-lithuania/.

15. Ibid.
16. “Indicators Database [in Lithuanian],” Lithuania Official 

Statistics Portal, accessed 18 April 2024, https://osp.stat.gov.lt/
statistiniu-rodikliu-analize#/.

17. “At a Glance: Estonia’s CAP Strategic Plan,” European Com-
mission, accessed 8 April 2024, https://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/
cap-my-country/cap-strategic-plans/estonia_en.

18. “Estonia – Country Commercial Guide/Agricultural 
Sector,” International Trade Administration, last updated 15 

https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_17120.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_17120.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_132722.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_132722.htm
https://www.ecb.europa.eu/press/economic-bulletin/focus/2022/html/ecb.ebbox202204_06~4e32074619.en.html
https://www.ecb.europa.eu/press/economic-bulletin/focus/2022/html/ecb.ebbox202204_06~4e32074619.en.html
https://www.ecb.europa.eu/press/economic-bulletin/focus/2022/html/ecb.ebbox202204_06~4e32074619.en.html
https://theloop.ecpr.eu/is-the-suwalki-corridor-the-most-dangerous-place-on-earth/
https://theloop.ecpr.eu/is-the-suwalki-corridor-the-most-dangerous-place-on-earth/
https://www.fpri.org/article/2020/07/maritime-security-issues-in-the-baltic-sea-region/
https://www.fpri.org/article/2020/07/maritime-security-issues-in-the-baltic-sea-region/
https://ceias.eu/trade-weaponization-vulnerabilities-in-the-baltic-exports-to-china
https://ceias.eu/trade-weaponization-vulnerabilities-in-the-baltic-exports-to-china
https://kse.ua/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/June_Damages_ENG_-Report.pdf
https://kse.ua/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/June_Damages_ENG_-Report.pdf
https://ideas.repec.org/p/ags/aaea21/313989.html
https://ideas.repec.org/p/ags/aaea21/313989.html
https://www.europenowjournal.org/2018/09/04/baltic-agriculture-the-political-economy-of-extremes/
https://www.europenowjournal.org/2018/09/04/baltic-agriculture-the-political-economy-of-extremes/
https://www.eitfood.eu/in-your-area/latvia
https://stat.gov.lv/en/statistics-themes/business-sectors/fishery-and-aquaculture/publications-and-infographics/15214?themeCode=LA
https://stat.gov.lv/en/statistics-themes/business-sectors/fishery-and-aquaculture/publications-and-infographics/15214?themeCode=LA
https://stat.gov.lv/en/statistics-themes/business-sectors/fishery-and-aquaculture/publications-and-infographics/15214?themeCode=LA
https://zum.lrv.lt/en/information/agriculture-and-food-sector-in-lithuania/
https://zum.lrv.lt/en/information/agriculture-and-food-sector-in-lithuania/
https://osp.stat.gov.lt/statistiniu-rodikliu-analize#/
https://osp.stat.gov.lt/statistiniu-rodikliu-analize#/
https://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/cap-my-country/cap-strategic-plans/estonia_en
https://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/cap-my-country/cap-strategic-plans/estonia_en


47MILITARY REVIEW July-August 2024

NATO’S MOST VULNERABLE FLANK

March 2024, https://www.trade.gov/country-commercial-guides/
estonia-agricultural-sector.

19.“Are Baltic Countries a Tech Hotspot?,” The Bal-
tic Times, 5 January 2023, https://www.baltictimes.com/
are_baltic_countries_a_tech_hotspot_/.

20. Antoaneta Roussi, “Estonia Fends Off ‘Extensive’ Cyber-
attack Following Soviet Monument Removal,” Politico, 18 August 
2022, https://www.politico.eu/article/estonia-extensive-cyber-at-
tack-following-soviet-war-monument-removal/.

21. Ibid.; Helga Willer et al., The World of Organic Agriculture: 
Statistics & Emerging Trends 2021 (Frick, CH: Research Insti-
tute of Organic Agriculture FiBL; Bonn, DE: IFOAM—Organics 
International, 2021), https://www.fibl.org/fileadmin/documents/
shop/1150-organic-world-2021.pdf.

22. Iuliia Tetteh, Joana Colussi, and Nick Paulson, “The Second 
Harvest Under Missiles: Update on the Situation in Ukraine,” Farm-
doc Daily, no. 13 (11 October 2023): 186, https://farmdocdaily.
illinois.edu/2023/10/the-second-harvest-under-missiles-update-
on-the-situation-in-ukraine.html.

23. Zahra Ahmed, “10 Major Ports in The Baltic Sea,” Marine 
Insight, 12 June 2023, https://www.marineinsight.com/know-more/
major-ports-in-the-baltic-sea/.

24. Kyiv School of Economics, Report on Damages and Losses 
to Infrastructure.  

25. Iuliia Osmolovska, Walking on Fire: Demining in Ukraine 
(Bratislava, SK: GLOBSEC, 26 April 2023), https://www.globsec.
org/what-we-do/publications/walking-fire-demining-ukraine; 
Caitlin Welsh et al., From the Ground Up: Demining Farmland 
and Improving Access to Fertilizer to Restore Ukraine’s Agricultural 
Production (Washington, DC: Center for Strategic and Interna-
tional Studies, 11 December 2023), https://www.csis.org/analysis/
ground-demining-farmland-and-improving-access-fertilizer-re-
store-ukraines-agricultural; “VKK34: Exports and Imports of 
Goods by Commodity (SITC) and Country 2004–2022,” Statistics 
Estonia, accessed 8 April 2024, https://andmed.stat.ee/en/statsql/
majandus__valiskaubandus__kaupade_vk/VKK34.

26. “DIY Landmine-Clearing Is Putting Ukrainian 
Farmers in Danger,” Economist (website), 8 April 2024, 
https://www.economist.com/europe/2024/04/08/
diy-landmine-clearing-is-putting-ukrainian-farmers-in-danger.

27. Ibid.
28. “VKK34: Exports and Imports of Goods by Com-

modity (SITC) and Country 2004–2022,” Statistics Estonia, 

accessed 8 April 2024, https://andmed.stat.ee/en/statsql/
majandus__valiskaubandus__kaupade_vk/VKK34.

29. Ibid.
30. “Foodstuff Consumption Per Capita [in Lithuanian],” Lithu-

ania Official Statistics Portal, accessed 8 April 2024, https://osp.stat.
gov.lt/statistiniu-rodikliu-analize?indicator=S9R104#/. 

31. “FAOSTAT,” Food and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations (FAO), accessed 8 April 2024, https://www.fao.org/
faostat/en/#data/FS.

32. “The World Factbook: Explore All Countries,” Central 
Intelligence Agency, accessed 8 April 2024, https://www.cia.gov/
the-world-factbook/countries/.

33. “Corps,” U.S. Department of Defense, accessed 8 
April 2024, https://www.defense.gov/Multimedia/Experience/
Military-Units/army/#army. 

34. Marta Kepe, Logistics and Sustainment in the Russian Armed 
Forces (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2023), https://www.
rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA2523-1.html.

35. “Ukraine Emergency,” USA for UNHCR, the UN Refugee 
Agency, accessed 18 April 2024, https://www.unrefugees.org/
emergencies/ukraine/.

36. Gustavo Ferreira and Jamie Critelli, “Does China Have 
Enough Food to Go to War? Practical Indicators for U.S. Military 
and Policy Makers,” Military Review 102, no. 4 ( July-August 2022): 
84–96, https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Journals/Military-Review/
English-Edition-Archives/July-August-2022/Critelli/; Ferreira and 
Critelli, “Taiwan’s Food Resiliency—or Not—in a Conflict with 
China,” Parameters 53, no. 2 (2023): 39–60, https://press.armywar-
college.edu/parameters/vol53/iss2/10/.

37. Stephen J. Flanagan et al., Deterring Russian Aggression in 
the Baltic States through Resilience and Resistance (Santa Monica, 
CA: RAND Corporation, 15 April 2019), https://www.rand.org/
pubs/research_reports/RR2779.html.

38. FAO, Ukraine: Impact of the War on Agricultural Enterprises 
(Rome: FAO, 2023), https://doi.org/10.4060/cc5755en.

39. Natalia Mamonova, Susanne Wengle, and Vitalii Dank-
evych, “Queen of the Fields in Wartime: What Can Ukrainian 
Corn Tell Us About the Resilience of the Global Food System,” The 
Journal of Peasant Studies 50, no. 7 (2023): 2513–38, https://doi.or
g/10.1080/03066150.2023.2255568.

40. Ibid. 

https://www.trade.gov/country-commercial-guides/estonia-agricultural-sector
https://www.trade.gov/country-commercial-guides/estonia-agricultural-sector
https://www.baltictimes.com/are_baltic_countries_a_tech_hotspot_/
https://www.baltictimes.com/are_baltic_countries_a_tech_hotspot_/
https://www.politico.eu/article/estonia-extensive-cyber-attack-following-soviet-war-monument-removal/
https://www.politico.eu/article/estonia-extensive-cyber-attack-following-soviet-war-monument-removal/
https://www.fibl.org/fileadmin/documents/shop/1150-organic-world-2021.pdf
https://www.fibl.org/fileadmin/documents/shop/1150-organic-world-2021.pdf
https://farmdocdaily.illinois.edu/2023/10/the-second-harvest-under-missiles-update-on-the-situation-in-ukraine.html
https://farmdocdaily.illinois.edu/2023/10/the-second-harvest-under-missiles-update-on-the-situation-in-ukraine.html
https://farmdocdaily.illinois.edu/2023/10/the-second-harvest-under-missiles-update-on-the-situation-in-ukraine.html
https://www.marineinsight.com/know-more/major-ports-in-the-baltic-sea/
https://www.marineinsight.com/know-more/major-ports-in-the-baltic-sea/
https://www.globsec.org/what-we-do/publications/walking-fire-demining-ukraine
https://www.globsec.org/what-we-do/publications/walking-fire-demining-ukraine
https://www.csis.org/analysis/ground-demining-farmland-and-improving-access-fertilizer-restore-ukraines-agricultural
https://www.csis.org/analysis/ground-demining-farmland-and-improving-access-fertilizer-restore-ukraines-agricultural
https://www.csis.org/analysis/ground-demining-farmland-and-improving-access-fertilizer-restore-ukraines-agricultural
https://andmed.stat.ee/en/statsql/majandus__valiskaubandus__kaupade_vk/VKK34
https://andmed.stat.ee/en/statsql/majandus__valiskaubandus__kaupade_vk/VKK34
https://www.economist.com/europe/2024/04/08/diy-landmine-clearing-is-putting-ukrainian-farmers-in-danger
https://www.economist.com/europe/2024/04/08/diy-landmine-clearing-is-putting-ukrainian-farmers-in-danger
https://andmed.stat.ee/en/statsql/majandus__valiskaubandus__kaupade_vk/VKK34
https://andmed.stat.ee/en/statsql/majandus__valiskaubandus__kaupade_vk/VKK34
https://osp.stat.gov.lt/statistiniu-rodikliu-analize?indicator=S9R104#/
https://osp.stat.gov.lt/statistiniu-rodikliu-analize?indicator=S9R104#/
https://www.fao.org/faostat/en/#data/FS
https://www.fao.org/faostat/en/#data/FS
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/
https://www.defense.gov/Multimedia/Experience/Military-Units/army/#army
https://www.defense.gov/Multimedia/Experience/Military-Units/army/#army
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA2523-1.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA2523-1.html
https://www.unrefugees.org/emergencies/ukraine/
https://www.unrefugees.org/emergencies/ukraine/
https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Journals/Military-Review/English-Edition-Archives/July-August-2022/Critelli/
https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Journals/Military-Review/English-Edition-Archives/July-August-2022/Critelli/
https://press.armywarcollege.edu/parameters/vol53/iss2/10/
https://press.armywarcollege.edu/parameters/vol53/iss2/10/
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR2779.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR2779.html
https://doi.org/10.4060/cc5755en
https://doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2023.2255568
https://doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2023.2255568

	NATO’s Most Vulnerable Flank, but Not for the Reasons We Think
	Overview of Agricultural Sectors in the Baltic States
	Assessing Resiliency of Food Systems in the Baltic States
	Strengths of Food Systems in the Baltic States
	Well-Developed Food Processing Industry
	Vulnerabilities of Food Systems in the Baltic States
	Conclusion




