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This is a response to the request of the President for policy recommendations following the National 

Security Council (NSC) meeting, concerning the escalating situation occurring on the Latvia-Russia 

border. This paper presents the position of the Department of State, as laid out at the meeting.  

1. Principal Objectives of the US Department of State 

1.1 The Department of State has the following principal objectives when presenting policy 

recommendations. First, it aims to protect the citizens of the United States who are located in the 

region. Second, it aims to de-escalate tensions at the Latvia-Russia border. Finally, it wishes to 

provide a strong signal of support for all NATO (and other European) allies in the region. These 

priorities interlink and the justifications for the following policy recommendations include 

reference to how these issues will be addressed.  

1.2 With these principle objectives in mind, the policy recommendations must also satisfy the 

following conditions. In every action taken a strong signal must be sent to Russia, without 

providing provocation and without enabling Russia to use our policies as a reason to further 

escalate the situation. Moreover, the Department of State must aim to balance diplomatic 

initiatives to ease tensions with any military action that may be deemed necessary. Next, there 

must be a focus on working with foreign governments, and our own Congress, without adding too 

many voices to an already complex situation. Finally, the United States must be able to present an 

effective public explanation of its policy decisions throughout this process.  

2. Primary Recommendations from the US Department of State 

2.1.The Department of State recommends that the primary action to be taken regarding escalating 

tensions between Latvia and Russia should be a series of multilateral talks between the Baltic 

States and Russia, facilitated by the United States. These talks should take place as soon as 

possible, in a neutral country with little to no state interests in the issues at hand, such as 

Switzerland or Norway.  

2.2.The aim of such talks would be to provide a stable environment in which all parties can air their 

concerns with the current situation vis-à-vis Russian aggression; including the amassing of Russian 

troops on the Latvia-Russia border, and the incursions into Latvia by covert Russian operatives. 

These talks will focus on bringing stability back to the region, with a de-escalation of tensions 

resulting in a safer environment for all US citizens in the region. Russia should be given the chance 

to explain its actions and provide assertions that such actions will not continue.  A swift time-

schedule should be agreed upon by the end of the talks for a removal of all Russian operatives 

from Latvia, and reduction of troops from the border. The United States proposes a week for the 
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removal of operatives, and a reduction in troops after this over the following two to three weeks. 

As such, Russian operatives and troops should imminently begin preparations to move. 

2.3.With regard to the inclusion of all Baltic States, as opposed to a series of bilateral talks between 

Latvia and Russia, we believe the issues that Latvia currently face are also faced by the other Baltic 

States. This is not only in terms of Russia aggression but also with respect to internal ethnic 

divisions in each country between ethnic Russians and the native populations. We believe that it 

will be beneficial for the Baltic States to have an increased level of dialogue between themselves, 

to better understand the issues they face on a regional, rather than individual, level. 

2.4. In addition, a larger scale set of talks, such as a UN-level meeting, would give the appearance of a 

‘West vs. Russia’ initiative. Not only could such actions provoke Russia into further action, they 

could be used by President Putin to further anti-Western sentiment within Russia. Therefore, it is 

important to keep the talks limited to those concerned in the region; we will still be able to listen 

to our NATO and European allies, without too many voices fighting to be heard. Furthermore, 

these talks would send a strong signal that the United States is willing to listen to concerns on all 

sides, and provide its diplomatic expertise to help provide a remedial solution.  

2.5.Finally, during the talks, the Latvian and other Baltic States will be encouraged to review their 

internal policies with regard to ethnic Russian minorities. It should be made clear that, although 

the incursions by Russian forces are entirely unacceptable, there are actions that the Baltic States 

could put into practice that help de-escalate tensions within their own states. Our initial 

recommendations include allowing the right to citizenship for all ethnic Russians in the Baltic 

States, and thereby afford these new citizens equal rights within their home countries. Such 

guidance must be given sensitively, however, as our excellent diplomatic and military relations 

between the US and the Baltic States must not be damaged (White House 2018). 

3. Secondary Recommendations from the US Department of State 

3.1. If the regional talks were not to be successful in diffusing the tensions at the Latvia-Russia border, 

the Department of State recommends a series of increasing sanctions to be applied to Russia, in 

economic and diplomatic forms. However, we note that these must be particularly targeted so as 

not to unduly harm Russian citizens.  

3.2.  Modern forms of economic sanctions have proven to be an effective method for encouraging 

countries to alter behaviours which fail to satisfy international norms (Masters 2017). They are 

most effective when the motivations behind them are focused and succinct. As such, the 

Department of State will outline its specific case for the use of sanctions as being the incursion of 

Russian operatives into Latvia. Although the build-up of forces on the border between Russia and 

Latvia is provocative and felt as threatening by Latvia, the positioning of Russian forces within 

Russia cannot be punishable by the international community. Therefore, it will be made clear that 

should the incursions cease, any sanctions in place shall be lifted.  

3.3.Economic sanctions may be arrived at through three processes (Masters 2017). The UN process 

provides the most force, but with Russia as a veto holder, it is highly unlikely that economic 



sanctions would progress through this process. The EU process for imposing sanctions is most 

promising; if all members of the EU can be encouraged to levy sanctions against Russia, this would 

provide a greater impact that the actions of just one nation, and would also provide the United 

States with an opportunity to work closely in developing its ties within Europe. However, during 

the NSC meeting, the Department of Energy drew the Department of State's attention to the 

energy insecurity that much of Europe faces, with vast amounts of oil and gas coming from Russia. 

It may be felt that this could be ‘cut off' if the EU takes action against Russia. As such, the 

Department of State would concur with the recommendation of the Department of Energy that 

the US must be willing to offer energy security to members of the EU in case of a backlash. Further 

to the EU process of sanctions, the US is also able to impose sanctions through the executive or 

legislative branches. 

3.4.The economic sanctions could come in a variety of forms. Those who can be identified as playing 

a direct role in the escalation of tensions between Latvia and Russia can be subject to asset freezes 

in the United States and the EU, with the agreement by all member states. Further to these 

sanctions, a lack of Russian action could escalate economic sanctions to restrictions on trade and 

investment, to encourage the removal of Russian operatives from Latvia. For example, the EU 

imposed economic sanctions on specific Russian economic sectors in response to the crisis in 

Ukraine, including limited access to EU capital markets and an import-export ban on trading arms 

(European Council 2018).  

3.5. In terms of diplomatic sanctions, the Department of State would be willing to exercise expulsions 

of Russian diplomats, revoke visas of those in the US with close ties to President Putin, and impose 

travel bans on Russians that have been associated with the current situation. These potential 

actions have precedent; since March 2014, the EU has imposed similar diplomatic measures such 

as travel bans on 155 people and 38 entities because “their actions undermined Ukraine’s 

territorial integrity” (European Council 2018).  

3.6. It must be noted, however, that sanctions of any kind, and particularly those which are escalated 

and begin to impact the Russian population as a whole, will be seen by Russia as a provocation.  

They may also be used to double down on President Putin’s narrative of a West vs. Russia 

vendetta. Tensions may be ignited further in the region, and the situation may be escalated. As 

such, these sanctions should be imposed in a steadily increasing manner, as an encouragement to 

act, rather than a threat. The Department of State must also enable channels of communication 

to stay open between Russia and other interested parties, so the expulsion of diplomats from the 

United States should be used as a last resort. 

3.7. It may be that these sanctions pre-empt a form of military action, as discussed at the NSC meeting. 

However, the Department of State strongly discourages military action, on the grounds that it may 

destabilise further an already complex situation, and put the lives of US citizens in the region in 

danger, counter to our principal objectives. 

4. Conclusions



4.1. It is the belief of the US Department of State that a multistage approach to this situation, beginning 

with series of multilateral talks, followed by an increasing raft of economic and diplomatic 

sanctions, would be sufficient to help diffuse Latvia-Russia tensions. The sanctions provide an 

incentive for Russia to approach the regional talks with a willingness to discuss the situation and 

act accordingly. It will also show Russia and its people that Western nations value diplomacy and 

cooperation above all when aiming to resolve conflict, provided unnecessary escalations are not 

pursued by either side.  

4.2.Throughout this diplomatic process, all US citizens in the region should be given regular advice 

as to the relations between Latvia and Russia, and the progression of multilateral talks. Advice 

for those who want to travel to the area should also be updated regularly. 
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