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BEAR RISING: A MATRIX WARGAME 
 

INTRODUCTION 

Bear Rising examines the political and strategic military pre-crisis actions within the Baltic region amid a failing Intermediate-Range 
Nuclear Forces treaty.  The scenarios designed in this game explore three situations in which NATO nations and Russia face escalating 
tension (more scenario detail is provided in the Appendix): 

A Darker Shade of Gray: Ethnic Russian protests in Latvia have turned violent because of recent changes to laws regarding language 
instruction in schools; Russian minority groups in Estonia begin to stage sympathy protests with a widespread social media campaign.  
Through hybrid tactics Russia seeks to exploit the situation in Latvia to win the narrative and gain popular support. 

The Islanders: Tensions rise as a NATO vessel returning from a large exercise crashes into a Russian trawler, an unfortunate series of 
events result in a Russian threat to a NATO partner nation’s territorial integrity in a geo-strategic location. 

A Bridge Too Far:  Social unrest is rising as pro-democracy Russian protests against a ‘rigged’ regional election spread across Kaliningrad.   
Russia demands that Lithuania allows a large-scale deployment of Russian National Guard units via rail.  Tensions begin to rise as military 
postures heighten in the region. 

THE PLAYERS 

Bear rising is designed for six players (or teams).  Detailed player briefings are provided in Appendix I.   

Russia.  The Russian regime’s overriding goal is to ensure its own survival.  Domestically, this translates into a combination of political 
repression and populist measures to maintain Putin’s popularity.  Internationally, Russia seeks to dominate it’s “near abroad” in an 
effort to create a strategic buffer with NATO and the West, as well as to re-establish its political and economic dominance and ability 
to exploit the countries in its region.  In the wider international arena, Russia wants to be accepted as a global player, on a par with the 
US.  It objects to what it sees as unilateral Western-sponsored regime change (Iraq, Libya, Ukraine, etc.) and in the case of Ukraine and 
Syria, took military action to reverse (Ukraine) and forestall (Syria) such regime change. [Russia is represented in the game by  
TOKENS] 

Ethnic Russians in Baltic Region.  Following the Soviet collapse, hundreds of thousands of ethnic Russians, who had moved to the Baltics 
during Tsarist and Soviet times, remained in the region.  In the early post-independence years, bitterness about Soviet domination 
combined with re-emerging national identity, fueled discriminatory policies against ethnic Russians, leaving many of them unable to 
qualify for citizenship.  Many Russians do not want to become citizens of the Baltic country they live in because they are angry and tired 
after many years of poor treatment.  The mindset of the political class in the Baltic countries is often discriminatory and has only 
worsened since the Ukraine crisis in 2014, with ethnic Russians in Baltic States often being viewed as potential “fifth columnists” for 
Moscow. [Ethnic Russians in Baltic Region are played in “A Darker Shade of Gray” and “The Islanders” only, they are represented in the 
game by  tokens] 

Pro-Democracy Russians in Kaliningrad.  Kaliningrad locals are characterized by greater activity and entrepreneurship than residents 
of other parts of local Russia.  False promises of jobs and high levels of corruption and a crackdown by authorities on public discussion 
of society and politics have resulted in tensions in the community.  Pro-democracy and anti-government movements are becoming 
bigger than those seen in 2010.  [Pro-Democracy Russians in Kaliningrad played in “A Bridge Too Far” are represented by  tokens] 

Belarus.  Belarus maintains many features of the Soviet economic and social system.  The country is closely aligned with Russia, and 
Belarus’ economic system is heavily dependent on Russian support.  Belarus is militarily allied with Russia and the two forces exercise 
regularly together.    Despite the country’s dependence on Russia, President Lukashenka has striven to maintain his country’s 
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independence and to balance dependence on Russia with periodic outreach to the West.  [Belarus is represented in the game by 
 tokens] 

Nations of Concern (Estonia, Finland, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland & Sweden).  The three Baltic States (Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania) are 
parliamentary democracies, members of both NATO and the EU, and enjoy a geographical advantage to interact with many European 
countries.  The Baltic states are currently the only former-Soviet states that have joined either organization.  Both the US and Russia 
assign high strategic significance to the future disposition of the Baltic states.  Poland’s national strategy is focused on the preservation 
of its national identity and independence.  Poland’s strategic location leaves it vulnerable to geostrategic shifts in Eurasia.  The sense 
of potential crisis has deepened since the Ukraine conflict began.  Poland has the largest military and economic potential of the 
countries on NATO’s eastern flank and is thus perceived as Russia’s main rival in the region. Finland and Sweden have direct and indirect 
roles in guaranteeing the security of the Baltic States.  Historically, the Baltic states have had a very close relationship with the Nordic 
Countries.  There is much concern about US and NATO dependence on non-NATO Sweden and Finland to mount a credible defence or 
liberation of the Baltic States. Sweden and Finland are important allies for the US and a close partner of NATO. However, neither is 
obligated to come to the assistance of any NATO member in the event of an armed attack, and neither is NATO bound by any collective 
defence commitment to the Nordic States. For each of the three scenarios certain nations are more likely to take actions, however any 
nation or nations may take on action together at any point in the game.  [Nations of concern are represented in the game by the 
tokens]   

USA - EUCOM (European Command).  US EUCOM’s highest strategic priority as a combatant command is to deter Russia from engaging 
in further aggression and exercising malign influence over the USA’s Allies and partners. It aims to deliver its effects through a combat 
credible posture in Europe; up-to-date military response planning to defend its European allies against Russian aggression and counter 
Russia’s malign influence activities that occur below the level of armed conflict.  US EUCOM provides strategic access in support of US 
global operations to protect the US homeland and has the ability to pursue potential threats to their source.  [The USA EUCOM is 
represented in the game by the  tokens] 

NATO SHAPE (Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe) Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014 and its military actions in Ukraine 
led transatlantic policy-makers to reassess collective defence arrangements across NATO’s “eastern flank”.  In 2016 the heads of state 
approved a strengthened deterrence and defence posture to provide the Alliance with a broad range of options to be able to respond 
to any threats wherever they arise to protect Alliance territory, population, airspace and sea lines of communication.  NATO continues 
to adapt and agreed a readiness initiative that commits by 2020 to have 30 mechanized battalions, 30 air squadrons and 30 battleships 
ready to use within 30 days or less.   [NATO SHAPE is represented in the game by  tokens] 

GAME PLAY 

What are matrix games?  Matrix games are different to normal Wargames.  In most of those games you will probably compare lists of 
statistics and peer at complicated books of rules containing someone else’s idea about what things are important, before making a 
decision, checking that it is covered by the rules and rolling dice to see if you succeed.  It can take a long time, look really complicated 
and can be very difficult to explain to a newcomer.  Instead, in a matrix game you simply use words to describe why something should 
happen, the Facilitator or the players (or both) decide how likely it is, and you might roll a dice to see if it happens (but equally, in the 
face of a compelling argument, you might not need to).  If you can say “This happens, for the following reasons…” you can play a Matrix 
Game. The games themselves are not intended to be fiercely competitive, with obvious winner and losers. Instead they operate with 
the players working to generate a credible narrative.  It is from examination of this narrative after the game that the player gain insights 
to the situation being portrayed.  The player roles have objectives that will place them in conflict with other players, but it is perfectly 
possible for all of the players to achieve at last some of their objectives by the end of the game. 
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PLAYER ARGUMENTS.   

In Bear Rising, actions are resolved by a structured sequence of logical “arguments”.  Each player takes turns to make an argument, 
with successful arguments advancing the game, and the player’s position.  This game uses the “Pros and Cons” system.  Each argument 
is broken down into: 

• The active player states: Something that happens and number of reasons why it might happen (PROS) 
• The other players then state: A number of reasons why it might NOT happen (if they can think of any) (CONS) 

Note that the “Something that happens” should be phrased as an action with a measureable result – the argument is about actions 
that move the game forward. 

The game uses an appointed facilitator to adjudicate on the argument (if there are a limited number of people players can take turns 
to be the facilitator).   If the argument and reasons are compelling, the argument may succeed automatically.  If there are, however, 
good reasons both Pro and Con, a decision needs to be made as to the success or failure of the argument. Two six-sided dice are rolled, 
needing a seven or more to succeed, with pros adding to the dice score and good cons deducting from it (Figure 1).  Coloured tokens 
with relevant icons are placed on the map to represent where an action has occurred. 

 

Figure 1: Dice modifiers and dice roll outcomes 

Notes about Arguments.  It is important to remember that arguments can be made about anything that is relevant to the scenario.  
You can argue about your own troops or about the enemy, the existence of people, places, things or event, the weather, plague, disease 
or public opinion.  The actions and consequences of arguments are reflected in the placement of the tokens on a map, forming narrative 
markers for the game.  A nominated “Press Officer” (AKA the scribe with the liberty to spin headlines) captures the outcomes so players 
keep track of what is going on. 

Some things can seem a little off to first time players – “how can they argue about my troops?”.  It is true, they cannot give them orders, 
but they could argue that their morale and motivation are low because they have not been paid in months.  The only criteria for 
judgment is the likelihood of the event-taking place.  With a bit of imagination, common sense and rational thinking, it is possible to 
present persuasive arguments as to what should happen in any scenario. 

A common error in Matrix games is for a player to argue about another player being influenced by something or them agreeing to a 
course of action. The player is present and can simply be asked – so that a little time between turns to allow the players to negotiate 
with each other (in secret if necessary) makes for a better game. It might be that a player wants to argue that all parties come to 
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negotiations – in which case let them state their case, and then ask the other players if they want to come along. If they agree then the 
argument is an automatic success. Arguments are for actions – if the players want to negotiate with each other, they can do that in 
between turns. 

Sometimes players get carried away with their arguments and try to do several different things. This is not allowed in a Matrix game – 
you only get to do one action a turn because part of the insight comes from deciding what the highest priority is. The action itself could 
be large (like a general mobilisation of the Militia), but it must be a single action, so mobilising the Militia and providing the Police with 
heavy weapons would be two separate actions – which one do you want to do first? 

If two arguments are in direct opposition ("This happens" - "No it doesn't") they represent a Logical Inconsistency since they cannot 
both be true. The earlier argument has already happened, so it is impossible for it not to have happened. The later player may argue 
that the event is reversed, but this tends to make for a poor narrative in the game and should be discouraged. 

TURN LENGTH 

In this game, it is 2-4 weeks depending on the scenario, so arguments need to be made about things that could take place over that 
time. 

END OF TURN "CONSEQUENCE MANAGEMENT" 

At the end of each game turn (a cycle of player arguments) the Facilitator should go over those successful and failed arguments that 
have generated new "established facts" in the game. They should also review situations that are on-going, such as the generation of 
refugees from fighting or the arrival of new recruits to a popular cause. If these have not been countered during the turn by a successful 
argument, the Facilitator should make them continue until someone does make an argument to stop them. 

It might also be that some of the arguments, when considered as a whole, will have additional or unintended consequences that could 
be expected to arise. It is therefore worth taking time to consider the consequences of the players’ arguments beyond their immediate 
results. Invite the players to consider the events of the turn, suggest possible consequences and then agree on the most likely that 
should be taken forward to the next turn. 

The nominated “Press Officer” takes the key outcomes and summarises them as headlines under appropriate national or local news 
outlets.  This can be done on a computer with overhead projector or using traditional pen and flipcharts.  This allows players to keep 
track of actions and outcomes throughout the whole game.  Injects may also be inserted into the game via the press officer (Figure 2). 

INTER-TURN NEGOTIATIONS 

The actual “arguments” of the Matrix Game are about actions that take place in the course of the game. In most cases, the actors 
represented by the players may well want to engage in face-to-face negotiation with each other in an effort to strike a deal. Players 
attempting to make Arguments saying that they want to “influence the Prime Minister” are essentially pointless if the Prime Minister 
is represented by another player. If they want to strike a deal, then they had better head off to a quiet corner of the room and try a 
little influence in real life. Of course, if a player wants to make an argument about a position or group not represented by another 
player, they are welcome to do so in the normal way. 

SECRET ARGUMENTS 

There will be some cases where you want to hide from the other players the thing you want to argue about. It could be that you have 
booby trapped a piece of equipment you think your opponent will use, or that you have swapped the vital blueprints for a set of fake 
ones in case the safe is broken into. In this case, you simply write down your argument on a piece of paper, and present it to the 
Facilitator announcing to the other players that you are making a secret argument. The Facilitator will make a judgment and you will 
roll the dice normally, but the other players have no idea what it is about. 

However, players are encouraged do not make too many secret arguments. This can ruin the game's atmosphere and reduce the focus, 
so that the game drags on unnecessarily. They also depend on the judgement of the Facilitator as to their success of failure, rather than 
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being decided on a consensual basis from the participants. They must only be permitted when they refer to quite specific things or 
events. An argument about gathering information from a spy, in most games, will be quite a generic argument and should be argued 
openly. Similarly, arguing about the placement of an Improvised Explosive Device (IED) to catch forces moving down a route should be 
made openly as the results will take effect the same turn. It is only really for secret things you need to establish several turns in advance. 

TURN ORDER 

For each scenario the starting turn order will be slightly different, after the first turn, the facilitator will help the players to identify 
who wants to play first. 

SPENDABLE BONUS 

Every player has one token spendable bonus which allows them to play an extra action within a turn that may be played only ONCE 
within a game.  This bonus can only be played after every other player has made their action and before the Facilitator sums up the 
end of turn.  The “nation of concern” player may be given TWO token spendable bonuses. 

 

Figure 2: Overview of one turn of activities 
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APPENDIX I PLAYER BRIEFS 

RUSSIA 

Since coming to power in 2000, President Putin has progressively rebuilt the power of the Russian state in the aftermath of the collapse 
of the Soviet Union and chaos of the 1990s. His quest to rebuild Russian state power was underpinned by rising oil revenues. 

Russia’s overriding goal is to ensure its own survival. Domestically, this translates into a combination of political repression and populist 
measures to maintain Putin’s popularity. Internationally, Russia seeks to dominate its “near abroad” in an effort to create a strategic 
buffer with NATO and the West as well as to re-establish its political and economic dominance and ability to exploit the countries in its 
region. In the wider international arena.  Russia wants to be accepted as a global player, on a par with the US. It objects to what is sees 
as unilateral Western-sponsored regime change (Iraq, Libya, Ukraine, etc.), and in the case of Ukraine and Syria, took military action to 
reverse (Ukraine) and forestall (Syria) such regime change. 

Moscow sees NATO (and EU) enlargement as a threat and demonstrated in Ukraine, Georgia, and most recently in Montenegro, its 
willingness to use force to prevent this. It provides support to separatist regimes in Moldova (Transnistria), Georgia (South Ossetia and 
Abkhazia) and Ukraine (eastern Ukraine) as part of an effort to maintain its influence in these countries and frustrate their Euro-Atlantic 
aspirations. 

More broadly, Russia sees itself as being in an extended confrontation with the West and is engaged in ongoing activities to undermine 
and discredit NATO, to sow disunity among allies, and ultimately to destroy the alliance in order to improve its own freedom of action. 

Military Power: Since 2010 Russia has pursued a comprehensive program of military reform. This encompasses personnel (improved 
training, better working conditions, professionalization, increase in contracted instead of conscripted personnel), equipment 
(production and delivery of new and more advanced capabilities), and organization (reform of Ssoviet-era mass army into new style 
Brigade structure). Over the past decade Russia has begun fielding a range of more advanced capabilities, including in conventional 
precision strike (e.g. Iskander, Kalibr, KH-101/2) air defence (SA-21) and EW and ISR capabilities. These changes have brought 
considerable improvements in Russian military capabilities as demonstrated in Syria, which has also acted as a live proving and training 
ground for Russian forces. 

Following the Ukraine crisis, Russia has created new permanent ground divisions on the border with Ukraine and Belarus, likely 
reflecting Moscow’s concern about its security in those regions. In addition, Russia has created and is strengthening A2AD environments 
in Kaliningrad and Crimea, with a range of advanced conventional precision strike and air defence capabilities. 

Hybrid Warfare: The authoritarian and centralized structure of the regime allows it to marshal a wide range of resources in pursuit of 
its goals. These include not only military power, but intelligence services, business oligarchs and organized crime, with the aim of 
reaching Russia’s strategic goals. These resources can be used in whatever combinations Russia deems necessary to achieve its goals.  

[Russia is represented in the game by  TOKENS] 
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BELARUS 

President Viktor Lukashenka, in power since 1994, has maintained a firm grip over the political system, and kept in place many features 
of the Soviet economic and social system. The country is closely aligned with Russia, and Belarus’ economic system in particular is 
heavily dependent on Russian support. Belarus is militarily allied with Russia and the two forces exercise regularly together. 

The two countries have since 1999 been joint members of a Union State. While this exists mostly on paper, if fully implemented, it 
would effectively result in a unification of the two countries into a new sovereign entity. Over the past two decades, Russian officials 
have expressed a desire to fulfil all the elements of the Union State, though their efforts have been rejected by Belarus. 

Despite the country’s dependence on Russia, President Lukashenka has striven to maintain his country’s independence and to balance 
dependence on Russia with periodic outreach to the West. However, Belarus’ poor human rights and democratic development record, 
as well as the country’s failure to institute market and economic reforms, have limited the relationship with the West and increased 
Minsk’s dependence on Russia. President Lukashenka has nonetheless steered an independent course from Russia, for example refusing 
to recognize the annexation of Crimea or the separatist regions of South Ossetia and Abkhazia in Georgia. 

Belarus has a small military with limited capabilities, functioning with mostly Soviet-era legacy equipment. The Belarussian and Russian 
militaries train and exercise under a joint command of forces, which would be activated in a crisis. They stage large-scale bi-annual joint 
exercises with Russia (Shchit Soyuza – next scheduled in fall 2019). Many Belarussian officers attend Russian military academies and 
thus relations between the senior military leaderships are very close.  

Tensions have been increasing since late 2018 over Russia’s decision to change the tax regime for exports of oil and oil products to 
Belarus. The move effectively deprives the Belarussian budget of several billion dollars per year and is widely interpreted as a Russian 
negotiating tactic to extract concessions from Minsk. The Russian ambassador to Belarus, Mikhail Babich, as well as a number of Russian 
officials and politicians, have mused about the possibility of permanently basing Russian forces in Belarus, noting this could be a 
necessary reaction to a possible US decision to permanently base a division in Poland. Finally, Russian Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev 
suggested that the elements of the Union State treaty should be fully implemented. 

[Belarus is represented in the game by  tokens] 
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ETHNIC RUSSIANS IN THE BALTIC REGION 

Following the Soviet collapse, hundreds of thousands of ethnic Russians, who had moved to the Baltics during Tsarist and Soviet times, 
remained in the region.  In the early post-independence years, bitterness about Soviet domination combined with re-emerging national 
identity, fuelled discriminatory policies against ethnic Russians, leaving many of them unable to qualify for citizenship. Ethnic Russians 
currently constitute large minorities in the Baltic States, including Lithuania (~5%), Latvia (28%) and Estonia (25%). 

To become a citizen of Latvia or Estonia, a member of the minority should undergo a process of naturalisation: pass exams in the local 
language, history and constitution. It seems to be a justified claim: a person should know the language of the country he lives in. But in 
the Baltic countries, even passing these tests changes little in the perception of Russians. As far as they are concerned they remain 
second-class residents and foreigners forever. Despite advances, the number of stateless individuals is still high in these two countries, 
as the percentages are at 18% for Latvia and 13% for Estonia of the total population.  

Many Russians do not want to become citizens of the Baltic country they live in because they are angry and tired after many years of 
perceived poor treatment. Many others who did get citizenship used it as an opportunity to immigrate to another EU country. People 
of the older generation believe that they have worked hard their whole lives to create the prosperity found in the Baltic states and so 
deserve the right to be citizens without any preconditions. Many Russians understand Baltic grievances with the USSR, but they do not 
understand why in the 21st century, they should be answerable for the sins of leaders from the distant past.  

Ethnic Russians perceive that the mindset of the political class in the Baltic countries is often discriminatory and has only worsened 
since the Ukraine crisis in 2014, with ethnic Russians often being viewed in Baltic States as potential “fifth columnists” for Moscow. 
Russian intelligence services’ support to Russian “compatriot” groups in the region further blurs the distinction between legitimate 
political activity by these groups and sedition. 

Country Est # of Ethnic Russians % of population 
Estonia 328 864 24.9% 
Latvia 487 250 25.2% 
Lithuania 139 507 4.8% 

 

[Ethnic Russians in the Baltic Region are represented in the game by  tokens] 
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PRO-DEMOCRACY RUSSIANS IN KALININGRAD 

Kaliningrad, is a federal subject of the Russian Federation that is located on the coast of the Baltic Sea.  It is the only Baltic port in the 
Russian Federation that remains ice-free in winter. According to the 2010 census, it had a population of 941,873.  Economically 
backward and cut off from Russia, the 6,000-square-mile stretch of land is now easily the most militarised territory anywhere in Europe. 
Since the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the independence of the Baltic states, Kaliningrad has been separated from the rest of 
Russia.  Neighboring nations imposed strict border controls when they joined the European Union. All military and civilian land links 
between the region and the rest of Russia have to pass through members of NATO and the EU. Russian proposals for visa-free travel 
between the EU and Kaliningrad have so far been rejected by the EU. 

Kaliningrad’s economy is influenced by several factors, such as ice-free ports, the world's largest amber deposits and proximity to 
European countries. The region also has a developed tourist infrastructure, unique museums and monuments, and tourist attractions.  
Kaliningrad possesses more than 90 per cent of the world's amber deposits. In 2013 the Russian government banned the export of raw 
amber in order to boost the amber processing industry in Russia.  There are small oil reservoirs beneath the Baltic Sea not far from 
Kaliningrad's shore. Small-scale offshore exploration started in 2004. Poland, Lithuania, and some local NGOs, voiced concerns about 
possible environmental effects.  Attempts to boost Kaliningrad’s economy have so far been unsuccessful. 

Kaliningrad locals are characterized by greater activity and entrepreneurship than residents of other parts of Russia.  Kaliningrad locals 
have been told for several years now to expect and prepare for a NATO invasion imminently. NATO forces may enter the region under 
the guise of peace keeping and propose to hold a referendum on the region’s status.  Media paints Kaliningrad’s neighbours as America’s 
puppets, warning it would only take a nod from Washington for the land borders to be closed.  Any separatist tendencies have been 
suppressed over the years and only about 4% of the population would consider separating from Russia.  However, some locals are 
becoming frustrated as the military buildup brings in military contractors from outside Kaliningrad.  False promises of jobs and high 
levels of corruption and a crackdown by authorities on public discussion of society and politics have resulted in tensions in the 
community and a growing pro-democracy and anti-government movements bigger than those seen in 2010. 

 

[Pro-democracy Russians in Kaliningrad are represented in the game by  tokens] 
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NATION OF CONCERN – BALTIC STATES 

The Baltic states (Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania) are located in Northern Europe, and because each has access to the sea, it is able to 
interact with many European countries. All three countries are parliamentary democracies. In Latvia and Estonia, the president iselected 
by parliament while Lithuania has a semi-presidential system where the president is elected by popular vote. All three are members of 
both the EU and NATO. 

Each of the three countries has declared itself to be the restoration of the sovereign nation that had existed from 1918 to 1940, 
emphasizing their contention that Soviet domination over the Baltic nations during the Cold War period had been an illegal occupation 
and annexation. The same legal interpretation is shared by the United States, the United Kingdom, and all other Western democracies, 
who regarded the forcible incorporation of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania into the Soviet Union as illegal. At least formally, the Western 
democracies never considered the three Baltic states to be constituent parts of the Soviet Union.  

After the Baltic states had restored their independence, integration with Western Europe became a major strategic goal. In 2002, the 
Baltic nations applied for membership in NATO and the EU. All three became NATO members on 29 March 2004, and acceded to the 
EU on 1 May 2004. The Baltic States are currently the only former-Soviet states that have joined either organization.  

Both Washington and Moscow assign high strategic significance to the future disposition of the Baltic states. From Moscow's 
perspective, the three states are located close to the centres of Russian political and military power, and therefore are a potential base 
for devastating attacks. For instance, the distance between Lithuania's capital of Vilnius and Moscow is less than 500 miles -- a short 
trip for a supersonic aircraft. From Washington's perspective, failure to protect the Baltic states from Russian aggression could lead to 
the unravelling of America's most important alliance.  

Washington has been very public about its commitment to the Baltic states. For instance, in 2014 President Obama stated during a visit 
to Estonia that defence of the three countries' capitals was "just as important as the defence of Berlin and Paris and London." However, 
there is a disconnect between this rhetoric and the tactical situation that would likely obtain in a future war. Russia has massive local 
superiority in every form of military force, and the topography of the three states presents few obstacles to being quickly overrun. 
RAND Corporation reported that in a series of war games, Russian forces were always able to overcome indigenous defenders and 
reach Baltic capitals within a few days. The forces of other NATO nations had little time to respond.  

NATO’s enhanced Forward Presence initiative has placed NATO-led battalions in each state totaling about 1,000 soldiers each in a move 
that is widely described as a "tripwire" defence, meaning it might trigger a bigger alliance response but would not be able to prevent 
Moscow from reaching its military objectives quickly.  

Any counter-attack or significant reinforcement by NATO in the Baltics could easily be misconstrued by Moscow as a threat to its core 
interests, in part because some strikes against attacking forces would occur on Russian territory, and in part because Russia's fragile 
reconnaissance system would quickly be overwhelmed by the fog of war. Anthony Barrett of the RAND Corporation has recently 
produced a worrisome analysis detailing how an East-West conventional conflict along the Russian periphery could escalate to nuclear-
weapons use through miscues or misjudgments.  

Both sides in any such conflict would have military doctrine potentially justifying the use of nuclear weapons to prevent defeat. In the 
case of Russia, it has stated repeatedly that it needs non-strategic nuclear weapons to cope with the superiority of NATO conventional 
forces, that it would use such weapons in order to protect its core assets and values, and even that nuclear weapons might sometimes 
be useful tools for de-escalating a conflict. Successive U.S. administrations have stressed that nuclear weapons underpin alliance 
commitments. 

[The nation of concern is represented in the game by the tokens] 
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NATION OF CONCERN – POLAND 

Polish national strategy is focused on the preservation of its national identity and independence. Poland's strategic location leaves it 
vulnerable to geostrategic shifts in Eurasia. Therefore, Polish history has been erratic, with Poland moving from independence — even 
regional dominance — to simply disappearing from the map, surviving only in language and memory before emerging once again.  

The sense of potential crisis has deepened since the Ukraine conflict began, and since Russia accused Poland of setting up military 
training camps for the Euromaidan protesters in Kiev. The former head of the Ukrainian security service, Aleksandr Yakimenko, claimed 
that snipers in Kyiv during Ukrainian unrest were acting under Polish and American orders.  

Polish President Bronislaw Komorowski has signed into law a new national defence strategy that addresses an "intensifying policy of 
confrontation" by Russia and threats to regional security from the conflict in Ukraine. The 57-page strategy document replaces a plan 
drawn up in 2007. The new plan involves defence, political, and economic structures on all levels. It says Russia has become a negative 
factor for regional security because of the "rebuilding of its power status at the expense of its surroundings" and Moscow’s "intensifying 
policy of confrontation" as shown by its seizure of the Crimea Peninsula from Ukraine. Komorowski recently told journalists in Warsaw 
that things have "changed for the worse to the east of Poland’s borders, where an area of instability has emerged."  

The Polish military's ability to deter or delay a Russian attack sufficiently to give the United States (and other allies) time to evaluate 
the situation, plan a response and then respond must be a key consideration for Polish strategy. Poland perceives the threat from 
Russia’s militarism and neo-imperialism as genuine, and as potentially going beyond the mere mid-level conflict scenario that Vladimir 
Putin requires in order to divert Russian society from its domestic problems and galvanise support for his regime. Polish political leaders 
will prepare for a “war as diversion” scenario as the most likely risk in the next few years, but they will also keep the “major war” option 
in the back of their minds.  

Poland belongs to the group of European Union member states that will be most affected by an aggressive Russian foreign policy. 
Poland has a direct border with the Russian exclave, Kaliningrad Oblast, which because of its strategic location will remain the most 
militarised region in Europe. At the same time, Russia sees Kaliningrad as a vulnerable outpost because it is surrounded by the most 
“hawkish” NATO member states (Lithuania and Poland). If the Kremlin were to decide to have a local, short war with NATO, the Baltic 
republics would be among the most obvious targets for Russian military aggression. And if the conflict were to escalate, Russia would 
probably want to neutralize Poland by occupying the Polish-Lithuanian border region (the Suwałki corridor) located between Kaliningrad 
and Belarus.  

Poland has the largest demographic, military, and economic potential of the countries on NATO’s eastern flank and is thus perceived 
as Russia’s main rival in the region. It also has the structural economic capacity to increase its power substantially. According to IMF 
projections, Polish GDP (PPP)2 is currently three and half times smaller than Russia’s. However, by 2030, this gap could decrease to a 
proportion of two-to-one in favour of Russia. Moreover, Poland is likely to maintain its military spending at its current high level (at 
least 2 percent of GDP) or even to beef it up further, since there is a rare consensus on the issue among the deeply divided Polish 
political elites. The Polish armed forces are undergoing a long-term and comprehensive modernization process which, in the next 
decade, will substantially enhance their military capabilities. Poland is also the main promoter of regional security cooperation on the 
North-South Axis from Scandinavia through the Baltic republics, Romania, and Ukraine to Turkey. 

[The nation of concern is represented in the game by the tokens] 
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NATION OF CONCERN – SWEDEN & FINLAND 

The countries in the Nordic region have direct and indirect roles in guaranteeing the security of the Baltic States. Historically, the Baltic 
States have had a very close relationship with the Nordic countries. Denmark and Norway have played an important role in developing 
Baltic military capabilities since the end of the Cold War, and Sweden and Finland, although not members of NATO also have a close 
security relationship with the Baltic States.  

There is much concern about U.S. and NATO dependence on non-NATO Sweden and Finland to mount a credible defence or liberation 
of the Baltic States. Sweden and Finland are important allies for the U.S. and a close partner of NATO. However, neither is obligated to 
come to the assistance of any NATO member in the event of an armed attack. Therefore, NATO must plan accordingly.  

In the event of a crisis breaking out around the Baltic Sea, secure access to the connections providing critical energy and 
communications infrastructure that link many states in the region becomes crucial to ensuring that NATO has the widest possible 
freedom of movement should the Alliance need to react in defence of any one of its Allies. As Finland and Sweden are key provider 
states within these developing Nordic-Baltic infrastructure networks, NATO should ensure that both these partner countries are given 
the option to be integrated strongly within the relevant contingency planning structures.  

Maritime security issues also centre on the strategic position of Gotland (Sweden) and the Åland Islands (Finland). Defence of the Åland 
Islands is complicated by the demilitarized status they hold under international law. Gotland was demilitarized after the Cold War but 
has recently been remilitarized: in light of potential danger, Sweden is establishing a precautionary 300 strong battlegroup on the island. 
The Swedish defence analyst, Karlis Neretnieks, has argued that should Russia capture Gotland, which is located in the centre of the 
Baltic Sea, their forces could position mobile surface-to-air missiles there. While placing the security of NATO’s Allies in the region at 
risk, such a move would again potentially restrict NATO’s freedom of movement in the effort to respond in defence of these Allies. The 
same logic can apply in the case of the Åland Islands.  

The Danish Straits consist of three channels connecting the Baltic Sea to the North Sea via the Kattegat and Skagerrak Seas. These straits 
are particularly important to the Baltic Sea nations as import and export routes. This is especially true for Russia, which has increasingly 
shipped its crude oil exports to Europe through Baltic ports. Overall, approximately 125,000 ships per year transit these straits.  

Another matter to consider is the role of Kaliningrad in regional security. Kaliningrad is a small Russian exclave along the Baltic Sea, 
bordering both Lithuania and Poland. Kaliningrad is part of Russia’s Western Military District, and approximately 25,000 Russian soldiers 
and security personnel are stationed there. It is home to Russia’s Baltic fleet, which consists of around 50 vessels, including submarines. 
Perhaps most important for Moscow is that Kaliningrad is the heart of Russia’s Anti-Access/Area Denial (A2/AD) strategy. Russia has 
advanced S400 air defence systems in Kaliningrad and has likely deployed Iskander missiles there. Iskander missiles can carry nuclear 
or conventional warheads and have a range of up to 500km, placing Riga, Vilnius, and Warsaw within their reach. Russia also has 
facilities for storage of tactical nuclear weapons at Kaliningrad(whether nuclear weapons are presently there is a matter of much 
debate) Russia is modernizing runways at its Chernyakhovsk and Donskoye air bases in Kaliningrad, providing Russia with bases from 
which to fly near NATO airspace. Many of the aerial incidents that cause NATO planes from Baltic Air Policing to scramble involve 
Russian planes flying from or to bases in Kaliningrad. 

[The Nation of Concern is represented in the game by the tokens] 
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USA EUCOM 

The US believes that Russia is continuing to destabilize regional security and disregard for international norms.  Russia is seeking to 
change the international order, fracture NATO, and undermine US leadership in order to protect its regime, re-assert dominance over 
its neighbours, and achieve greater influence around the globe.  The Baltic has become an arena for repeated dangerous encounters 
between aggressively maneuvering Russian jets and warships and NATO and US forces. Russia is developing a powerful network of anti-
access/area-denial (A2/AD) capabilities in the Baltic Sea region, based on long-range weapons that would jeopardize US and NATO 
access and ability to operate in the region during a crisis or in war. While the possibility of war remains remote, the transatlantic 
community must be prepared for direct conflict between Russia and NATO over the Baltic States.  

After years of Russia’s flagrant violations to the Intermediate-range Nuclear Forces (INF) treaty, in January 2019, the US stated its 
intentions to withdraw from the treaty.  Given Russia’s ongoing violation, the US administration saw no reason to continue with the 
treaty.  Russia has seized on the US withdrawal as further evidence of US destabilizing activity, but is likely happy to now have “just 
cause” to continue developing its intermediate range arsenal.  At the same time, Russia fears a costly arms race with the US and has 
been using the current fluid situation in an effort to call for a more comprehensive agreement on arms control, one which would satisfy 
Russian concerns especially about Ballistic Missile Defence.   

The USA values a robust and enduring security partnership with the three Baltic countries of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania.  Since 2016 
the US-Baltic Security Co-operation Dialogue has convened to broaden and deepen their range of security cooperation activities and 
address Balti-wide security gaps.  The Baltic nations have benefited from US security assistance programs like Foreign Military Financing 
(FMF) and International Military Education and Training (IMET).  Baltic nations have received about $1.2 million of IMET funds for mid-
level and senior military officers and $150 million in FMF for defensive capabilities such as electronic and hybrid warfare, border security 
and maritime and air domain awareness.  In 2017 the US signed Defense Cooperation Agreements with the three Baltic nations; these 
agreements establish the framework, together with the NATO status of Forces Agreement, provide the full necessary framework for 
US forces operating in the Baltic countries. 

Sweden and Finland are central actors in the Baltic region and while not NATO members, they are important partners. They will play 
important roles in a crisis and defence contingency in the Baltic States by, for example, providing additional avenues of approach for 
reinforcements, contributing certain capabilities, and serving as advocates for action within the European Union and other international 
bodies. The United States should work to involve these two states in political exchanges, exercises, and planning for defence and 
deterrence in the Baltic States. Put differently, the Nordic side of the Baltic Sea would add depth and options to the defence of the 
Baltic States. 

US EUCOM’s highest strategic priority as a combatant command is to deter Russia from engaging in further aggression and from 
exercising malign influence over its Allies and partners.  It aims to deliver its effects through a combat credible posture in Europe; up 
to date military response planning to defend its European allies against Russian aggression and counter Russia’s malign influence by 
competing below the level of armed conflict, including supporting the Russian Information Group (a US interagency effort to counter 
Russia’s propaganda and misinformation campaigns). US EUCOM provides strategic access in support of US global operations to protect 
the US homeland and ability to pursue potential threats to their source.  

The European Deterrence Initiative (EDI) has been a key fund that delivers resources aimed to deter Russian aggression while assuring 
European allies for the US commitment to NATO’s Article V.  The 2019 EDI budget does not include additional troops in Europe, but 
more troops will be funded in 2020 when the army begins its more dynamic employment of forces. 

USEUCOM is currently supporting NATO’s augmentation in deterrence and defence forces. The US 278th Armored Cavalry Regiment 
has fulfilled the US commitment as the NATO Framework Nation for the NATO enhanced forward presence (eFP) battle group in Poland.  
USEUCOM’s 493 fighter squadron is currently deployed to conduct the NATO Baltic Air Policing mission. 

[The USA EUCOM is represented in the game by the  tokens] 
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NATO SHAPE 

Russia’s annexation of Crimea in March 2014 and its military actions in Ukraine led transatlantic policy-makers to reassess collective 
defence arrangements across NATO’s “eastern flank”. Russia has become more assertive with the illegal annexation of Crimea, as well 
as its military build-up close to NATO’s borders.  In response, the Readiness Action Plan (RAP) was launched at the NATO Summit in 
2014, this was a major driver change in the Alliance’s deterrence and defence posture. The RAP has been the most significant 
reinforcement of NATO’s collective defence since the end of the Cold War. 

Building on the RAP, NATO heads of state approved a strengthened deterrence and defence posture at the 2016 Warsaw summit.  It 
provides the Alliance with a broad range of options to be able to respond to any threats wherever they arise to protect Alliance territory, 
population, airspace and sea lines of communication.  For example, four battle groups were deployed in the Baltic states and Poland.   
NATO leaders reiterated their resolve at the Brussels Summit in 2018 by adopting a readiness initiative to ensure NATO has the right 
forces in the right place at the right time and can reinforce the Alliance.  The readiness initiative (or so called “four thirties”, Allies 
committed to forming by 202, 30 mechanised battalions, 30 air squadrons and 30 battleships ready to use within 30 days or less.  The 
modernization of NATO’s command structure, coupled with improvements to military mobility will ensure NATO troops and equipment 
can deploy across Europe without delay both for exercises and for reinforcements in an emerging crisis.  Moreover, the creation of a 
new Cyber Operations Centre in SHAPE and the formation of hybrid support teams to assist Allies in need will also boost the Alliance’s 
deterrence efforts. 

The Alliance’s actions are defensive in nature, proportionate and in line with international commitments given the threats and the 
Alliance’s right to self-defence.  More specifically, NATO’s strengthened deterrence and defence posture entails efforts on areas such 
as conventional forces, forward presence, joint air power and maritime forces, as well as cyber defence, civil preparedness and 
countering hybrid threats, including in cooperation with the European Union. 

NATO has a strong role in coordinating closer security ties between the region’s states. Finland and Sweden are not members of the 
Alliance and are therefore not covered by NATO’s collective defence treaty. However, the Allies are working closely with both countries 
– two of NATO’s most active partners – to assess security in the Baltic Sea region, to expand exchanges of information, including on 
hybrid warfare, coordinating training and exercises, and to develop better joint situational awareness.  

The number of major exercises conducted by NATO fully encompassing the land, sea and air power of its Allies in the Baltic Sea region 
have increased since the Ukraine crisis in 2014, despite political reluctance and cost concerns. Larger exercises serve to demonstrate 
NATO’s credible commitment to deter one of the core aspects in Russia’s application of “hybrid” warfare, namely the use of the 
presence of large-scale conventional forces close to the border of the target state as coercion.  

Smaller exercises in the region also bring added value to NATO Allies. Conscript and volunteer units remain important for Estonia’s 
territorial defence system and Lithuania recently decided to bolster its territorial defence through the reintroduction of conscription. 
Should a Russian military encroachment occur on Baltic territory, these conscript and volunteer forces working alongside their 
professional counterparts will be crucial to the early defence effort.  

In the event of a crisis breaking out around the Baltic Sea, secure access to the connections providing critical energy and 
communications infrastructure that link many states in the region becomes crucial to ensuring that NATO has the widest possible 
freedom of movement should the Alliance need to react in defence of any one of its Allies. As Finland and Sweden are key provider 
states within these developing Nordic-Baltic infrastructural networks, NATO should ensure that both these partner countries are given 
the option to be integrated strongly within the relevant contingency planning structures. 

[NATO SHAPE is represented in the game by  tokens] 
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APPENDIX II SCENARIOS 

A DARKER SHADE OF GRAY 

• Widespread ethnic Russian protests in Daugavpils, Latvia have turned violent. 
o The trigger for protests was a change to laws regarding language instruction in schools 
o The Alliance members believes that RUS is looking to exploit the situation in Latvia 

• Media reports a high-level of Russian intel service activity in eastern Latvia (according to leaked information). 
• A high level of information confrontation activity has been observed in both traditional & social media.   
• Kremlin rhetoric has been in support of Russian minorities in Latvia. 
• Russia provides support to pro-Russia politicians in Latvia (financial support & Russian political consultants). 
• Strikes are seen by education institution staff. Latvia suspects Russia is exploiting trade union issues. 
• Russia conducts snap readiness exercise near border. 
• Russian minorities in Estonia stage sympathy protests and social media campaign. 

Turn time 4 Weeks 

THE ISLANDERS 

Background: The Aland Islands were originally part of the 
Kingdom of Sweden. However, Sweden gave up control of the 
islands in 1809, along with Finland, to Imperial Russia. In the 
Crimean War peace treaty (1856) Great Britain and France 
required that the Aland Islands become demilitarized. 
However because of their long history of economic and 
cultural association with Sweden, the Aland-ers claimed the 
right of self-determination and sought to become part of 
Sweden when Finland declared its independence from Russia 
in 1917.  Finland granted the islands autonomy but refused to 
acknowledge their claim to secession.  In 1921 a convention 
was agreed that confirmed the demilitarization of 1856 and 
made Aland a neutral entity. In 1940 Russia signed a treaty 
agreeing to the demilitarization status.   Today, the Aland 
Islands are an autonomous, Swedish speaking, territory of 
Finland.  Russia keeps a consulate on the Aland Islands to 
monitor the demilitarization. 

• There are leaks in the media of Finland’s Defence Minister having conversations discussing the re-militarization of Aland. 
• On return from ex BALTOPS, a Danish military vessel crashes into a Russian fishing trawler causing one death and multiple 

casualties.  The trawler sinks off the coast of Gotland (Sweden). 
• Russia says NATO aggression is destabilizing the Baltic region.  
• RUS believes that its sea lines of communication are threatened by NATO. 
• Russia announces it will deploy troops and coastal defence Missiles to the Aland Islands to strengthen Baltic region security. 
• Allied Intelligence indicates an increase in Russian Maritime Patrol Aircraft flights from Kaliningrad. 
• RUS military contractors are present at the Russian consulate in Aland. 

Turn time 2 weeks 
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A BRIDGE TOO FAR 

• In Kaliningrad, a popular local opposition politician and anti-corruption campaigner, at 33 years old dies of a stroke after a 
workout session.  In the run-up to local legislative elections, the politician had formed a united opposition front that was 
gathering wide support on social media.  Suspicions over the circumstances of his death have created rumours of involvement 
by the Kremlin directly against competing rumours of Western nations involvement.  This has created a divide amongst the 
population.   

• The opposition coalition fails to win any seats in the subsequent election, triggering mass outrage against what appears to be 
heavy-handed election rigging.   

• Social unrest grows across Kaliningrad in the wake of the allegedly rigged elections.  Protests are bigger than those seen in 
2010, demanding a re-run of the election.  Russia blames Western influence. 

• Russia announces plans for a large-scale deployment of National Guard units (including armored vehicles) to Kaliningrad via 
rail and demands that Lithuania grants transit. 

• RUS deploys ground troops and Iskander systems into Belarus along Polish and Lithuanian borders. 
• Poland announces support for Belarus and deploys military forces to the Polish/Belarus border. 
• Lithuania fears this could result in a permanent land grab by Russia and Lithuanian politicians discuss whether to call on NATO 

for support. 

Turn time 2 weeks 
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CREDITS: BEAR RISING Matrix Game was inspired by Chris Engle and adapted from BALTIC CHALLENGE Matrix Game 
 By Maj Tom Moat and others (MORS Special Event) 19 Oct 2016.  
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