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Polish National Security Dilemmas:
The US missile defense complex and its role in Polish Foreign Policy

Abstract
This article examines fundamental dilemmas concerning contemporary Polish
Security Policy. Firstly, it addresses the question of US missile defense complex and its place
in Polish politics.
Secondly, it employs Foreign Policy Analysis tools with special attention to the
agency-structure nexus. Specifically, it analyses three distinct dimensions: intentional,
dispositional and structural. The author claims that Polish attitudes towards US missile
defense are a result of Polish-US and Polish-Russian relations. Although evidence suggests
that public attitudes towards US missile defense complex in Poland are affected by the threat
of international terrorism, the issue should be seen within a broader geopolitical perspective.

Introduction
A year after the 9/11 terrorist attacks against the US, one of the leading Polish opinion
research centers1 published its report on the threat of war as perceived by Polish society. The
biggest number of respondents (37 per cent) saw the Israeli-Palestinian conflict as the major
threat to international peace at that time.2 Terrorism ranked second with 31 per cent believing
it was the greatest threat of all. At the same time, less than half of respondents (39 per cent)
held that international conflicts could pose a direct threat to Polish national security. Five
years later in 2006, in another survey by the same research center, 65 per cent of the
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respondents saw a direct link between the participation of Polish troops in international
military operations in Iraq and Afghanistan and potential terrorist attacks carried out by
Islamic fundamentalists. According to the very same survey, 61 per cent conceived of a
probability of such attacks as caused by the anticipated construction of a US missile defense
complex in Poland.3
In recent years, Polish public debate has revolved around the issues of international terrorism,
the role of the United States in international relations and the role of NATO (including
regional implications of those issues) especially Complex, from the perspective of Foreignheld view
among experts that Polish attitudes towards the US missile defense program is a result of
Polish-US relations.4
This article looks at one of the fundamental dilemmas in Polish security policy, the
participation in the European Interceptor Site or the US Missile Defense Complex, from the
perspective of Foreign Policy Analysis with special attention to the agency-structure
approach. In doing so, it draws on Walter Carlsnaes’s approach, which examines how foreign
policy actions are linked together in the form of intentions, cognitive-psychological factors
and the various structural phenomena characterizing societies and their environments. Hence
explanations of actual foreign policy actions must be able to give accounts that do not by
definition exclude or privilege any of these types of independent variables.5 In this respect a
tripartite framework is employed in order to analyze the decision of the Polish government to
participate in the American missile defense initiative.
The first part of the article introduces the main idea and origin of the US missile defense
complex in Poland, providing a factual and objective background. The second, third and
fourth parts analyze intentional, dispositional and structural dimensions of a foreign policy
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action seen as an agreement to engage with the US in missile defense. In conclusion, a
broader geopolitical perspective of the ‘politics of the shield’ is explained.

Background
As early as 2002, the first talks began between the US administration and authorities
from Eastern European countries over the possibility of mounting a European base to
intercept long-range missiles. According to US officials, a site similar to the US base in
Alaska would help protect the US and Europe from missiles fired from the Middle East or
North Africa.6 Formal negotiations with the Polish government were launched in February
2007, eliciting an immediate Russian response. The Kremlin warned that if the United States
refused to abandon its plans to deploy ten interceptor missiles and radar in Poland and the
Czech Republic, it would place short-range nuclear missiles on its borders with NATO.7 On
August 20, 2008, US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and Poland’s Foreign Minister
Radosław Sikorski signed the ‘Agreement Between the Government of the United States of
America and the Government of the Republic of Poland Concerning the Deployment of
Ground-Based Ballistic Missile Defense Interceptors in the Territory of the Republic of
Poland’.8 After President Obama and the new democratic administration took the reins of
power in early 2009, plans changed in response to bold statements from Dmitry Medvedev
and Vladimir Putin and a lot of skepticism from Western European countries. On September
17, 2009 the White House issued a statement saying that the US "no longer planned to move
forward" with the project. According to President Obama, new intelligence had shown Iran
was pursuing short- and medium-range missile development, rather than long-range,
necessitating a shift in strategy.9
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On July 3 the protocol amending the Ballistic Missile Defense Agreement between the
Government of the United States of America and the Government of the Republic of Poland
was signed. The document stipulates that the Missile Defense Complex (to be localized in
Słupsk-Redzikowo – in northern Poland) will no longer include Ground Based Interceptors
(GBIs).10 Instead, since May 2010, Poland has installed a battery of Patriot launchers. The
system will be integrated into the Polish air defense system until 2012. In the future, SM-3s
(Standard Missile 3) are to be stationed on Polish soil as well.11 Heads of state and
governments participating in the meeting of the North Atlantic Council in Lisbon issued the
“Lisbon Summit Declaration” on 20 Nov 2010. It specifies that the United States European
Phased Adaptive Approach (missile defense system) is going to be part of the NATO missile
defense architecture.12

Structure: uncertainty and the ‘new world dis/order’ in Central and Eastern Europe
vis-ả-vis Russia
An abundance of structural factors could be attributed to the Polish-American
agreement on missile defense cooperation. Most experts would obviously point to the end of
the Cold War as an underlying cause behind redefinitions of foreign policy goals of all
countries involved in this multifaceted conflict. A considerable variety of theories and
ontological approaches address the causes and nature of the processes that led to the end of
Cold War confrontation, with many pointing to two major determinants: structural crisis
within communist systems of the Soviet bloc and competitive politics of the western bloc
headed by the US.13 In the case of Poland and other countries in the region, the end of the
Cold War meant above all regaining sovereignty.14 Given the great ‘unknown’ of politics in
Central and Eastern Europe at the very beginning of the 1990s, it was of paramount
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importance for them to reassure their position in Europe and regain security. For Poland,
providing security became the most important goal of state foreign policy.
It is a popularly held view that Poland’s geography is the villain of its history, the source of
all her losses and a useful excuse for all her failings. Described as ‘the disputed bride’ or
worse still as a ‘gap between two stools’, not protected by any natural boundaries from the
east or the west, in the minds of many generations, Poland was an easy prey for more
powerful neighbors from both East and West.15 The end of the Cold War fundamentally
changed the country’s geopolitics. For the first time in many years, there appeared to be no
threat from the West. The epoch reunification of Germany on 3 Oct 1990 caused some
uneasiness in Poland, as not all German politicians were positive about the Polish-German
borderline as envisaged by the Potsdam Conference and consequently ‘Układ Zgorzelecki’ of
1950. But generally it was perceived as another step on the peaceful path to consolidation of
the European Community. The latter is also to be understood in terms of structural changes
fundamentally transforming the international environment of Poland.16
As early as 1990, the security policy and defensive doctrine of Poland were formulated so as
to develop close cooperation with the FRG, including the military sphere.17 But as much as it
was assumed that the western flank was secure, the problem looked different on the eastern
‘front’. The Soviet Union finally dissolved in 1991, amid the chaos of domestic tensions. A
new regional power, the successor of the USSR, remained a major concern not only for
Polish leaders but for all in the Atlantic community. 18 The internal weakness of Russia’s
political institutions presented a major challenge for Central and Eastern European States –
former vassals of the Soviet empire. It wasn’t long until Russian politicians started giving
signals that they were still thinking of Central and Eastern Europe in terms of the ‘historically
shaped sphere of Russian interests’.19
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In fact, relations with Russia became right from the outset a function of Polish aspirations to
join NATO. On the one hand, Polish political elites were in agreement that security of the
state could best be achieved through joining the alliance.20 This concept was formed very
early in the 1990s and later supported by the FRG.21 On the other hand, Russia saw such a
possibility as a potential threat to its security position in the region. Hence, very strong
objections on Moscow’s part only aggravated the feeling of insecurity in Central and Eastern
Europe, which in turn further fuelled aspirations of countries such as Poland to join NATO as
soon as possible.22 At that time a simple question was posed by many in Western Europe as
well as in the Kremlin – why NATO? – especially after the end of the Cold War. The
argument often raised was that since the global confrontation was over, institutions such as
NATO no longer had grounds for existence, since they had been created for the purpose of
defense from possible attack by the Soviet Union. The events of 1989 and 1991, generally
speaking, removed the purpose of its existence.23
Yet we need to recognize some underlying factors deeply embedded in the social psyche of
the nations of Central and Eastern Europe in general, and in Poland in particular. It needs to
be emphasized that for many years after the Second World War, Western Europe, and to a
greater extent, the United States, came to be associated with freedom, wealth and security.
American support shown to the Polish nation during the ‘civil war’ at the beginning of the
1980s was strongly appreciated by Poles24, and it was common knowledge that Reagan’s
foreign policy of ‘star wars’ was one of the decisive factors that led to the collapse of the
Soviet Union. On top of those, the weakness of European communities and the Conference
on Security and Cooperation in Europe at the beginning of the 1990s settled the notion and
strong belief that, for a country like Poland, the only way to achieve national security was to
align with the US itself and its institutional engagement in Europe – NATO. Consequently,
NATO came to be associated with the only hard guarantee of security.25
6

The fact that Polish diplomacy had to ‘battle’ for membership in NATO had substantially
marred official relations with Russia. As Zbigniew Brzeziński put it, ‘We [the US] couldn’t
have prevented the Czechs and the Poles and the Hungarians from wanting to be part of the
Western world. If we had kept them out, they would today be a no-man’s-land, probably the
object of serious frictions with Russians.’26 In addition, the evolution of an alliance,
continuing weakness of the EU in the field of security and defense, and emerging threats
from international terrorism or ‘rogue regimes’ such as Iran prevailed as major factors in the
thinking that was behind closer cooperation with the US and NATO.
It should also be noted that the state of the Polish army and consequently its defense doctrine
was hard hit by political and economic realities of the early 1990s. As a member of the
Warsaw Pact, Poland was closely linked with the Soviet military complex. Logistics,
decision-making procedures and consequently, defense doctrine were ‘coordinated’ with the
Kremlin. The dismantling of the Soviet empire left the Polish military complex without
financial support. Their military industry in general was faced with the need to find new
markets for their often outdated products. This appeared to be one of the major problems in
domestic politics, as ‘zbrojeniówka’ had always been influential in drawing assets from the
state budget. The subsequent governments were not in a position to restructure the industry
amid hard lobbying, existing strong links between the military and politicians and fear of
massive protests on the part of employees.
The Polish army at the beginning of the 1990s was generally speaking in bad shape. Its
equipment was outdated and often not operational, and its financial standing was weak. A
quick look at the country’s military expenditure allocation for 1989-1992 reveals the picture.
Already limited budgets were increasingly spent on military salaries and day-to-day
operations. In absolute terms, amounts spent on personnel rose tenfold, from 874 billion zloty
in 1989 to 9,666 billion zloty in 1992. Percentage-wise it remained very high for that period
7

at around 40 per cent.27 Likewise, operations and maintenance (including civilian personnel
costs) increased from 676 billion in 1989 to 10,060 billion in 1992, rising from 30.5 per cent
to 41.3 per cent. Over that same period, research and development rose in absolute terms
from 52 billion zloty in 1989 to 541 billion in 1992; but it actually decreased from 2.3 per
cent down to 1.9 per cent.28
From that perspective, joining NATO was a major challenge, but it also presented the country
with the only feasible option of modernizing its military complex. Command plans had to be
changed and redefined, equipment had to be modernized and defense doctrine had to be
redrawn. NATO offered an unprecedented ‘civilization’ leap forward. This explains why the
Partnership for Peace was treated only as a step towards full membership in NATO.29 As
politicians and generals realized the scale of backwardness of the Polish army, they opted for
as much integration with NATO standards as possible. This in effect became the rationale
behind obtaining American F16 jet fighters30 by the government of Hanna Suchocka. It also
influenced the decision about the antimissile defense system to be placed in Poland. Since
elements of that system, namely Ground Based Interceptors (GBIs), were supposed to be
integrated into Polish missile forces, it was hoped that, apart from boosting up defense
capabilities, they would also be a major factor in the modernization of missile forces.31

Disposition: the threat from the East and the inherent weakness

National identity is an elusive concept that not only defies clean definition but is also
difficult to apply to particular cases. Certainly historical experience will greatly influence a
nation’s underlying values/belief systems and perceptions. Consequently its political
institutions and philosophical outlook will vary from those of its neighbors or other, even
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more distant nations. Additionally, when analyzing the dispositional dimension, the influence
of cultural factors on a state’s decisions concerning foreign policy should not be disregarded.

As mentioned earlier, Poland has had a particularly difficult experience with statehood. Once
one of the most powerful kingdoms in the whole of Europe, she later lost her independence
for 123 years only to be reborn as a troublesome state after World War I and finally, crashed
by two titans, to suffer greatly during World War II. The shape as well as status of the state
and its political system after 1945 were neither determined by the Poles, nor were they ever
accepted by the majority of those who tried to redefine their lives in communist Poland.
Therefore much of the modern history of Poland has been dominated by the unquenchable
thirst for true independence against all possible odds. This particular theme – fighting for
freedom, paying the highest possible price for it and finally winning it – has deeply engraved
the Polish soul, which is manifested by the cultural richness of the country as well as
recurring motives in its foreign policy at the beginning of the twenty-first century.32

Historiography divides into two major schools of thought here. First, the so called Warsaw
school (Szkoła Warszawska) was associated with terrible geo-political circumstances that
many Polish leaders believed gave Poland no chance for freedom and peaceful development
whatsoever, ultimately victimizing and ‘sacrificing’ Poles and their country. In this view
there is nothing that could have been done to avoid the tragedy of World War II or
communist reigns.

There is, on the other hand, an opposing view, attributed to the so-called Cracow-School
(Szkoła Krakowska). This body of thought supports the idea that each and every country’s
frontiers, geographical and economic situations and social dynamics create a set of
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underpinning variables that shape its position in international relations. In this view the main
fault for losing once a powerful state rests solely with Poles themselves.
Regardless of these approaches, it remains beyond doubt that the end of the Cold War and the
regaining of political independence brought stark need for the identification/redefinition of
basic values in Polish foreign policy. The catalogue of such would obviously differ,
depending on the agent that defines them, therefore rendering some of them disputable. Some
however seem to be unchallenged and consequently often tend to be raised every time the
discussion about foreign policy is held.

First and foremost is the prevailing trait of ‘Europeanness’ in the Polish experience. In this
sense Poles have always seen themselves as members of a distinct ‘European community’,
based on achievements of major cultural strands from the Renaissance through the
Enlightenment to Positivism.33 Throughout the ages, contacts with the West were considered
a litmus test of tolerance and social status among Polish nobles. On those occasions, Poles
would brag about being the first country in Europe to adopt a modern constitution that
introduced major institutions and values such as equality, the rule of law and preservation of
human rights.34

The oft-used phrase in Polish political discourse, ‘return to Europe’, testifies to the place of
Poland on the maps of Europe as envisaged at the beginning of the 1990s. The end of the
Cold War enabled the country to join all the continental organizations, from the Council of
Europe through OECD to the ultimate goal of full European membership.35 In itself, seen as
the guarantor of security, European membership was also considered a great ‘civilianization
leap’ forward. For Poland, participation in the ‘European project’ meant the necessity to
comply with Copenhagen criteria.36 This in turn was perceived as a confirmation of Polish
10

aspirations as well as an objective guarantor of future political, economic and societal
developments.

Krzysztof Skubiszewski, the first minister of foreign affairs after 1989 and a renowned
international scholar, emphasized in his first exposé: ‘It is in Poland, where thanks to
Solidarność, the movement began that ended totalitarianism in our region and therefore
triggered reaction of the West to such transformations, which by itself creates perspectives
for European unity in freedom and democracy.37

The European ‘option’ in Polish foreign policy, albeit unquestionable, has not been the only
vector since 1989. Indeed, when it comes to national security, Poles have always looked to
NATO rather than the European Union. That brings another trait of Polish foreign policy
after 1989 – Atlanticism – a vector in external relations that has been predominantly based on
a deeply rooted conviction that it is only American engagement in Europe that gives its
nations real security guarantees. That conviction put Polish European aspirations somewhat at
odds. A popularly held view by many politicians and academics alike was that European and
Atlantic options are not only incompatible but also form a fundamental dilemma for Polish
foreign and security policies.38 This perspective was reinforced in 2003 when the 21st
Secretary of Defense, Donald Rumsfeld, was talking about ‘old’ and ‘new’ Europe, whereas
French President Jacques Chirac uttered his highly ‘undiplomatic’ remark referring to Central
European and Baltic EU member states: ‘they missed a good opportunity to keep silent’.39

As far as values and principles are concerned, Atlanticism in Polish foreign policy can be
explained by powerful sentiments deeply rooted in Polish society towards Americans and its
attitude towards life. As Konstanty Gebert asserted, ‘The country is pro-American, not only
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for geostrategic reasons but also--surprisingly for cultural reasons…’40 The Second World
War brought destruction to traditional social structures. Old elites were murdered, expelled or
pushed to the outskirts of society. Paradoxically, the mass advancement of people after the
war, their striving for education, social status and power, even more so after 1989, resembled
the American myth of a ‘self-made man’. Given the huge Polish diaspora in the US (more
than 10 million)41 as well as massive temporary economic emigration, it rendered the
American ‘social model’ much closer to that of the ‘old’ Europe with all its establishments.
On top of that, there is a strong trend in the Polish national psyche of the romantic battle cry –
For Your Freedom and Ours – which has been manifested throughout the centuries by Poles
fighting in most wars, often for other nations’ emancipation.42 These values are attributed in
the literature to a strong commitment of Polish society as well as political elites after 1989 to
special relationships with the US. Recognition of the unique American position in
international relations, historical experience and subscription to principles of human rights
and democracy were grounds for the official support that the Polish government issued to the
US during the Iraq War and ‘war on terrorism’ in Afghanistan.43

One of the least emphasized elements in many studies on Polish Foreign Policy is the
country’s religious foundation. Poland is notoriously associated with conservatism, social
rigidness or even religious fundamentalism. The sole fact that more than 90 per cent of
people in Poland declare themselves as Catholics makes it impossible for many in the West to
treat the nation on similar terms as western, postmodern atheistic societies.44 On the other
hand, everybody who has studied the history of Europe realizes how important religion has
been for states in all periods of history. Christianity, in the case of Poland, meant
international recognition and grounds for economic development when the state emerged in
the 10th century. It also defined Poles in their relations with numerous cultures, especially
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from the East (the role of Poland in the 16th and 17th centuries has often been referred to as
Antemurale Christianitatis – the Bulwark of Christianity).45 Communist authorities of Poland
also saw an influential position of the Catholic Church as one of the opposition platforms to
official, secular ideology.

The history of the foundation of the United States is full of examples of strong religious
influence. Its foreign policy has been based on Christian principles, although imperialism
marked many of its actions. In this respect, the intellectual tradition of ‘Christian Atlanticism’
points to the importance of the expansion of Christianity from Europe to the rest of the globe
as a basic future of the history of the modern world.46 Consequently America’s leadership in
international relations was associated with a conservative project: “restoration of Christian
truth through demolition of false myths of nation, race, and class created by fascism, Nazism,
and communism”.47 During the Cold War it somewhat diminished, nevertheless stayed
active; consequently Christian Atlanticists welcomed the creation of the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization as formalization of US commitment to preserve the freedom of Europe.

Turning to Russia, few would deny its religious base. Communism might have attempted to
eradicate orthodoxy to create a homo sovieticus, but after 1991 the role of religion and
consequently the Orthodox Church has increased greatly.48 The thing is that from Warsaw’s
perspective, Russian religious authorities are seen very much as chauvinistic, or to be more
precise given the difficult history of Polish-Russian relations, anti-Polish. As mentioned
before, the end of World War II marked a decisive change for Eastern and Central Europe.
The Soviet type of communism exported to Poland was marked by secularism. In that
respect, given the history of Polish statehood and the role religion played, it rendered
communist authorities not only anti-Polish but also anti-Catholic.
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Positive perceptions towards America and many Western European countries seem to parallel
anti-Russian sentiments held by many members of Polish society. Consequently the image of
Russia has been constantly deteriorating since 1990. According to the Public Opinion
Research Centre (CBOS), as of 1990, 18 per cent of those surveyed referred to the
USSR/Russia as an ally. Fifteen years later that percentage dropped down to only 4 per cent.
(Not surprisingly, by contrast, the same attitude towards the US moved from 23 per cent in
1990 to 33 per cent by 2005).49 When asked which countries Poland should apprehend, 25
per cent indicated the USSR/Russia in 1990 but as much as 67 per cent in 2005. Such an
attitude is associated with Russian ‘unpredictable’ behavior with regards to energy exports50,
political instability, the unknown future of the country, emerging organized crime or even
massive migrations.51 Last but not least, imperialism is attributed to many actions of Russia
in the region.52

These perceptions give solid grounds for the Polish government to pursue tighter relations
with the US as well as accepting Polish participation in the antimissile defense system.53

Intention: regional power in the world of uncertainty
On the intentional front, Polish access to the American missile defense complex was
dictated by a number of reasons. This part will introduce and analyze the most important of
them.

Firstly, from a global level point of view analysis, as a member of NATO and a strategic
partner of the US in Europe, because of its geographical location, Poland was in a unique
14

position to participate in the international community’s response to the threat posed by Iran.
It is commonly assumed that Iran has been working on its nuclear program for reasons that
cannot be described as peaceful. Regardless of what officials in Islamabad claim, the delicate
situation in the Middle East, US interests in the region, the role of Israel as well as vicious
activities of terrorist groups all make Iran’s nuclear developments highly suspicious. There is
also the question of the role of Iran in proliferation of nuclear technology and know-how.

It is a general trend in international relations that states invest in missile technology. Missiles
play a major role in the realization of military power. They have become very efficient in the
potential projection of nuclear might. Conversely, there has recently been an uncontrolled
proliferation of missile technology, which is also available to non-state actors.54 The latter
reinforce development of its antiballistic counterpart, making it a dominant trend in military
developments worldwide. In this respect the American Antiballistic Missile (ABM) program
should be seen as part of a much bigger picture. Today, the group of states developing their
own antiballistic technologies includes the People’s Republic of China, Israel, India, Japan,
France, let alone Russia.55 Since at least some components of Missile Defense Systems
(MDS) can also be used as offensive weapons, it seems that the world continues this ‘vicious
cycle’ of militarization56, whereby the seeming cure reinforces the disease.

Secondly, from an international level point of view analysis, Polish participation in the US
project was supposed to strengthen the strategic alliance forged between the two countries.
As mentioned before, official negotiations between the US and Polish governments
concerning components of the anti-ballistic missile defense system were begun in 2007. An
official agreement was signed the next year, together with the Declaration on PolishAmerican Strategic Cooperation. The latter is seen as a final accomplishment of long pursued
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endeavors on the part of Polish authorities in alleviating relations with the US to the highest
possible level. The document introduces reactivation of the Polish American Strategic
Dialogue and establishment of the Strategic Cooperation Consultative Group as well as HighLevel Defense Group as its working body. It reconfirms American commitment to Polish
security and its support to the modernization of the Polish military force, and it stipulates
deepening of the cooperation of military industries as well as that of defense research and
technology.57 In fact, by signing both documents, Warsaw had wider goals in mind. The long
list of issues that have been behind it include: relatively weak support from the US
administration in promoting Ukraine’s and Georgia’s prospects for NATO membership;
stronger American support for Polish candidates for top positions in NATO’s structure
(including Radek Sikorski’s candidacy for the post of NATO Secretary General); and
diplomatic efforts to establish critically important elements of NATO’s military
infrastructure, such as Allied Ground Surveillance on Polish territory. On top of that, the
recurring theme of Polish-American relations includes introduction of the Visa Waiver
Program for Polish citizens travelling to the US.
It needs to be mentioned here that the agreement concerning the deployment of components
of the US missile defense shield took place in the middle of the 2008 South Ossetia War, in
which Poland had taken a leading role in the international community's response on the side
of Georgia. This sparked angry reactions from the Kremlin, with Dmitry Medvedev
indicating that such moves made Poland "a legitimate military target".58

Thirdly, keeping with the international level, elements of the missile defense complex based
on Polish soil were to underpin the role and position of the country in Central and Eastern
Europe as a regional power. Poland has been very active towards its imminent neighbors

16

(seven of them after 1991), playing the role of a regional leader in forging structures of
regional integration.

This dimension includes Ukraine, Belarus, the Visegrád Group (Czech Republic, Slovakia
and Hungary) and Lithuania. For strategic reasons, Ukraine and Belarus make a special case.
For most of the 1990s, the situation in Lithuania as well as the Czech Republic and Slovakia
did not pose any direct or indirect challenges to Polish security. It is true that Slovakia under
Vladimír Mečiar had its ‘romance’ with nationalism, which was seen as potentially
dangerous given the example of Yugoslavia. Yet Ukraine for that matter presented Polish
security with a somewhat greater challenge. The so-called ‘orange revolution’ of 2004/2005
was actively supported by Polish President Aleksander Kwaśniewski. And yet, as Radek
Sikorski, the Minister of Foreign Affairs asserted in his latest yearly parliamentary speech:
‘Orange revolution politicians haven’t fulfilled the hopes of Ukrainian society. To join
European institutions, Ukraine needs to implement profound reforms. Corruption, unrealized
rule of law, decreasing democracy standards all hinder the role of Poland as a promoter of
Ukraine in Europe.’59

Ukraine was often referred to as a ‘jewel in the crown’ of the Russian empire. Russian great
power politics naturally included Kiev, which obviously ran against Polish ideas of ‘winning
over Ukraine’ in supporting western orientation of the country.60 The 2010 election won by
Viktor Yanukovych brought the country back into the ‘arms’ of Russia, consequently
questioning European prospects of its foreign policy.61

Belarus seems to pose an even greater challenge, since it is the last authoritarian regime in
Europe. Aleksandr Lukashenko and his ministers remain on a black list of the EU. Official
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relations between the two countries remain tense. The Belarusian press, serving as a
mouthpiece of Minsk, heavily criticizes Polish foreign policy in general and even more so
with reference to ‘strategic partnership’ with the United States. The Polish minority and its
political representation in Belarus are often sabotaged. To make matters more interesting, in
September 2009, Russia and Belarus conducted joint military exercises close to Polish
borders. The scale of the operation made it the biggest war games Russia has ever conducted
since the end of the Cold War.62 Codenamed ‘Operation Zapad – 2009’ they included a
simulated nuclear attack against Poland as well as the suppression of the uprising of the
Polish minority.

Part of the great redesign of Polish foreign policy after 1989 was the realization of hopes that
the country could become the leader of regional integration, which by itself was meant to
boost the position of Central and Eastern European States on their way to EU and NATO.63
The Visegrád Group serves as a prominent example of such endeavors. Created back in
February 1991, it grouped countries that shared geographical location, history and economic
hardships. Hungary and Czechoslovakia (since 1993, Czech Republic and Slovakia), together
with Poland, meant to create some sort of mechanism for diminishing threats from the East
by the consolidation of the sense of security and stability in the region.64

After some initial ‘hiccups’, the group revitalized in 1998 and has been an important element
in the regional ‘security environment’ by virtue of its scope of cooperation ranging from
culture, through economy to security.65 In this respect, recent years have seen intensification
in the areas of the fight against terrorism, organized crime and illegal migration, as well as
energy security.
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On the domestic level, subsequent Polish governments have been hoping to strengthen the
Polish defense complex by integrating elements of the missile defense system (Ground Based
Interceptors) with Polish air defense forces. This intention has been contested by many,
among experts and society alike. Most often arguments used against AMD (Anti-Missile
Defense system) include exposure to Russian offensive posture, reinstatement of a Cold Warlike armaments race, militarization of US foreign policy and therefore marginalization of
‘medium’ and small states, wakening of military ties between the US and some European
members of NATO, asymmetry between Poland and the US, which hinders potential benefits
on Polish side, finally reinforcing a negative image of Poland in some of the European
members of NATO as an American ‘client’.66 It has also been raised that from a purely
military point of view, the installation of components of American AMD intensifies security
threats to the country. The very components may potentially become the target of a physical
attack by a hostile state, and may trigger intelligence activity, or cyber attacks, finally
becoming an aim for transnational organized crime organizations or terrorists.

There is also a relevant element of party politics involved. The last parliamentary elections in
Poland were held in 2007.67 It has to be admitted that in their official programs, political
parties did not focus on the issue of AMD. The leading party, Civic Platform, which won the
elections of 2007, mentioned this issue only once in its platform.68 Likewise, in his exposé,
Prime Minister Donald Tusk referred to the antiballistic shield only once, and he did so only
in the context of NATO.69 The major competitor, Law and Justice, also did not emphasize the
issue in its program, similarly referring to it only once, underlining the role of the missile
defense system in forging a strategic partnership with the US.70 The main coalition partner of
the Civic Party, the Polish People’s Party, did not even mention the issue in its platform.71
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Nevertheless the question of AMD components located in Poland has taken a large portion of
public discourse, forcing parties and their leaders to take positions. Civic Platform and its
leaders generally take the view that the decision to participate in this project, regardless of
possible threats it might bring, is worthwhile and sound, considering Polish geopolitics. Yet,
by endorsing this project, CP has not been emphasizing the narrow-minded, military antiRussian character of it. In other words, it has been trying to focus on positive elements linked
with enhanced partnership with the US, the raised profile of the country in European politics
and the modernization of Polish armed forces. Hence, the modified concept of the Obama
administration did not make CP politicians hot under the collar.

Law and Justice, on the other hand, has been very explicit about the narrowly understood
military dimensions of the project. This stems from very different origins and political
outlooks of the party leaders, who drawing on a historical experience (Szkoła Warszawaska)
perceive numerous Russian actions still as potential threats to national security.
Consequently, Obama’s decision to redefine the AMD concept was met with stark criticism
within the party. Some went as far as to suggest that the Americans have once more made a
deal with Russia at the expense of the Polish nation. This argument has been eagerly used to
attract voters who generally distrust international politics. One of the latest public opinion
surveys on the topic reveals characteristic themes. When asked about their opinion on the
construction of AMD in Poland, 56 per cent declared support versus 34 per cent who declared
themselves against. In the case of CP, the rates were more equally distributed – 52 per cent
for and 42 per cent against.72 It is also very typical for supporters of the two parties that
originate directly from the old political system – the Democratic Left Alliance and Polish
People’s Party - to strongly oppose any such ideas. Here respective numbers tell a typical
story: 30 per cent for and 60 per cent against for DLA; 28 per cent for and 56 against for PPP.
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Last but not least there is also an individual level to be addressed. In this respect the roles of
subsequent presidents and governments are more than just relevant. The media in Poland
devote a lot of attention to the Polish Minister of Foreign Affairs in the coalition government,
Radosław ‘Radek’ Sikorski. Born in Poland and educated in Oxford, Sikorski has often been
referred to as a representative of the new wave in Polish politics. This wave includes well-off,
often educated abroad, energetic and ambitious politicians, who represent a modern political
outlook devoid of the ideological stigma of their older colleagues who started and developed
their careers when the real decisions were made in the Kremlin rather than in Warsaw.
Sikorski has been very active in international politics. There was a lot of speculation that he
might have been nominated as a Secretary General of NATO back in 2009. He is also one of
the most trusted Polish politicians. According to the latest public survey, he holds second
place in the ranking of most trusted Polish politicians, after President Bronisław
Komorowski.73 When asked about his future political career, he implicitly indicated that he
would be interested in running for the highest office in the next presidential elections.74 His
position within the party has grown substantially in recent years, and his personal
engagement in the negotiations and signing of the 2008 agreement with the US has been
emphasized by many commentators.

His most vocal opponent/critic is his former boss, Jarosław Kaczyński. Leader of the second
major party, Law and Justice (Sikorski served as a Minister of National Defense between
2005–2007 in the government headed by J. Kaczyński), he commands a lot of attention based
on negative campaigns. By constant criticism towards all political opponents, be it in
government or in the opposition, often built on the grounds of a personal agenda, he has
gained popularity among more conservative members of the society. Kaczyński has starkly
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criticized the coalition government of Donald Tusk (CP and PPP) of conformity and lack of
‘guts’ in their dealing with the American administration. The 2009 redefinition of AMD
meant that Ground Based Interceptors (GBIs) were no longer meant to be stationed on Polish
ground. One of the points of the agreement stipulates that Poland should receive Patriot class
missiles. This however has been softened by the Americans, who early on revealed that
Patriots were intended only to be used for training reasons and as such would not be armed.
Minister Sikorski has been very active in urging Americans not to diminish their
commitments and negotiated that the US Air Force's Aviation Detachment be deployed in the
country on a continuous basis.75All of these have been vehemently criticized by Jarosław
Kaczyński, who believes that the USA has been afraid of stark Russian opposition towards
the AMD and once again has turned its back to Polish allies, who have been so eagerly
supporting it in Iraq and Afghanistan. His latest rankings show that a number of voters
disapprove of his approach to politics. The former Prime Minister is one of the least trusted
politicians in the country with 55 per cent disapproval.76

Conclusion

In May 2011 Romanian President Traian Basescu announced that the elements of a
modified antimissile defense system will be stationed in Romania at a military base in
Devesel.77 Bulgaria has also expressed its interest in hosting elements of the US/NATO
missile defense system should Turkey refuse to do so.78 As these two examples clearly show,
the presence of any elements of the designed AMD, be it US or NATO, are seen in Central
and Eastern European countries as very attractive. They boost the country’s political profile
and its real military potential at considerably very low cost.

22

Finally there is also a geopolitical perspective that needs to be considered in order to
understand the complexities of AMD politics. After the collapse of the USSR in 1991,
Moscow found itself increasingly close to former Cold War adversaries. Geographical
distance to NATO diminished even further in 1999 when Poland became a member. As
George Friedman puts it: “Russian influence is now increasing in three directions: toward
Central Asia, toward the Caucasus, and inevitably toward the West, the Baltics, and Eastern
Europe. For the next generation, until roughly 2020, Russia’s primary concern will be
reconstructing the Russian state and reasserting Russian power in the region”.79 For that
reason, if we agree with Friedman that the Russian-European frontier remains a fault line,
states in Eastern Europe such as Poland are more than likely to insist on their national
security to be ‘guaranteed’ by the West, preferably by the US.80 In turn, Russia is more than
likely to continue regarding such actions as potential threats to its national security.

The decision of consequent Polish governments to participate in the American antiballistic
shield project directed against rogue states such as Iran has in reality resulted in limiting the
level of analysis to the local level, Polish-Russian relations. It has also been ‘regionalized’ as
far as the position of Poland against reasserting Russia in Central and Eastern Europe is
concerned.
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