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RUSSIA ENGAGING WITH ITS ‘COMPATRIOTS’: 
PAN-NATIONALISM AND RELATIONS WITH THE BALTIC 

NEIGHBOURS 
 

Timothy J. Colton, Harvard University 
Anthony B. Seaboyer, Royal Military College of Canada 

 
For Russia, three decades after the implosion of the Soviet Union, the tug of the ex-Soviet 
republics around it has not waned. What the government calls its ‘near abroad’ remains a 
geopolitical buffer - a would-be hegemonic zone - and a rallying point for foreign policy. For 
Western governments, Russian behaviour in Eurasia has been a sore point throughout and all the 
more so in the six years since Moscow annexed Crimea and backed separatists in eastern 
Ukraine.1 

A central strand in Russian policy bears on ‘compatriots’(sootechestvenniki) abroad. This strand 
belongs conceptually to a class of nationalism conventionally known as pan-nationalism. Fueled 
by a declared affinity for co-nationals living under other flags, pan-nationalism is manifested by 
an aspiration to cultivate ties with them, to serve as a guardian and sometimes to exploit them in 
policy implementation.  

This paper is about Russia’s ‘compatriots’ profile overall and in particular vis-à-vis the post-
Soviet Baltic states on its northwest flank. After 1991, unlike their Eurasian peers, Estonia, 
Latvia, and Lithuania swiftly achieved incorporation into European and Euro-Atlantic systems, 
acceding to both the European Union and NATO in 2004.2 Their relations with Russia, the 
erstwhile metropole, have been fraught since day one. Identity issues have been a perennial bone 
of contention. 

RUSSIAN MINORITIES AND THE ROOTS OF CONFLICT 

The Baltics pose a natural target for Russian ‘compatriots’ policy, in that they house large-sized 
communities of ethnic Russians living in the region. Ethnic Russians (russkiye) are the 
irreducible core, although the Kremlin often speaks more grandly. The only statistics to have a 
modicum of respectability are about co-ethnics. Population shares and raw numbers are given in 
Table 1. 

 

                                                 
1 Tensions had flared in 2008, with a dispute over NATO enlargement and the five-day war between 
Russia and Georgia, but eased after the inception of the Russia-U.S. “reset” in 2009. For historical 
perspective, see Stent (2019), chap. 11. 
2 They also joined the Eurozone in 2011 (Estonia), 2014 (Latvia), and 2015 (Lithuania) and the 
OECD in the same sequence. 
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TABLE 1: ETHNIC RUSSIANS IN POST-SOVIET STATES, AS RECORDED IN MOST RECENT 

AVAILABLE NATIONAL CENSUS OR INTER-CENSUS DATA 

Country Number of Russians % of population Year 

Latvia 487,000 25.2 2018 

Estonia 329,000 24.9 2018 

Kazakhstan 3,619,000 20.2 2017 

Ukraine 8,334,000 17.2 2001 

Belarus 765,000 8.3 2009 

Kyrgyzstan 365,000 6.2 2015 

Lithuania 140,000 4.8 2015 

Moldova 112,000 4.1 2014 

Uzbekistan 750,000 2.3 2017 

Turkmenistan 150,000 <2 2007 

Azerbaijan 119,000 1.4 2009 

Georgia 27,000 0.7 2014 

Tajikistan 35,000 0.5 2010 

Armenia 12,000 0.4 2011 

 

As can be seen in boldface in the second column, Latvia and Estonia rank first and second for 
relative size of their Russian minorities. Ethnic Russians account for one-quarter of the 
population there. Lithuania presents a different picture, with less than 5 percent representation, 
ranking seventh out of fourteen post-Soviet states. Persons who speak Russian at home or 
identify it as their mother tongue pad out the figures. In Estonia’s 2011 census, ethnic Russians 
were recorded as 25.2 percent of the population, but native speakers of Russian as 29.7 percent. 
In the Latvian census of the same year, the gap was wider. Ethnic Russians accounted for 26.9 
percent and individuals for whom Russian was the first tongue, 37.2 percent of the population. In 
Lithuania, approximately 20 percent are said to be fluent in Russian, and the 2011 census 
reported 63 percent with “command” of the language.  

But what do the local Russians and Russian speakers have to do with state-to-state relationships? 
Latvia and Estonia’s places atop the hierarchy might imply that the greater the population of 
ethnic Russians, the more troubled the dealings with Russia. And yet, this is not necessarily so. 
Lithuania, in the middle of the pack, gets along with the Kremlin no better than Latvia or 
Estonia. Of the fourteen, the country with the most minuscule Russian complement, Armenia, 
has one of the coziest relationships with Russia, as does thirteenth-place Tajikistan. But twelfth-
place Georgia, with its ethnic Russians only a tad more numerous, has been at daggers drawn 
with Russia, and the two fought a nasty mini-war in 2008. In the top five, third-ranked Ukraine, 



 4

it goes without saying, is embroiled with Russia on multiple fronts, while Kazakhstan, with a 
heftier Russian minority, is a close ally. 

Ethnic composition of the non-Russian state, therefore, is not a sufficient explanation for rapport 
or enmity with Russia. Other factors must be brought into the equation. One of them is Russian 
policy itself. 

 

RUSSIAN COMPATRIOTS POLICY 

After a decade of indecision, Russian policy toward “compatriots abroad” was first laid down in 
a law “About the State Policy of the Russian Federation in Relation to Compatriots Abroad” 
adopted in May 1999, toward the end of Boris Yeltsin’s presidency. It was amended in 2010 and 
2013.3 

Under the statute, “compatriots abroad” are defined as either Russian citizens, permanently 
domiciled elsewhere, or “individuals and their descendants residing outside the territory of the 
Russian Federation and belonging, as a rule, to peoples historically based on the territory of the 
Russian Federation,” and who “have made a free choice in favour of a spiritual, cultural, and 
legal connection with the Russian Federation.” The second group includes former citizens of the 
USSR now in post-Soviet states and “emigrants” to the wider world. There is no reference in the 
text to Russian ethnicity, only to a civic Russian nation – a comprehensive Rossiiskii construct 
(as in the constitutional title of the Russian Federation), as opposed to a narrower determination 
of Russkii (ethnic Russian).  

The goals articulated in the 1999 law are “to safeguard the civil, political, social, economic, 
cultural, and other rights and freedoms of compatriots, as well as their legitimate interests in the 
countries of residence in accordance with generally recognized principles and norms of 
international law.” Concretely, Russia is to see to it that compatriots can use Russian and other 
languages spoken in the Russian Federation, communicate with Russia, form NGOs, and 
“participate in the working out of mutually beneficial relations between the states of residence 
and the Russian Federation.”  

Controversy over the 1999 statute was inevitable. Many governments in the environs, including 
the Baltic trio, rejected it out of hand as a neo-imperial infringement on their sovereignty. 
Criticism stiffened with the passage of time.  

For its part, Russia’s government did take steps to implement, but they were not quick to unfold 
and not terribly impressive.  In October 2001, Russia’s new president, Vladimir Putin, addressed 
the First World Congress of Compatriots and roundly condemned the lackadaisical approach of 
the 1990s (VSKSR, 2001). “Far too little” had been accomplished, he said. This was partly the 
paucity of resources for the initiative and partly governmental incompetence: “there have been 

                                                 
3 Texts can conveniently be found in Federal’nyi zakon (1999). Compatriots pure and simple are 
Russian citizens who are resident in Russia. 
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obvious flaws on the part of the authorities, of the state. Gaps remain in legislation, and the laws 
that are adopted are often incomplete, confused, and sometimes simply impossible to implement 
… It’s been known for a long time that one of the reasons for our ineffective work with Russian 
communities abroad is administrative indifference, bureaucratism, and lack of coordination, 
unfortunately, on all levels.” Putin trumpeted the need for a muscular organizational arm for 
getting things done. “We must create a single state structure that would address this whole 
complex of difficult problems … a single mighty structure.”  

The 2001 congress voted to vest a committee for bringing about “an international voluntary 
association of compatriots.” No such voluntary association ever materialized.  Instead, various 
top-down agencies were created for managing compatriot affairs. The International Coordinating 
Council of Russian Compatriots (ICRC) was created in 2002, and its executive branch, the 
World Coordinating Council of Russian Compatriots (WCRC), has overseen the ICRC since 
2007. They are jointly funded by the Russkiy Mir Foundation, created in 2007.  Twenty of the 
WCRC’s twenty-six members represent the Russian diaspora outside post-Soviet territory. It 
convenes two or three times a year, mainly to debate resolutions, and organizes successive world 
congresses. The sixth and most recent World Congress was held in October 2018. As of 2019, 
the WCRC chairman is Mikhail Drozdov, a Russian businessman and resident of Shanghai, 
China. 

The WCRC, to its credit, airs internal self-criticism as well as boilerplate tributes to success. In 
one critique a few months ago, a long-time Ukrainian activist and council member lamented 
colourfully how disappointing had been the fruits of the council’s and the congress’s work: 

It’s as if we have undertaken to assemble a complicated engineering structure 
ready to bear enormous loads, while having no design, no clearly defined and 
harmonized program of action, and no proper documentation. Deprived of the 
attentions of teachers and strategists, our compatriots have mostly fallen hostage 
to foremen accustomed to doing everything ‘by eye.’ They had experience 
throwing together one-story sheds but were not equal to constructing a skyscraper. 
As a result, what gets built has little chance of bearing heavy loads. And over time 
there were will be more and more of them (Provatorov, 2019).  

Within the Russian state apparatus, it took until 2008 for a presidential decree by Dmitry 
Medvedev to assign the bureaucratic brief for putting the 1999 Compatriots legislation into 
practice. The implementing arm was a new Federal Agency for the Commonwealth of 
Independent States [CIS] Affairs, Compatriots Living Abroad, and International Humanitarian 
Cooperation, known as Rossotrudnichestvo (Ukaz, 2008).  

In actuality, Rossotrudnichestvo was a regrouping and rebranding of several pre-existing and by 
all accounts ineffectual bureaus, mainly the Federal Agency for CIS Affairs, dating from 2000, 
which had come on the heels of a moribund state committee and two ministries (and which 
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would have had no writ regarding the Baltic states, them having spurned the CIS), and the 
penurious remnants of the curator of Soviet country-to-country ‘friendship societies.’4 

Rossotrudnichestvo, housed in two weathered buildings in downtown Moscow and reporting to 
the Foreign Ministry, cuts a modest figure, far short of Putin’s 2001 vision of an organizational 
powerhouse. Authorized personnel amount to 250 at home and 548 overseas, not counting 
security and support staff. Its head, Eleanora Mitrofanova, is a career diplomat best known for 
her multi-year stint as Russian delegate to UNESCO. Some Rossotrudnichestvo work is 
outsourced to a Foundation for the Support and Protection of Compatriots Living Abroad, which 
maintains a voluminous website and offers grants to Russian and non-Russian NGOs. It also 
staffs a Government Commission for the Affairs of Compatriots Living Abroad, chaired by 
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov (membership twenty-nine). The commission makes awards and 
gives budget subsidies to partner organizations, with a preference for youth grantees. The 
ministry has its own Department for Cooperation with Compatriots. Details on spending and 
recipients for the foundation, commission, and department were available until about five years 
ago yet no longer are. 

Rossotrudnichestvo suffers from a curious lack of mission discipline. Blurbs put out that “[its] 
priority is collaboration with the state members of the [CIS]” (Rossotrudnichestvo, n.d.). But its 
title is much more diffuse, counter to the predecessor CIS agency. Rossotrudnichestvo boasts of 
“centres of science and culture” or embassy-embedded representatives in no fewer than eighty-
one countries. Its homepage on November 8, 2019, recorded five happenings in or in partnership 
with CIS countries. 17 were for whereabouts as far-flung as Cuba, Israel, and Paraguay. Of eight 
specified spheres of agency activity, support for compatriots abroad ranks fourth behind 
development assistance, popularization of the Russian arts, and public diplomacy, though ahead 
of Russian language education and science, historical monuments and burial grounds, and the 
foreign relations of Russia’s provinces.  

There is, moreover, a palpable redundancy between Rossotrudnichestvo and the cognate Russkii 
Mir (Russian World) Foundation, one year older and headed by the loyalist public intellectual 
Vyacheslav Nikonov. Russkii Mir is more fixated on civilization and less on the Near Abroad, 
but in essence ploughs much the same field as Rossotrudnichestvo. It has “Russian centres” and 
“Russian offices” (exact titles vary) in nine post-Soviet countries, duplicating the 
Rossotrudnichestvo network, and more than sixty others. Nothing has come of suggestions that 
the two organizations combine forces or merge. 

Inasmuch as compatriots abroad are a tangible target of policy, another anomaly has to do with 
the target’s dimensions. Table 1 above, aggregating state-level data for ethnic Russians, amounts 
to 15,244,000 souls. Russian spokesmen bandy about much loftier figures – 25, 30, or 50 
million, within the frontiers of the ex-USSR, and 100 million or more worldwide. Ever since 

                                                 
4 The association, long called the League of Soviet Societies for Friendship and Cultural Ties with 
Foreign Countries, had been forced to sell off much of its Moscow real estate to make payroll. 
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passage of the 1999 law, writes Fyodor Yakovlev, a frequent commentator on security affairs, 
“no one can define [the tally] in real and not declarative numbers, since it all depends on how or, 
to be more precise, by whom these Russian compatriots are to be counted” (Yakovlev, 2017). 
Officialdom, Yakovlev guesses, probably have no idea how many compatriots there are. Either 
that or they shrug off the question, “since they know very well that a fictive, entirely decorative, 
and propagandist figure has no relation to reality.” The headcount is habitually politicized. 
Lower figures count only ethnic Russians, as imparted to census takers and estimated between 
censuses, whereas the higher figures will include native or habitual speakers of Russian 
(Russophones, sometimes dubbed the “Russian-language diaspora”), a category impossible to 
nail down without the rigorous social science inimical to the players – and not only to the 
Russians. 

President Putin has more than once conceded the difficulty of precisely delimiting the 
compatriots category. In his speech to the First World Congress of Compatriots, Putin noted:  

For some time now there has been a heated argument about who should be 
considered compatriots. Something that is difficult to measure and explain in 
words, we often try to render into juridical formulas. I suppose it’s necessary to 
do that. But compatriot is far from being a merely legal category. Nor is it about 
status or about qualifying for privileges of some kind. Above all, this is a question 
of personal choice, of self-definition – I would even say of spiritual self-
definition. This path is not always simple. After all, the concept Russian world 
from time immemorial went far beyond the geographical borders of Russia and 
even far beyond the limits of the Russian ethnic group (VSKSR, 2001). 

The path is no simpler in 2019 than it was in 2001 – for which statements from on high and the 
sequence of policy actions bear repeated witness. 

Also absent from the policy toolkit nowadays is one instrument specifically promised at the 
beginning. Article 3 of the law of 1999 stipulated that compatriots abroad, in order to avail 
themselves of the policy, were to formalize their status by presenting credentials (various criteria 
were set down) to authorized councils on the spot, and then to be issued a certificate testifying to 
attachment to the local council and thereby to the wider Compatriots order. There was no follow-
through that I am aware of. In the 2010 version of the law, Article 3 was deleted without 
explanation. 

THE BALTICS: A PLACE FOR RUSSIAN IRREDENTISM? 

Pan-nationalism, history teaches us, may well blend into irredentism, or a yearning for territories 
‘lost’ to the motherland. “Pan-ideologies are frequently irredentist in nature. In such cases the 
identified ‘pan-group’ has been divided between different states - a condition the pan-ideologists 
regard as ‘unnatural.’ They therefore advocate steps being taken to redress this dilemma. In most 
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cases, the proposed solution is to unify the pan-group into one coherent territory or state” 
(Lüdke, 2012, p. 23).5 

In 2014, Putin put forth exactly such a rationale for seizing Crimea. Russian civilization was 
born there a millennium ago, when the ruler of Kievan Rus was baptized by Byzantine clerics at 
Khersones. The peninsula and its inhabitants were illicitly transferred from Soviet Russia (the 
USSR’s Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic) to Soviet Ukraine in 1954. Crimea’s 
ethnic Russian majority possessed the same right of self-determination as Kosovo and other 
lands that it had taken with Western endorsement.  

Once the conversation turns to sword, shield and lines in the sand though, we enter the realm of 
the military, secret services, and Kremlin ideologists, where the lower-tier Rossotrudnichestvo 
and Russkii Mir have zero standing. How are the odds that political heavyweights like these, 
acting at the direction of President Putin, could hand the Baltics a Crimean fate?  

Wargaming by Western think tanks has yielded predictions that Russia’s army, retooled over this 
past decade, are technically capable of rolling into and occupying all three states in a few days 
flat (see, for example, Shlapak & Johnson, 2016). All the same, NATO membership, the 
alliance’s nuclear umbrella, and the risk (if not the 100 percent certainty) of massive retaliation 
make the practical chances of an out-and-out invasion vanishingly slight, except perhaps in an 
apocalyptic, across-the-board confrontation with the West. The Russian Empire in its day 
conquered what are now Estonia and Latvia in the early eighteenth century as part of a protracted 
campaign to displace Sweden as the overlord of the eastern Baltic. Lithuania and a swath of 
Polish-populated territory, fell its way during the late-eighteenth-century partitions of Poland.6 
The Poles slipped the Russians’ grip after World War I. The Balts did so after the Cold War. No 
contemporary Russian politician has voiced territorial pretensions on the Baltic littoral as a 
whole, or pronounced its independence reversible. Russians feel no great kinship with the 
indigenes, who converse in non-Slavic languages and worship in non-Orthodox Christian 
denominations (Lutheran for the Estonians and most Latvians, Roman Catholic for the 
Lithuanians and some Latvians). 

The multinational battalion battle groups (for the three Baltic states and Poland, with Canada 
taking the lead in Latvia), decided on at NATO’s Warsaw summit in 2016, provide 
psychological reassurance post-Ukraine. Parallels with Crimea are inexact – Ukraine is not a 
member of NATO.  As well, Russia already had serious assets in that theatre in 2014. In terms of 
military tasks, the battle groups are designed not to stop a blitzkrieg from the east, but to prevent 
the infiltration of special forces, as Russia’s insignia-free ‘polite green men’ accomplished prior 
to the appropriation of Crimea. 

                                                 
5 A further distinction is between pan-nationalism and other “pan” movements, such as those hinging 
on religion, language, or anticolonialism. See Lüdke (2012). 
6 One might add East Karelia, inland from the Baltic but populated by ethnic cousins of the Finns. It 
came under control of the Russian crown as early as 1617. Its belonging to the Russian state has never 
been seriously challenged. 
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Furthermore, the demographic presence of ethnic Russians and Russophones in the Baltics is 
much less than in Crimea. In the relatively homogeneous Lithuania, as has been observed, 
Russians amount to less than 5 percent of the population. In Estonia and Latvia, their segment is 
some five times greater, and they show signs of spatial clustering (see Map 1). Russians are 
overrepresented in the capitals (Estonian Tallinn and Latvian Riga), where they are at about 40 
percent. In the city of Narva and Ida-Viru county, bordering Russia on Estonia’s northeast, 
ethnic Russians represent 80 percent plus. In Latvia’s second city, Daugavpils (more than 50 
percent), and less so in the surrounding Latgale district. Šalčininkai, a Lithuanian town and 
province near Vilnius and the Polish border (population 32,000), might also be mentioned in 
passing. Lithuanians are a 15 percent minority there, with Poles preponderate and Russians 
around 10 percent. Most of the local Poles are Russophones. Map 1 is for ethnic Russians only, 
so Šalčininkai barely registers. 
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MAP 1. ETHNIC RUSSIANS AS A PERCENT OF THE POPULATION IN ESTONIA, LATVIA, AND 

LITHUANIA, 2011 

 

Tallinn
Narva , 
Ida-Viru 

Daugavpils
, Latgale 

Riga

Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=38483959.  

Šalčinink
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Russian armed intervention in Tallinn and Riga is every bit as farfetched as a frontal attack on 
the two nations. Since they are well removed from the border, outright annexation or institution 
of a protectorate (like Abkhazia and South Ossetia in the Caucasus) is more or less ruled out. 
Patriots in each city would assuredly take up arms to resist Russian interlopers. That being so, 
most speculation about Russian interference after Crimea spotlighted Narva and Daugavpils, in 
writings such as those asking if Narva will be “the next Crimea” or Daugavpils “a new Crimea” 
(Trimbach & O’Lear, 2015; Tolgyesi, 2015). While Narva is a stone’s throw from Russia (only a 
river divides it from its twin city Ivangorod), Daugavpils is not – it is within twenty miles of 
Lithuania and Belarus but a distance of seventy-five miles from the nearest Russian territory.7 In 
Lithuania, the national government accused Šalčininkai residents of undue sympathy for the 
Russian position on Ukraine after the Crimea annexation, and of nascent separatist proclivities, 
but it is hard to imagine the Kremlin investing much in such an out-of-the-way location.8 

In pondering the action possibilities, several background realities should be kept in mind: 

 At national level, the three Baltics have ingrained complaints and resentments 
against Russia, and vice versa. These will not easily be set aside. 

 In the Baltic states, relations with Russia continue to be an incendiary issue 
internally, especially in Estonia and Latvia.  

 Tensions over policy toward Russia were boosted by the headlines of 2014. 
Lithuania went so far as to reinstate conscription for its army (nine-month 
terms) in 2015.9 

 Opinion cleavages on foreign policy often break down along ethnolinguistic 
lines, and resonate with domestic cleavages over linguistic, citizenship, and 
symbolic policy (see below).  

Nonetheless, accumulated ill feeling does not an occupation or annexation make. For Russia to 
undertake a kinetic intervention, it would need, besides motivation and a tolerance of risk, a set 
of knowing local partners analogous to its accomplices in 2014. Would it find them in the Baltic 
states? 

Thanks to the scant relevance of Lithuania to this prospect, and the feasibility questions 
surrounding Tallinn, Riga, and Daugavpils (and, for the sake of completeness, Šalčininkai), the 
most instructive analysis and conjecture has been about Narva, Estonia. The best recent study I 

                                                 
7 A move on the city by Russia could in theory proceed through Latvia, from Belarus (a Russian ally 
which would be adamantly opposed), or from the Kaliningrad exclave and through the Suwalki Gap 
in Lithuania. Air cover would come from the formidable A2/AD complex at Kaliningrad. See Perry 
(2016). 
8 See Gerdziunas (2017). 
9 Estonia has had conscription in small cohorts all along. Latvia abolished conscription in 2006 and 
has not revisited the decision. 
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have come across is by American geographers David Trimbach and Shannon O’Lear (Brimbach 
& O’Lear, 2015). The Russians of Narva come across as unhappy for the most part about the 
snail’s pace of their assimilation into the Estonian polity and society and about what they 
perceive as the subtle and not so subtle ascription to them to second-class status. They are also 
portrayed as most viscerally attached to Narva as a locality rather than to Estonia, the Russians 
of Estonia, or Russia proper. The authors further emphasize the effects on Narvans’ thinking of 
the dramatic disparity in level of affluence between northeastern Estonia and the Russian 
settlements across the river, as Estonia has flourished in the EU and the Russian economy has 
stagnated. And political freedom has been in commensurate deterioration on the Russian side: 

While Narvan Russian-speakers remain resentful of the Estonian state, they also 
are wary of Russian overtures for fear of instability and lower living standards. 
Narva’s strong local attachments and Russian linkages by no means equate to 
affable responses to any future Russian interventions or potential annexation. 
Although there are definite generational divides in opinion, many Narvans 
understand and experience firsthand the differences in living standards, stability, 
and relative political openness of Narva, Estonia, and the EU when compared to 
the Russian Federation. Narva’s proximity to … Ivangorod and Narvan cross-
border experiences problematize Russian engagement in the region because of the 
stark economic, social, and political differences illustrated between the two 
entwined communities … In 2010, as a consequence of decline, Ivangorod 
symbolically sought separation from Russia in order to join Narva in Estonia … 
Narvans, cognizant of Ivangorod’s (and Russia’s) troubled situation, maintain 
their strong localisms while remaining cautiously bound to Estonia and Europe 
(Brimbach & O’Lear, 2015, pp. 500–501). 

In short, it is unlikely in the extreme that the residents of Narva, ethnic Russian and Russophone 
though most of them may be, will be attracted to anything remotely resembling the Russian 
adventure in Ukraine. They cannot be expected to provide the enthusiasts, accomplices, and 
apologists needed to make an irredentist scheme, should one be hatched, work. 

 

INFORMATION UNDERTAKINGS 

Assuming irredentism and land grabs to be beyond the pale, compatriots in the Baltics will be 
drawn into the Russian policy universe mostly by way of another arena – that of pan-nationalist 
outreach, be it for its own sake or as an instrument to influence or constrain the target countries’ 
foreign policy through information provision and manipulation. While no newcomer to this 
game, Russia has intensified its weaponization of information since 2014. Partly this is a 
function of its more assertive geopolitics, and partly it is a rejoinder to the local governments’ 
unyielding position on Ukraine and NATO solidarity. It is vital to know what the Kremlin is 
doing in this realm, but also not to be misled by flimflam. 
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On the ground, physical assets for reaching compatriots through information dissemination and 
propaganda are few and far between. Rossotrudnichestvo has no presence in the three republics, 
presumably because their administrations refuse to accept one. The Russkii Mir Foundation, with 
its culturalist mandate, runs ‘Russian centres’ in Tallinn, Riga, and Daugavpils. Its home page 
also lists centers in Vilnius and Šiauliai, in the north of Lithuania; the URL links to the latter two 
are inactive and Google and Yandex searches yield nothing. A Russkii Mir website for Lithuania 
does exist, but a physical site is not mentioned.10  

Aside from the all–Near Abroad supervisory bodies described above, such as they are, national 
‘coordination councils’ for compatriots, explicitly attached to Russian diplomatic missions, have 
existed in Estonia (since 2003), Latvia (2007), and Lithuania (2009). The Estonian and 
Lithuanian bodies (but not the Latvian) are represented on the WCRC. The councils underwrite 
language schools and, sporadically, youth camps, information workshops, commemorative 
events, literary symposia, and so forth. 

In April 2015, a so-called Regional Coordination Council of Russian Compatriots (RCRC) of the 
Countries of Northern Europe and the Baltic Sea – with a footprint now taking in Scandinavia, 
Germany, and Poland – was unveiled at a thinly attended conference in Warsaw. Treated with 
some solemnity by NATO analysts, the Regional Coordination Council to all appearances has 
been next to fictive.  

Far more germane than these rickety associations are communications outlets, which may or may 
not be locally grounded. It is futile to look for a single high command back in Moscow.11 
Rossotrudnichestvo, Russkii Mir, and assorted functionaries in the executive branch of 
government lend a hand backstage. But, instead of a tightknit crusade, the evidence points to an 
oft-disjointed program in which agents have leeway to riff on messages prioritized in Kremlin 
rhetoric and to improvise in light of unfolding events and opportunities. Some efforts have had a 
hit-or-miss quality – especially online, where start-up, exit, and rebranding costs are so low. For 
example, a year and a half after inauguration of the ballyhooed Regional Coordination Council in 
2015, a supposedly affiliated information portal (concurrently identified as a creature of the 
Foreign Ministry) announced a go-to website http://rksnord.eu/ for compatriots in northern 
Europe and the Baltic littoral. As it turns out, the site is a dead letter (clicking the URL yields a 
404 error message): there are no online traces of it doing anything, or of the “Institute of the 
Russian Diaspora” which was identified as a partner in the original proclamation.12 

                                                 
10 It is http://www.rusmir.lt/. See an earlier reference in Winnerstig (2014), p. 25, to what was 
apparently a more active presence at the time. 
11 As has been observed about Russian Compatriots policy more broadly (Winnerstig, 2014, p. 28) 
“the sheer number of state organizations and semi-governmental NGOs in the sphere – often with the 
same or overlapping aims – makes a coordinated policy very difficult.” 
12 Thematically related sites come and go, often containing a link – dead as a doornail – to 
http://rksnord.eu/. Other sites remain linkable, but with no new tabs in recent years. One example 
would be http://www.landsmann.no/ru_Editorial.html, said to be edited in Bergen, Norway, but 
headquartered in St. Petersburg. The president of the Norwegian chapter, Tatjana Dahle, is based in 
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Not surprisingly, a crucial conduit for information-operations purposes in the Baltic has been 
conventional television – Russian-language television to be more precise. Late in the 1990s, a 
Russia-born entrepreneur who had taken up Latvian residency, Oleg Solodov, acquired through 
mysterious means exclusive rebroadcast rights in Latvia for the output of Russia’s main state 
network, ORT, now known as First Channel.13 By the time his firm PBK (First Baltic Channel) 
was registered in Riga in 2002, it possessed the same rights for the Estonian and Lithuanian 
markets. A holding company for PBK registered in 2006 as BMA (Baltic Media Alliance) with 
Russian resident Alexei Plyasunov as co-proprietor, also owns two thriving Russian-language 
weeklies in the shrinking print market – MK-Latvia and MK-Estonia.14  

About 70 percent of PBK’s airtime is devoted to rebroadcasting content acquisitions from First 
Channel and other Russian Federation media outlets. It telecasts over satellite and cable and has 
been unimpeded by local regulators, except for several episodes, and Latvian authorities renewed 
its license for ten years in 2015.15 Its rebroadcasting model gives it a financial advantage over 
state and commercial stations utilizing the official languages. Not only that, but for political and 
entertainment output alike RPK has a giant edge over the locals in production values, having 
been prepared for an extended Russian-language market that is bigger by several orders of 
magnitude, as is the talent pool that it taps. In addition, PBK partners “compete in the market for 
advertising with much smaller costs and also make money from cable operators for showing their 
programs, which the national channels aren’t allowed to do (Spriņģe, Benfelde, & Salu, 2012).” 
Market surveys regularly indicate that PBK leads or comes close to leading in audience share in 
Latvia and Estonia, while faring less well in Lithuania. It is popular not only with ethnic 
Russians but with Russophones from other national groups, enticed more by concerts, serials, 
game shows, and big-budget movies than by politics. Roughly a dozen rebroadcasting firms have 
minor pieces of the pie, and in many places local viewers can watch Russian TV broadcast from 
terrestrial stations in nearby Russian towns and cities. 

A final instrument for dissemination of Russia-originated and -inspired information and 
propaganda is the new kid on the block – social media. Facebook has a sizable following in the 
Baltics, as do Russian platforms led by VK (aka VKontakte or “In Contact”) and OdnoKlassniki 
(aka OK.ru or “Classmates”). Ethnic Russians and Russophones prefer VK (for younger folks) 
and Odnoklassniki (for older), although many also subscribe to Facebook and indigenes are more 

                                                                                                                                                             
Bergen. https://pahoyden.no/birkelandssenteret-gagarin-geofysisk-institutt/gagarin-vender-tilbake-til-
bergen/368489 
13 ORT at the time was under the informal control of the Russian oligarch Boris Berezovsky, who fled 
the country for British asylum after Putin’s arrival in power. It is anything but clear what Berezovsky 
and his group’s relations would have been with the likes of Solodov. 
14 The Russian and Soviet-era connotations of these titles are obvious to all concerned. MK refers to 
Moskovskii komsomolets, a popular Russian newspaper which before the fall of the Soviet regime was 
the certified Moscow outlet of the Communist Youth League. 
15 Were these regulators to try to turn off the spigot indefinitely, PBK or a proxy would undoubtedly 
shift to online streaming. This would be all but unstoppable short of a firewall system, which would 
fly in the face of the free-speech ethos of the Baltic countries. 
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partial to Facebook. Data limitations aside, what is known  is that “there is a significant – and 
growing – number of Russian-speaking social media groups and communities in the three 
networks, members of which are based in the Baltic states and which exhibit pro-Kremlin, pro-
Russia, and anti-Western orientations. They serve as sources of ideological posts that are widely 
disseminated by active users who capitalize on their connectivity and visibility among the 
Russian-speaking users of VK, OK and FB [Facebook] in the Baltics (Teperik et al, 2018, p. 5).” 
Ten percent of the users of Russian-language social media engender 70 percent of the 
sociopolitical information therein, almost all of it tilted in the Kremlin’s favour.  

In terms of information content as distinct from mode of distribution, the events in eastern 
Ukraine and Crimea prompted Moscow to do an organizational reshuffle. In October 2014 three 
online Russian-language information agencies all bearing the name Baltnews were established 
for Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, respectively. Suspicions that they to a large extent spoke for 
Russian interests were eventually borne out by criminal investigators and journalists who 
discovered that they all were registered in Moscow and controlled by Rossiya Segodnya, the 
umbrella structure for the well-known RT (formerly Russia Today) and the news agencies RIA 
Novosti and Sputnik. Aleksandr Kornilov, the Riga resident responsible for Baltnews Latvia, was 
revealed in 2018 to be in constant contact with a Rossiya Segodnya supervisor. Skype logs show 
that “they sent each other thousands of messages over a two-year period and spoke with each 
other regularly concerning editorial matters for the website (Roonemaa & Springe, 2018).”16 

Not all of Russia’s initiatives in the Baltics are directed at compatriots. The titular groups are 
anything but ignored, although the information output has been repetitive and one might say 
ritualized since Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania entered the West’s institutional orbit. Among the 
narratives visited and revisited ad nauseam are: 

 These small countries’ relative insignificance in the U.S., NATO, and EU 
grand scheme of things; 

 Abrogation of their national sovereignty and dignity by the Western 
heavyweights;  

 Their vulnerability to Russian retaliation, by conventional or thermonuclear 
means, in the event of a big war between West and East 

 The economic drawbacks of wasted trade and investment opportunities with 
Russia; 

 The social costs of large-scale emigration of Baltic workers to other countries;  

 The Baltics’ openness to flows of unwanted refugee and labor migrants under 
Schengen rules; 

                                                 
16 See also ERR News (2018). 
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 The hypocrisy, therefore unreliability of Western professions, of admiration 
for local regimes that a good many of the natives, regardless of political 
outlook, view as badly flawed. 

That said, there is no mistaking that ethnic and linguistic compatriots occupy a special niche in 
Russian information operations. They build on a bedrock sense among Russians and Russian 
speakers, at least in two countries out of the three, that post-Soviet legislation on membership in 
the national community is discriminatory. Over twenty-five years, a host of international 
organizations, starting with the OSCE, UNHCR, EU, and Council of Europe, have nudged 
Estonia and Latvia toward a more humanitarian policy.  

Under the exclusive jus sanguinis (blood citizenship) principle for nationality enacted in Latvia 
in 1994 and Estonia in 1995 (in contrast to an inclusive jus soli or birthright citizenship), post–
World War II arrivals from elsewhere in the USSR and their descendants were deemed non-
citizens who could naturalize only on petition and after passing linguistic and other tests. The 
bulk of those affected were Russians by ethnicity. It was illiberal democracy with a vengeance. 
Whatever one may think philosophically about communal versus personal rights, the approach 
was guaranteed to alienate the disenfranchised and their sympathizers. Although naturalization 
has crept ahead, in Estonia and Latvia today some 12 percent of all residents are either stateless 
or citizens of Russia (the legal categories differ somewhat between the two). In either case, they 
do not have voting rights or the ability to travel internationally on distinctive non-passport 
documents or on Russian passports.17 

It is at this backlog of grievance, and at controversies organically linked to it, that Russia’s pan-
nationalist compatriots policy aims its principal arrows. Target themes include: 

 What is held to be the ongoing injustice and violation of human rights of 
denial of citizenship – with non-acceptance of children born to non-citizens in 
Estonia and Latvia being singled out as especially offensive;18 

 Estonian- and Latvian-first language laws that by Russian terms are 
discriminatory to Russophones;19 

 Movement toward elimination (Latvia) or restriction (Estonia) of elementary 
and secondary school instruction in Russian; 

                                                 
17 Lithuania’s inclusive approach, automatically granting citizenship to anyone born there or 
descended from a parent or grandparent born there, precluded the problem arising in that country. 
18 This point has a number of times been echoed by European monitors. See European Network on 
Statelessness (2015).  
19 Latvia held a referendum in February 2012 on a measure to make Russian the second state 
language. It was defeated by 75 to 25 percent. Non-citizens, who constituted 14 percent of the 
population at the time, were not permitted to vote. Had they cast ballots, and entirely in support of the 
change, the resolution would still have defeated, only by a margin of roughly 60 percent to 40 
percent. 
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 The underrepresentation of Russians and Russophones in the political elite, 
and the recurrent refusal of indigenous Balts to work with parties that appeal 
to the Russian community; 

 Calls by radicals among local majority groups for a program to encourage 
disloyal residents of Russian origin to leave the country; 

 A raft of historical memory issues, which apply to Lithuania as much as to 
Estonia and Latvia – among them the experience of interwar statehood and 
authoritarianism and the motivations for the Soviet invasion and annexation of 
the republics (defensive or offensive); collaboration by Baltic nationals with 
Nazi invaders and the Holocaust, through outfits like the Latvian Legion, part 
of the Waffen SS; alleged exaggeration of the scale of deportations and 
executions during the 1940s; the role of anti-Soviet insurgents in the 1940s 
and early 1950s; and broad-spectrum understandings of the Soviet period (an 
era like any other, or a foreign occupation). 

In light of this verbosity, it is tempting to infantilize the local populations and deny them agency 
in forming political personae, opinions, and preferences. To speak only of the local Russians, 
they are inundated not only with Russian messaging but with Baltic-originated and NATO/EU 
information and, to put it bluntly, propaganda. On the other hand, they continue to resist 
straitjacketing by either side. Forty percent of Russians in Estonia and Latvia, for example, are 
said to have taken Russia’s side in the 2014 clash over Crimea - more than those who took a 
neutral or pro-Ukraine stance. A portrait of Narva in the German press conveys a less alarmist 
view of the attitudes of Russian compatriots than some of the more sensationalist reports (Koval, 
2019): “Russian propaganda has little effect on the young people on both banks of the Narva 
River. They are more interested in regional issues than in international ones. In Narva, people get 
most of their information from local websites, including that of Estonian newspaper Postimees 
and the Baltic portal Delfi20 – both are also available in Russian. Russian television is watched 
mostly by older people.” 

 

PROSPECTS 

Russian irredentism realistically has no future in the Baltics. Russian pan-nationalism in the form 
of Compatriots policy in all likelihood does, for two reasons.  

First, compatriotism is one of the few levers Moscow has at its disposal for swaying the political 
environment within adjacent states cushioned by their Western affiliations. Second, on certain 
scores the Baltic nations offer objective conditions conducive to the subjective attitudes Russia 

                                                 
20 Three quite different versions of this much‐used portal exist, each dual in the local majority 
language and in Russian – www.delfi.ee (Estonia), www.delfi.lv (Latvia), and www.delfi.lt (Lithuania). 
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most hopes to see among its compatriots.21 On the EU’s most recent Migrant Integration Policy 
Index (Huddleston, Bilgili, Joki, & Vankova 2015), encompassing thirty-eight Western 
countries, Estonia ranked twenty-second, Lithuania thirty-fourth, and Latvia thirty-seventh, or 
second from the bottom. Although the inch-by-inch trend toward integration of the Russian 
minorities is notable and encouraging, survey research among younger Russians and 
Russophones in Estonia (Goble, 2019) discloses that nearly half of them take a purely 
instrumental view of citizenship, that they are much more inclined to trust fellow Russian 
speakers than others, and that there is a stark difference in opinions about foreign policy. Only 30 
percent of them see NATO as the main underwriter of the country’s security and want a 
permanent NATO presence, whereas about 70 percent of Estonian speakers seek the same 

None of this is to say that Russian policy is smoothly managed or an unalloyed success. Oddly 
enough, it has – on paper, anyhow – an important contradiction built into it, namely the weight 
and the growing weight afforded to reverse migration. Politically, the payoff from connecting 
with expatriates would normally be enlistment of their energies in representing the homeland in 
country of residence. Russian doctrine embraces this goal, but simultaneously encourages out-
migration from those very same communities, and thereby their depletion over time. 

Russia adopted a Program on the Voluntary Resettlement of Compatriots to Russia by 
presidential edict in 2006. It was explicitly tied to the Near Abroad in the 2010 revision of the 
Yeltsin-era statute on compatriots. Addressing the Sixth World Congress of Compatriots in 2018, 
(Vsemirnyi congress, 2018), Putin was proud to note that 800,000 people had moved to Russia 
under auspices of the program since 2006. He had signed a decree extending the program to 
2025. “We will continue to facilitate the adaptation process, simplify procedures, and work hand 
in hand with regional and local authorities, entrepreneurs, and NGOs to improve the quality of 
life of immigrants, create jobs for them, and improve the conditions for doing business 
(Vsemirnyi congress, 2018).” 

It does not follow that this policy, as put into words by the president and others, has brought 
about the desired effect. Tables 2, 3, and 4, about the distribution of ethnic groups in the Baltics 
since the Soviet collapse, offer food for thought. 

                                                 
21 See, among other studies, the finding from a few years back that “approximately half of the 
Russian-speaking inhabitants of Estonia are either marginally or not at all integrated” (Winnerstig, 
2014, p. 39). 
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TABLE 2: ETHNIC BALANCE IN ESTONIA, 1989–2019 

Group 

1989 2000 2011 2019 

Number % Number % Number % Number % 

Estonians 963,000 61.5 930,000 67.9 903,000 69.7 908,000 68.5 

Russians 475,000 30.3 351,000 25.6 326,000 25.2 328,000 24.8 

Others 128,000 8.2 89,000 6.5 66,000 5.1 89,000 6.7 

Total 1,566,000 100 1,370,000 100 1,294,000 100 1,325,000 100 

 

TABLE 3: ETHNIC BALANCE IN LATVIA, 1989–2018 

Group 

1989 2000 2011 2018 

Number % Number % Number % Number % 

Latvians 1,388,000 52.0 1,371,000 57.7 1,285,000 62.1 1,203,000 62.2 

Russians 906,000 34.0 703,000 29.6 557,000 26.9 487,000 25.5 

Others 390,000 14.0 303,000 12.7 228,000 11.0 244,000 12.3 

Total 2,667,000 100 2,377,000 1000 2,070,000 100 1,934,000 100 

 
TABLE 4: ETHNIC BALANCE IN LITHUANIA, 1989–2011 

Group 

1989 2001 2011 

Number % Number % Number % 

Lithuanians 2,924,000 79.6 2,907,000 83.4 2,561,000 84.2 

Russians 344,000 9.4 220,000 6.3 177,000 5.8 

Others 779,000 11.0 357,000 10.2 305,000 8.8 

Total 3,675,000 100 3,484,000 100 3,043,000 100 

 

Chiefly as the upshot of emigration and, to a lesser extent, negative population dynamics 
domestically (more deaths than births, and significant emigration), officially-tallied ethnic 
Russians in the Baltics faded, from the Soviet census of 1989 to the most recent headcount, 
by 419,000 persons in Latvia (endpoint statistics for 2018), 168,000 in Lithuania (2011), and 
147,000 in Estonia (2019), which makes a three-country deficit in absolute numbers of 
734,000. This translates to a proportional loss of 49 percent of the original figure in Lithuania 
(where Poles by the end of the 1990s replaced Russians as the second-ranking ethnicity), 46 
percent in Latvia, and 31 percent in Estonia. By best estimate, about three-quarters of this 
decline was produced by Russian exit, including the withdrawal of former Soviet military 
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units.22 

However, none of this movement correlates neatly with Moscow policy. Far from accelerating, 
out-migration noticeably decelerated after repatriation was enshrined as Kremlin gospel. Forty-
eight percent of the attrition in Latvia occurred before 2000, and another 35 percent between 
2000 and 2011. In Lithuania, it was 74 percent before 2001. In Estonia, the front-loading is even 
more striking. Eighty-four percent of all losses happened between 1989 and 2000. Between 2011 
and 2019, with Putin’s pro-resettlement policy in full force, the Russian minority in Estonia 
actually grew by a few thousand. 

To cite the migration statistics is to segue to a more general topic – demographics, and how it 
will shape the future of the Baltic trio. Full discussion is best left for another day, but suffice it to 
say that demography will define the destiny of the Balts in the twenty-first century – their 
security, in the fullest sense – as much as military deployments and pan-nationalism of the 
nearby great power.  

A fact of life all over the eastern half of Europe, in countries accepted into the EU and NATO, is 
the intertwining of emigration and brain drain, population shrinkage, wounded identities, and 
illiberalism. Brilliant new research by Ivan Krastev and Stephen Holmes (Krastev & Holmes, 
2019) brings this syndrome to the fore. From the Black Sea to the Baltic, almost every country is 
beset by these phenomena. Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania are typical, dwindling to the point of 
existential threat to viability and way of life. Figure 1, based on data from the authoritative 
World Population Review, vividly illustrates this alarming trend and projects it into the future. 
The Baltics, having gained independence with a combined population of 7,930,000, are expected 
to be down to 5,480,000 inhabitants by 2030, to 4,760,000 by 2050, and to 3,493,000 by 2100 – 
a decline of 56 percent all told (46 percent for Estonia, 58 percent for Latvia and Lithuania). At 
century’s end, the three of them will hold fewer people than Lithuania alone did in 1990. 

                                                 
22 There were almost 150,000 Soviet military personnel in the three Baltic republics before 
withdrawal. An unknown proportion of them were ethnic non-Russians. Also unknown is how many 
stayed behind after Moscow shut down bases, radar stations, and the like between 1992 and 1995. 
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FIGURE 1. PAST AND PROJECTED POPULATION TOTALS FOR THE BALTIC STATES, MILLIONS 

(http://worldpopulationreview.com/) 

 

“At this rate,” bemoans a prominent Latvian intellectual (quoted in Sander, 2018), “in fifty years 
or so Latvia may cease to be a nation.” Shrinkage begets a sense of beleaguerment and nativism. 
All three of the Baltics “demonstrate a strong protectionist attitude” toward outsiders (Rosa-
Hernandez, 2018), as was demonstrated in 2015 when their governments, like those of Hungary 
and Poland, refused to take in a significant number of refugees during the influx of migrants 
from the Mediterranean and Middle East. Whereas Eurobarometer and other surveys show a 
trend in most of Europe toward greater acceptance of asylum seekers, in the Baltic it is the 
opposite. Writes one Italian observer resident in Riga (Bertanesco, 2019), “Latvians are afraid of 
refugees, and refugees are afraid of Latvians.” The hostility is rooted not in wickedness but in 
ignorance, xenophobia, and “the fear of possible ‘invasions’ from the Russian border.” 

The place of the Russian compatriot community – as impacted by Moscow pan-nationalism and 
autonomous of it – is thus but one piece of a larger puzzle. It is a puzzle well worth trying to 
understand and to affect at its margins. Strange as it will sound to most Estonians, Latvians, and 
Lithuanians, they would be well advised to contemplate the benefits in the long haul of having 
more Russians in their midst, not fewer. 
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