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Abstract. The Eastern Flank of NATO countries – Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia, 
Poland, Slovakia, Hungary, Bulgaria, and Romania – are all situated in the 
neighbourhood of Ukraine and Russia. That is the reason why their security 
importance for the whole Alliance is increasing in the context of the war in 
Ukraine. However, there is the question of how the Russian invasion to Ukraine 
can impact the military expenditure of the mentioned countries. Nonetheless, to 
answer such a question, there needs to be empirical proof that the Eastern Flank 
of NATO countries´ military spending correlates together. The aim of this article 
is to examine the relationship between the military spending of Eastern Flank of 
NATO countries and assess how the Russian invasions of Chechnya, Georgia, 
and Crimea have affected their military expenditures. 
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1 Literature review 

NATO's Eastern Front is becoming increasingly important in the context of the war in 
Ukraine. However, the Eastern Flank of NATO countries, which forms the buffer zone 
between the Alliance and Russia, made up of Bulgaria, Estonia, Hungary, Lithuania, 
Latvia, Romania, Poland and Slovakia, has been the focus of NATO's attention for 
several years. In order to enhance the Alliance's security, the NATO forward presence 
concept65F

66 was introduced in Estonia, Lithuania, Latvia, and Poland in 2017, and 
subsequently in Bulgaria, Hungary, Romania and Slovakia after the invasion of 
Ukraine. The author focuses on the Eastern Flank of NATO countries mainly through 
their institutionalized cooperation in the Bucharest 9 (B9) minilateral format. Even 
though the member of the format is also the Czech Republic, it is not further examined 
since the Czech Republic is not defined as the Eastern Flank of NATO country. 
Agnieszka Orzelska-Staczek from the Polish Academy of Sciences defines the mission 
of this group is to strengthen transatlantic security by reinforcing NATO's eastern front. 
She argues that the B9 states are committed to investing more in their defence, building 
mutual cohesion, and increasing the credibility of common defence, hence, becoming 
security givers and not security takers (Orzelska-Staczek, 2020). Whereas this 
commitment agrees with the official statements of the B9 group (NATO, 2023), there 
is a lack of research in the assessment of the real cohesion, cooperation, and military 
expenditure between the countries. However, this aspect is significantly important, 
since the countries are creating the border of the Alliance and in the case of conflict, 
they will be the first protectors of NATO. Alexander Lanoszka from the University of 
Waterloo is also sceptical about the commitment of NATO’s most powerful members 
to protect the territory of the other members of the Alliance (Lanoszka, 2023). There is 
no tangible evidence that Article 5 should not be activated in the case of invasion. 
Multinational battlegroups can be proof of the unity and integrity of NATO members.  

Furthermore, the question of cohesion is linked also to the military spending patterns 
of the observed countries. According to the data from the Stockholm International 
Peace Research Institute, the Invasion of Russia to Ukraine increased the military 
expenditure of Europe by 13%. Thus the the invasion influenced the military 
expenditure of Europe in a way it hasn’t in the last 30 years (SIPRI, 2023). Nan Tian 
argues that the recent trend in military expenditure is the consequence of Russian 
actions which serve as an incentive for countries to enhance their defence capabilities 
and deterrence. In the example of Finland and Lithuania, Tian proves that the 
geographical proximity to Russia positively influenced their military spending, 
between the years 2013-2022 (Tian, 2023). Whereas Tian concentrates mainly on 
Finland and Lithuania, Cavendish goes further and argues that the Russian invasion has 
a positive effect on many more European countries´ military spending plans, since they 
already announced that they will meet or exceed the NATO targets years between they 
planned to do so (Cavendish, 2023). Astrov from the Vienna Institute for International 
Economic Studies confirms the positive effect of the Russian aggression on EU 
countries' military spending and adds, that EU countries will become much more 

                                                      
66 NATO forward presence concept includes the Eastern Flank of NATO countries.  



 

274 
 

important members of NATO than ever before (Astrov, 2023). Whereas authors in their 
research address the relationship between Russian invasions and military spending, 
they focus mainly on the recent invasion to Ukraine, omitting other Russian invasions 
that could have had an impact on military spending. Furthermore, the current state of 
the art overlooks the impact of the invasions on the Eastern Flank of NATO as a whole, 
rather it examines selected countries from the group separately, which makes it 
unfeasible to find synchronous defence spending patterns between Eastern Flank of 
NATO countries. In conclusion, academic research is omitting the question of the 
Eastern flank of NATO countries' reactions to the Russian invasions abroad through 
the unified effort to increase military expenditure. 

2 Methodology 

Hence, this article aims to determine whether the Eastern Flank of NATO countries 
have invested in defence synchronously by examining the correlation in their military 
expenditures over the past 28 years. Additionally, it aims to analyze how the military 
expenditure of the Eastern Flank of NATO countries has been affected by Russian 
invasions in other countries.  
To fulfil the goals, we suggested three hypotheses. Firstly, we assume that the military 
spending of the Eastern Flank of NATO countries is synchronous and coordinated, thus 
they assess the regional security situation identically. Secondly, if the correlation 
between the countries’ military spending is significant, we examined the collective 
military spending of the Eastern Flank of NATO countries and analyzed the impact of 
chosen Russian invasions on the country’s military spending. Thirdly, there is a 
correlation between the time and military spending of the countries, hence if the 
military expenditure increases over time. The article is divided into 3 parts.  

The first one is examining the Eastern Flank of NATO countries’ military 
expenditure over the last 28 years. This period was chosen in order to analyze the 
military spending of the countries from the Russian invasion of Chechnya, Georgia and 
the annexation of Crimea. Whereas the current invasion of Ukraine is included, there is 
no intention to analyze its impact on the country’s military spending due to the 
abstention of recent data. Rather it is the goal to foresee the behaviour of the NATO 
Eastern Flank countries, thus if their military spending will be static or will increase. 
To define the correlation the IBM SPSS software was used. Due to the length capacity 
of the article, the author illustrates only the results of quantitative research rather than 
the whole dataset.  

The second part is dedicated to the analysis of the impact of Russian invasions on 
the military spending of the Eastern Flank of NATO countries. We chose 4 Russian 
invasions from 1995 to 2022, which could have influenced the countries’ military 
expenditure. Chosen invasions are the invasion to Chechnya, the invasion to Georgia, 
the annexation of Crimea, invasion of Ukraine. To answer the research question, we 
calculated the average military expenditure of the countries over the observing period 
and examined the impact of the Russian invasions on the country’s military investment 
behaviour. Parallel to the quantitative analysis we also performed the qualitative 
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analysis to compare the data with the topic’s coverage of academic and research 
organizations.  

The third part aims to conclude the article by summarising the main findings and 
providing predictions for the military expenditure behaviour of the Eastern Flank of 
NATO countries. In the article we used the dataset from the SIPRI military expenditure 
data (SIPRI, 2023), relevant internet sources and academic and research articles 
published in SCOPUS and Web of Science.  

 

3 Correlation of the Eastern Flank of NATO countries' military 
expenditure 

As can be observed in Table 1, there is a strong correlation between the defence military 
expenditure of the Eastern Flank of NATO countries during the observed period. 
Correlation is very significant at the 0.01 level in the majority of the country’s 
combinations, whereas there are a few cases when the correlation is significant at the 
0,05 level. Thus, almost all the correlation of all countries´ military expenditure is 
significant, at least on the 0,05 level. The correlation table proves, that the country’s 
military investment behaviour during the years is not random, rather it can be 
influenced by the perception of the threat from abroad or by the coordination with each 
other. The collected data show also other interesting phenomena. The highest 
correlation can be observed among the Baltic states’ countries. Latvian, Estonian and 
Lithuanian military investments during the observing period show a significant level of 
cooperation, from 0.883 between Estonia and Latvia to 0.918 between Latvia and 
Lithuania. Such a high correlation cannot be seen in the military expenditure of chosen 
V4 countries, where the correlation was fluctuating between 0.378 and 0.673.  
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Table 11. Correlation of military expenditure of the Eastern Flank of NATO countries over the 
observing period 1995-2022. Source: SIPRI, 2023. 

 

This phenomenon can be explained by the Polish efforts to build one of the strongest 
and most important armies in Europe (Politico, 2022). Thus, it can be stated, that the 
correlation doesn’t have to be linked with the affiliation of the countries in the B9 
minilateral group. On the contrary, it can be affiliated with historical experiences and 
the perception of threat, as in the case of Baltic countries.  

According to data, Baltic countries share historical aspects and perception of threat 
with Poland, since their correlation fluctuates between 0.848 and 0.946. These countries 
have a similar attitude towards Russia and, on the contrary, Russia makes a claim on 
their territories (Reuters, 2023; Stars and Stripes, 2023). Thus, according to data, the 
Baltic states and Poland share the perception of threat and have similar military 
investment behaviour, about which we will elaborate in the next part of the publication.  

The correlation model also shows that the lowest correlation is between Slovakia 
and Estonia, where the correlation is not even significant. The reason for this 
phenomenon can be the stagnating military spending of the Slovak Republic. The share 
of military expenditure in the GDP of the Slovak Republic was fluctuating between 
1.25% to 1.70% during the whole observing period, whereas the Estonian share of 
military expenditure in the GDP was continuously rising (SIPRI, 2023).  

This finding leads us to the second phenomenon of the correlation model, which is 
the correlation between military expenditure and the progress of time. The hypothesis 
set for this article was, that the Eastern Flank of NATO countries' investments are 
increasing over the observing period. Nonetheless, this hypothesis was only partially 
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confirmed. Whereas the majority of countries show a significant correlation, there are 
some exceptions that did not increase their military expenditure over the observed 
period. The lowest correlation can be indicated in the case of the Slovak Republic, 
where the correlation is not significant. This phenomenon can also be confirmed by 
previous warnings by NATO, which recommended increasing the quantity and quality 
of Slovak armed forces. Nevertheless, this trend can be related to domestic policy 
motivations rather than to the geopolitical aspects since the new government led by 
Prime Minister Eduard Heger increased the military expenditure with the aim to be 
more resilient towards the threats from Russia (Teraz 2018; Teraz 2022). The second 
lowest correlation between military spending and the observed time period can be 
indicated in the case of Bulgaria. However, the rest of the countries show a significant 
correlation, whereas the highest is observed in the case of Estonia and Poland.  

According to the findings it can be stated, that the country’s military expenditure 
over the observing period is not random, but rather influenced by the same stimulus.  

4 Analysis of NATO Eastern Flank countries’ military 
expenditure 

As could be observed in the previous section, the military spending of the Eastern Flank 
of NATO countries significantly correlates with each other. This fact opens the next 
question, hence what influences the amount of the Eastern Flank of NATO countries’ 
military spending.  

 
 
 
When examining the data, an interesting phenomenon occurs. The first Russian 

invasion in the observed period occurred in 1999, sometimes referred to as Putin’s first 
War (History on the Net, 2022). The Russian invasion of Chechnya could have been 
the reason for increased military spending, however, there are more possible 
explanations for this phenomenon. The year 1999 showed, that Russia does not hesitate 
to use its armed forces in the interventions abroad. However, the Eastern flank of 
NATO countries could have been even more concerned about the Russian massive 
military buildup that started in 2003. According to Susanne Oxenstierna from the 
Swedish Defense Research Agency, Russia increased its defence budget, and military 
strength, and set the foundations for further reform of the Armed Forces and for 
pursuing their geopolitical goals (Oxenstierna, 2016). This could have been the 
motivation for Eastern Flank of NATO to increase their security through higher 
investments in the military as can be seen in Figure 1. Motivation to do so could have 
been also influenced by the economic boom in all Eastern Flank of NATO countries, 
which they experienced between 2000-2007 (Worldbank, 2023).  
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Fig. 1. Military expenditure of the Eastern Flank of NATO countries. Source: SIPRI MILEX 

 
 

Whereas the war in Chechnya and the military buildup of Russia seem to have an impact 
on the Eastern Flank of NATO countries, the invasion of Georgia in 2008 did not affect 
military spending (Figure 1). On the contrary, we can observe a moderate decrease 
between 2008 and 2014. The Putin’s invasion was the proof, that Russia has the 
superpower ambitions and wants to control its sphere of influence (Oxenstierna, 2016). 
It is astonishing, that the Eastern Flank of NATO countries did not react to this invasion, 
since all of them are the target of Russia, which perceives them as the sphere of 
influence (NTI, 2021). NATO and the Western world are often criticized, that their 
reaction was weak and led to the Russian next invasions (Atlantic Council, 2021). The 
data in Figure one confirms these claims and shows, that the reaction of the Eastern 
Flank of NATO countries was not appropriate, even underestimating the Russian threat.  

However, data show that the annexation of Crimea in 2014 was a significant impulse 
for the Eastern Flank of NATO countries to invest more in the military. Figure one 
shows, that the Russian invasion to Ukraine in 2014 boosted the country’s military 
expenditure, which has been continuously increasing since then. Although Stephen G. 
F. Hall from the University of Bath criticizes the Western reaction as weak and allowing 
the next Russian invasions (University of Bath, 2023). Esme Kirk-Wade, a researcher 
from the House of Commons Library, does not agree and argues, that the annexation of 
Crimea led to the confirming commitment to invest more into the military, which also 
the figure 1 confirms. Furthermore, the Eastern Flank of NATO countries was 
strengthened also by Allied forces by incorporating the NATO forward presence 
concept. Thus, it can be stated, that the Russian annexation of Crimea had an important 
impact on the Eastern Flank of NATO countries military expenditure. The motivation 
to increase military spending can have a root also in the concerns about the hybrid 
threats, which Russia activated after the annexation of Crimea (Lanoszka, 2023).  
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5 Conclusion  

The last Russian invasion occurred on the 24th of February 2022, when Russia attacked 
Ukraine intending to overthrow Kyiv in a few days. This goal was not achieved, and 
the war is at the time of writing this article still ongoing. The reason why we did not 
analyze the data about the impact of the war in Ukraine in the previous section is, that 
it is too soon to assess its impact on the military expenditure of the Eastern Flank of 
NATO countries. However, in the article, we proved that there was a significant 
correlation between the military expenditure of the Eastern Flank of NATO countries 
over the last 28 years. Thanks to this finding we can assess that the countries perceive 
the threats from abroad, mainly from Russia, similarly. Furthermore, the quantitative 
analysis proved that almost all the Eastern Flank of NATO countries increased their 
military expenditure over time. On the basis of these findings, we could consequently 
examine which stimulus has an impact on the country’s military expenditure. After the 
examination of the data, we can declare that the annexation of Crimea had the strongest 
impact on the military expenditure of the NATO Eastern Flank countries. After this 
event, military spending started continuously increasing and shortly after also the 
NATO multinational battlegroups were established, the first four in 2017 in Poland and 
Baltic states and the second four in Slovakia, Hungary, Romania, and Bulgaria after the 
Russian invasion to Ukraine in 2022. On the contrary, the Russian invasion to Georgia 
did not affect the countries´ military expenditure. There is a strong reason to believe, 
that NATO and the Western world underestimated the invasion in Georgia and reacted 
only in symbolic ways, which opened the doors for Russia to try similar operations 
again. Due to various factors such as the Russian military buildup or economic boom, 
it is difficult to assess the impact of the Russian invasion to Chechnya impact on the 
countries´ military spending. However, it can be declared that the Russian actions were 
the main motivation to strengthen their defences.  

According to the mentioned findings, we can predict that the current invasion of 
Russia in Ukraine will have a positive effect on the country’s military spending, as well 
as on the Eastern Flank of NATO countries' mutual cooperation.  
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