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THE EUROSCEPTICISM
IN THE BALTIC STATES:
MANIFESTED AND LATENT

Gediminas Vitkus
Institute of International Relations and Political Science, Vilnius University

ABSTRACT

The paper contributes to the discussion on Euroscepticism. It looks for causes and explanations
why the level of Euroscepticism in the Baltic states is lower than the European Union average and
addresses latent nature of the Baltic Euroscepticism. The main conclusion of this reflection is that
the Baltic states seek to coordinate two things that can hardly be coordinated. On the one hand, they
are interested in permanent existence of the European Union. On the other hand, being latent Euro-
sceptics they take the risk of encountering a hard-to-resolve dilemma in case France and Germany,
that make the nucleus of the European Union, would agree to move towards a deeper integration or
even federation.

KEY WORDS: Baltic States, European Union, Euroscepticism.

Introduction

The objective of this paper is to contribute to the discussion on Euroscepticism
by answering to the two interrelated questions. On the one hand, we will look for
causes and explanations why the level of Euroscepticism in the Baltic states is
lower than the European Union average (Eurobarometer; Austers et al., 2017: 147-
194). On the other hand, we will try to identify the fundamental qualities of the
“Baltic” Euroscepticism by proposing to expand the commonplace hard and soft
Euroscepticism taxonomy with concepts of manifested and latent Euroscepticism.

1. The Roots of Baltic Euroscepticism Weakness

To understand and explain why the Euroscepticism of the Baltic states is weak
is not that difficult. It is sufficient to take into consideration several important
objective factors such as the historical experience, geographic location and the
size of the countries.

It is possible to sum up the historic experience by the fact that although in 2018
the Baltic states celebrate their centennial, half of that time they spent under the
occupation and differently for instance from Finland could not develop freely and
independently.

The geographic location of the Baltic states is also controversial. On the one
hand, huge possibilities for prosperity lie in it, but, on the other hand, it hides great
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dangers. Huge prosperity possibilities are associated with the fact that the Baltic
states could be participants-intermediaries of the exchange between Europe and
Russia (Mauricas, 2015). Therefore, the Baltic states would be objectively very
interested in the good relationship between the European Union and Russia. On
the other hand, the collapse of their independence in 1940, when their successful
economic, social and cultural development lasting from 1918 was brutally inter-
rupted, just testifies how dangerous and fragile the situation of the Baltic states is.

In other words, everything depends on broader systemic factors — on relations
between the great Western powers and Russia. The Baltic states themselves can
hardly do anything in this situation. Because of their small size, they cannot be
influential political players and effectively counter unfavorable tendencies. The
size of states objectively determines that their security largely depends on what is
happening around them while their successful economic and social development is
inconceivable without the involvement and maintenance of constant relations with
the wider world.

The restoration of the Baltic states’ independence in 1990 was a real miracle
that until then very few expected. However, the restoration simultaneously meant
the reemergence of the old worries and problems. Fortunately, the restored second
Baltic Republics “found” a completely different Europe from the one they “had
left”. In 1940, the Baltic states “left” the Europe that had not any possibilities,
structures or institutions that could have helped the Baltic states to resolve their
security problem and stop the raging aggressors. However, in 1990s they “found”
a new much more favorable structure that provides a more tangible solution to the
problem. The trans-Atlantic defensive Alliance and the institutionalized Europe
granted the Baltic states what they lacked most in the interwar period — a favorable
international environment. Besides, the European Union is one of the most impor-
tant building blocks of this environment.

Therefore, in this context, opposing the European Union for the Baltic states
would equal to losing their sound mind. At present, the existence of such structures
as NATO or the European Union is an existential interest for the Baltic states. One
may say that the Baltic states are characteristic of the existential Euro-enthusiasm.
The political elite of all the countries without greater hesitations chose to seek the
membership in the European Union and, since they became members of the EU,
the Baltic states have always supported the unification of Europe. Lithuania was
the first to ratify the Treaty establishing the Constitution for Europe (EUObserver,
2004). Latvia and Estonia did the same (EUObserver, 2005; EUObserver, 2006)
notwithstanding that the Treaty had already been doomed. In spite of the fact that
the crisis in Greece tarnished the reputation of the common European currency, the
Baltic states, as soon as they met the Maastricht criteria, became members of the
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Eurozone without greater hesitations (Estonia in 2011, Latvia in 2014, Lithuania in
2015). Civil societies of the Baltic states have always been and remain pro-Euro-
pean. The Referendums on the membership in the EU won with the great landslide
in all the countries, while the public opinion constantly demonstrates a greater trust
in the European and not national institutions.

2. Euro-pragmatism or genuine Euroscepticism?

On the other hand, if everything were so simple, then there would be no expla-
nation why in the Baltic states a certain level of Euroscepticism (although smaller
than in other countries) still exists. The answer to this question would be dual
distinguishing two main forms of Euroscepticism in the Baltic states — manifested
Euroscepticism and the /atent Euroscepticism.

The manifested Euroscepticism in the Baltic states is actually slight due to the
afore-mentioned circumstances. In the referendums on the EU membership voted
“No” in Lithuania — 8.9%, in Latvia — 32.5%, in Estonia — 33.2%. The greater
opposition in Latvia and Estonia is usually explained by resorting to more nume-
rous Russian minorities in these countries (Austers et al., 2017: 195-207). The
reasons for this type of Euroscepticism in the Baltic states most probably differ
but little from that in other EU members states. Like in other EU member states,
the manifested Euroscepticism that reveals itself in the Baltic states can be divided
into hard and soft forms.

Hard Euroscepticism is usually based on the conviction that the European inte-
gration, the European Union are in principle a harmful and dangerous process for
a national state that should better be not participated in. In case of the Baltic states,
hard Euro-sceptics tend to refer primarily not to the most pleasant experience of
the Baltic states’ existence in the Soviet Union. “From the empire to the empire”
was the title of the Manifest of 1997 prepared by the National-Democratic Move-
ment for Independent Lithuania (ND, 1997). When the Baltic states prepared to en-
ter the EU, Euro-sceptics invited to drop this ambition putting forward arguments
that the European Union is the same “camouflaged” Soviet Union just waiting to
transform the republics that have restored independence into its colonies (EUOb-
server, 2002). However, the number of such hard Euro-sceptics in the Baltic states
is in fact small, and their voice was listened to by very few. Still, even now, when
the membership of the Baltic states in the European Union has reached the middle
of the second decade, this political trend has not completely disappeared. A series
of 2010-2015 crises of the European Union itself provide new impulses to the
hard Euroscepticism. Hard sceptics have an opportunity to return to their favorable
argument of identifying the EU with the USSR again. Yet now they prophesy that,
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sooner or later, the fate of the USSR is awaiting the EU — the latter will crumble
just as the former has done (Radzvilas, 2017: 136). Brexit has become the most
suitable argument for them. The Referendum organized in 2014 on the ban to sell
land to foreigners most probably can be regarded, at least in Lithuania, as their
greatest achievement. After the voting, the Referendum was declared null and void
as only 14.98% of voters participated in it (Central Electoral Commission of the
Republic of Lithuania, 2014). However, it was valuable because it demonstrated of
approximately what extent the social base of Euroscepticism is.

Soft Euroscepticism, that publicly criticizes not the Union as such but indivi-
dual aspects of its operation or public policy, in the Baltic states as, most probably,
in other EU member states, rests on economic interests rather than convictions. In
case of each of the Baltic State it is possible to find the decisions of the European
Union that were not popular with societies of the countries and were met with
public debates or even public actions. For example, in Estonia the decision of the
European Commission regarding the illegitimacy of state support to the “Estonian
Air” was treated very negatively (Postimees, 2016); in Latvia — considerable at-
tention has attracted the dispute over pay of Latvian construction company “La-
val” workers in Sweden (Eurofound, 2005); in Lithuania, much controversy was
provoked over the EU requirement to close the Ignalina nuclear power station
followed by arguments concerning the financing of the dismantling process. Baltic
farmers are also dissatisfied though they get the greatest benefit yet think that they
are incorrectly wronged as the allowances they receive are much smaller than the
European Union average (Arc2020, 2012; ERR News, 2012). The list of similar
examples could be endless.

Speaking in general, the Baltic states, in terms of Euroscepticism, differ but
slightly from other states. However, one difference should be mentioned. Soft Eu-
roscepticism that in the Baltic states is more expressed not by the official structu-
res but by business or civil society is rather dampened down because the advan-
tages of the EU membership (security, cohesion policy), notwithstanding all the
tensions, in the Baltic states obviously outweigh those costs and inconveniences.
Therefore, Baltic societies still put up with EU rules and unfavorable resolutions.
For example, contrary to Visegrid countries, the Baltic states agreed with the de-
cision on the refugee acceptance quotas in spite of the reservations expressed by
civil society (OSW, 2015).

Thus, in the Baltic states, both the forms of manifested Euroscepticism are
rather weak. However, rounding up it is worthwhile mentioning that it would be
erroneous to think that the Baltic states are unconditionally Euro-enthusiastic, that
their societies, political parties and parliaments are populated by Euro-federalists
and proponents of the European superpower. It is nothing like this. Just as there
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is no more influential Eurosceptical movement or a political party, the Euro-fe-
deralists of the Baltic states are also equally weak. Those that most experts call
Euro-pragmatists obviously dominate in the Baltic states. However, in our opinion
the Euro-pragmatists should be truly called genuine Euro-sceptics. Only their Eu-
roscepticism is not manifested but latent.

We would apply the term /atent Euroscepticism to such a posture that essen-
tially accepts the present architecture of the European Union but is not actually
interested in the continued deepening of the integration. The leaders of the Baltic
states have emphasized more than once that they are rather for the intergovern-
mental but not supranational Europe (Paulauskas, 2006; Kerikmée et al., 2018).
The Baltic states are enthusiasts of the international institutions where they have
“a place at the table” but they skeptically assess the granting of new empowering
to supranational institutions (Veebel et al., 2014). The same position is recorded
in the strategic documents of the states (Republic of Estonia, 2015; Republic of
Latvia, 2018; Republic of Lithuania, 2015). The Baltic states do not support the
sanctions proposed by the European Commission to Poland (EurActiv, 2018). The
Baltic states are also among those countries that are suspicious towards the reforms
of the European Union proposed by the President of France Emmanuel Macron
and did join the rallied by the Netherlands member states’ opposing “club” that the
Financial Times called the “Hanseatic League 2.0” (Financial Times, 2017).

Concluding Remark

Thus, the choice and position of the Baltic states is quite clear but at the same
time problematic. The controversy lies in the fact that they seek to coordinate two
things that can hardly be coordinated. On the one hand, the existence of the Euro-
pean Union is the existential interest of their own. Furthermore, the Baltic states
have always sought not only to become members of the EU but also to participate
in all the projects including the Eurozone or PESCO (Joint Statement, 2018). On
the other hand, being latent Euro-sceptics they take the risk of encountering a
hard-to-resolve dilemma in case France and Germany, that make the nucleus of
the European Union, would agree to move towards a deeper integration or even
federation.

References

Arc2020. 2012. “Baltic tractor on route to Brussels”, 19 November 2012, http://www.arc2020.eu/
baltic-tractor-on-route-to-brussels/, accessed on 1 October 2018.

Austers, Aldis and Jurijs NikiSins. 2017. “The Sociology of Euroscepticism in the Baltic States” in
Karlis Bukovskis, Aldis Austers, eds. (2017), Euroscepticism in the Baltic States: Uncovering

175



Issues, People and Stereotypes, Riga: Latvian Institute of International Affairs / Friedrich-Ebert-
Stiftung, p. 147-194.

Austers, Aldis and Jurijs NikiSins. 2017. “Euroscepticism and the Russian-Speaking Population of
Latvia and Estonia” in Karlis Bukovskis, Aldis Austers, eds. 2017, Euroscepticism in the Bal-
tic States: Uncovering Issues, People and Stereotypes, Riga: Latvian Institute of International
Affairs / Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, p. 195-207.

Central Electoral Commission of the Republic of Lithuania. 2014. Referendum on the Amendment
of Articles 9, 47 and 147 of the Constitution of the Republic of Lithuania, Voting Results of
29 June 2014, https://www.vrk.lt/statiniai/puslapiai/2014_referendumas/output_en/rinkimu_
diena/index.html, accessed on 1 October 2018.

ERR News. 2012. “Baltic Farmers to Brussels: Current Subsidy Policy is Junk”, 12. November 2012,
https://news.err.ee/105690/baltic-farmers-to-brussels-current-subsidy-policy-is-junk, accessed
on 1 October 2018.

EUObserver. 2002. Mihaela Gherghisan, “Baltic states home to many eurosceptics”, 19 December
2002, https://euobserver.com/enlargement/8846, accessed on 1 October 2018.

EUObserver. 2004. Honor Mahony, Jurgita Zemaityté, “Lithuania first to ratify EU Constitution”,
11 November 2004, https://euobserver.com/news/17736, accessed on 1 October 2018.

EUOBbserver. 2005. Elitsa Vucheva, “Latvia ratifies EU Constitution”, 2 June 2005, https://euobser-
ver.com/institutional/19233, accessed on 1 October 2018.

EUObserver. 2006. Helena Spongenberg, “Estonia ratifies EU constitution”, 9 May 2006, https://
euobserver.com/institutional/21546, accessed on 1 October 2018.

EurActiv. 2018. Barbara Bodalska, “Baltic states against EU sanctions on Poland”, 13 March 2018,
https://www.euractiv.com/section/justice-home-affairs/news/baltic-states-against-eu-sanctions-
on-poland/, accessed on 1 October 2018.

Eurobarometer, http://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffice/publicopinion/index.cfm.

Eurofound. 2005. Raita Karnite, “Dispute over pay of Latvian building workers in Sweden”,
13 February 2005, https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/article/2005/dispute-over-
pay-of-latvian-building-workers-in-sweden, accessed on 1 October 2018.

Financial Times. 2017, Jim Brunsden, Michael Acton, “The Hanseatic League 2.0”, 7 November
2017, https://www.ft.com/content/83e0427¢c-c399-11¢7-a1d2-6786139¢f675, accessed on 1 Oc-
tober 2018.

Joint Statement Prime Ministers’ Council of the Baltic Council of Ministers, Tallinn, 18 December
2017,  http://urm.lt/uploads/default/documents/uzienio_politika/Baltijos taryba/BMTBendra-
spareiskimas.pdf, accessed on 1 October 2018.

Kerikméde, Tanel and Archil Chochia, Max Atallah. 2018. “The Baltic States in the European
Union” in Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Politics, Online Publication, DOI: 10.1093/acrefo-
1e/9780190228637.013.186.

Mauricas, Zygimantas . 2015. “Baltics: Yes We Can! ...Live without Russia”, e-Markets Nexus —
Nordea, 11 August, https://nexus.nordea.com/#/article/21499, accessed on October 1, 2018.

ND — Nacionalinis demokratinis judéjimas uz nepriklausomg Lietuva (1997). I§ imperijos j imperijq,
Vilnius, 22 p.

OSW — Osrodek Studiow Wschodnich. 2015. Joanna Hyndle-Hussein, “How the refugee issue is
affecting the Baltic states”, Analyses, 2015-09-23, https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/ana-
lyses/2015-09-23/how-refugee-issue-affecting-baltic-states, accessed on 1 October 2018.

Paulauskas, Kestutis. 2006. “The Baltics: from nation states to member states”, Occasional paper no
62, European Union Institute for Security Studies, https://www.iss.europa.eu/sites/default/files/
EUISSFiles/occ62.pdf, accessed on 1 October 2018;

Postimees. 2016. Helen Mihelson, Marge Tubalkain, Andres Reimer, “What went wrong with Es-
tonian Air? Everything”, 25 May 2016, https://news.postimees.ee/3707643/what-went-wrong-
with-estonian-air-everything, accessed on 1 October 2018.

176



Radzvilas, Vytautas. 2017. European Union at a Crossroad: Reform or Failure? in Karlis Bukovskis,
Aldis Austers, eds. 2017. Euroscepticism in the Baltic States: Uncovering Issues, People and
Stereotypes, Riga: Latvian Institute of International Affairs / Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, p. 136.

Republic of Estonia. 2015. Government Office, “Estonia’s European Union Policy for 2015-2019”,
p. 5-6, https://riigikantselei.ee/sites/default/files/content-editors/Failid/eesti_el poliitika_eng.
pdf, accessed on 1 October 2018.

Republic of Latvia. 2018. Minister of Foreign Affairs, “Annual Report of the Minister of Foreign
Affairs on the accomplishments and further work with respect to national foreign policy and
the European Union 20177, p. 5-6, http://www.mfa.gov.lv/images/ministrija/Annual_Report_
of the Minister of Foreign Affairs 2017 en.pdf, accessed on 1 October 2018.

Republic of Lithuania. 2015. Uzsienio reikaly ministerija [Ministry of Foreign Affairs], “Augan-
ti ir saugi Lietuva veiksmingoje Europos Sgjungoje. Lictuvos Europos Sajungos politikos
2015-2020 mety strateginés kryptys” [“Growing and Safe Lithuania in an Efficient European
Union. Strategic Guidelines for Lithuania’s EU Policy for 2015-2020], 22 June 2015, p. 22-23,
https://www.urm.lt/uploads/default/documents/uzienio_politika/ES/LietuvosESpolitikos2015-
2020strategines_kryptys.pdf, in Lithuania, accessed on 1 October 2018.

Veebel, Viljar and Karlis Bukovskis. 2014. European Institutional Adjustments and Three Choices
and Perspectives for Latvia and Estonia, Latvian Foreign Policy Yearbook 2013, Riga: Latvian
Institute of International Affairs, p. 7-18.

SANTRAUKA

EUROSKEPTICIZMAS BALTIJOS VALSTYBESE:
MANIFESTUOJAMAS IR LATENTISKAS

Publikacijoje prisidedama prie diskusijos apie euroskepticizma, ieSkoma priezasciy
ir paaiskinimy, kodél Baltijos Saliy euroskepticizmo lygis yra mazesnis nei Europos
Sajungos vidurkis. Baltijos valstybiy manifestuojamas euroskepticizmas gali biiti tvirtas
arba Svelnus, nors jie yra silpni. Taciau biity klaidinga teigti, kad Baltijos Saliy visuomenés,
politinés partijos, parlamentai yra besglygiskai euroentuziastingi. Eurofederalizmas
Siose valstybése yra taip pat silpnas. Daugelio eksperty jvardytas dominuojantis
europragmatizmas i§ tikryjy yra latentinis Baltijos valstybiy euroskepticizmas, nes néra
suinteresuotas tolesniu integracijos gilinimu. Pagrindiné $io apmastymo iSvada yra ta, kad
Baltijos Salys siekia suderinti du dalykus, kurie sunkiai gali btti suderinami. Viena vertus,
jos yra suinteresuotos nuolatiniu Europos Sgjungos egzistavimu. Kita vertus, biidamos
latentiskai euroskeptiskos, jos rizikuoja susidurti su sunkiai i$sprendziama dilema, kuri
kilty, jei Pranciizija ir Vokietija, kurios sudaro Europos Sgjungos branduolj, sutikty pereiti
prie gilesnés integracijos ar net federacijos.

REIKSMINIAI ZODZIALI: Baltijos alys, Europos Sajunga, euroskepticizmas.
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