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On the 24th of February, in cooperation with the Japanese Embassy in Latvia and the Japan 

Ministry of Foreign Relations, the Latvian Institute for International Affairs held an online webinar 

“Japan-Baltic States Partnership in the Context of the Indo-Pacific”. The conference was 

moderated by Dr Prof. Andris Sprūds, Director at the Latvian Institute of International Affairs, 

conference participated by Dr Una Aleksandra Bērziņa-Čerenkova, Head of the Asia program at 

the Latvian Institute of International Affairs, Dr Vida Macikenaite, Assistant Professor at Graduate 

School of International Relations, University of Japan, Dr Tosh Minohara, Professor of US-Japan 

Relations and Diplomatic History at Kobe University and Tsuneo Watanabe, Senior Fellow of the 

Sasakawa Peace Foundation. The discussion focused on the main opportunities and challenges in 

the Indo-Pacific region, between the Baltic state and Japan, considering new geopolitical realities. 

The conference covered five main topics: security and economic challenges, Russia and China 

factors, the European Union's role, shared values, and future collaboration in the region. 

Following the webinar, the Conference Papers were created titled “Building the Future: 

What the Indo-Pacific Region and Beyond Mean for the Baltics and Japan”. All conference 

authors' expressed opinions do not represent the Latvian Institute of International Affairs and the 

Japanese Embassy's official opinions.   

 

Building the Future: What the Indo-Pacific Region and 

Beyond Mean for the Baltics and Japan 
 

With Russia's invasion of Ukraine in 2022, it is essential now that like-minded partners 

stand together in defence of democracy and democratic values. Despite the long distance between 

them, Latvia and Japan enjoy a century-old tie and close relations. This partnership has great 

potential going forward for working together to maintain the current rules-based international 

order, building democracy, and creating peace and economic prosperity throughout the world.  

Given their unique histories, there is much that the two nations can learn from one another. 

Japan and Latvia are both in close proximity to extensive world powers--Japan to China and Latvia 

to Russia--with whom they each have historical economic and cultural ties. Both are 

geographically close to a country that has been under threat of attack by those large powers--in 

Latvia's case, Ukraine has now been attacked by Russia. Similarly, for Japan, Taiwan is always 

considered to be under possible threat from China. Because of this commonality, it is in both 



countries best interest to share knowledge with one another. In cyber security, for example, Japan 

could benefit from the knowledge and experience of Latvia, which is ranked 7th in the Global 

Cyber Security Index in 2021.1  

Some assert that there is little substance for Baltic-Japanese cooperation because the Baltic 

countries (often called B-3) hardly have a stake in the Indo-Pacific Region (IPR). However, the 

Baltic states boast incredible growth following their independence and have an increasing presence 

on the national stage as they have matured over the years. There is momentum now in their 

cooperation with East Asia and the IPR, and this is vital now more than ever with the need for a 

more substantial NATO presence in the IPR. It is vital to build B-3/Indo-Pacific pathways as 

nations face issues that make physical borders irrelevant. The cyber domain, space domain, climate 

change, energy crisis, and hybrid tactics - all speak to the fact that our links no longer should be 

limited by geographic proximity. 

 

1. The global importance of Indo-Pacific developments and the 

Redistribution of Power on the Global Stage 

 

The global order is now in jeopardy. With Russia's invasion of Ukraine in 2022, Japan is 

now concerned about Russia's emerging role on the international stage. According to all four 

experts' opinions, Vladimir Putin, Russia's President, may feel the United States (US) global 

influence is declining, emboldening him to act aggressively. This is alarming for Japan and the 

rest of the world. Consequently, it is now essential for Asian countries and European countries to 

come together and acknowledge how interconnected they are. This includes improving their cyber 

security and combating cyber information warfare.  

The Baltic States have a crucial role given their history and understanding of Russian 

behaviour. Following their acceptance into the EU, the Baltic States were very active in their 

proposed Russia policy, with a more realist view that other countries are just now realizing as 

Russia invades Ukraine in 2022. This emphasizes the importance of sharing close bonds with other 

like-minded democratic countries for information to be shared and expertise to be given. 

As Prof Minohara indicated, "as redistribution of world power unfolds, it is now even more 

important that Japan realizes its duty as an economic power. As the world's third-largest economy, 

Japan should not be too meek in their mentality as a nation on the global stage but should take a 

leading role in promoting economic practices that are both democratic and sustainable." 

 

2. The global importance of Indo-Pacific region developments and 

Japanese, European Baltic role and interests in the region 

 

  

 
1 ITU. Latvia Takes 7th Place in Global Cyber Security Index. 03.03. 2021. https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-

D/Cybersecurity/Pages/Latvia-Takes-7th-Place-in-Global-Cyber-Security-Index.aspx  

https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Cybersecurity/Pages/Latvia-Takes-7th-Place-in-Global-Cyber-Security-Index.aspx
https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Cybersecurity/Pages/Latvia-Takes-7th-Place-in-Global-Cyber-Security-Index.aspx


  

 

 

 

 

The region of the Indo-pacific has been a relatively unused economic area outside of Japan 

and China. Most other nations have focused on building ties between Europe, Russia, the United 

States, and China. However, the Indo-Pacific region is ripe for investment and growth. There are 

two reasons why this is the case. 

First, within the Indo-Pacific region are several relatively young democracies. These 

democracies include countries such as the Philippines, India, and Singapore. All of them adopted 

democratic forms of government less than 80 years ago, with many being much younger than that. 

Japan and other European countries should be interested in helping these countries bolster their 

democratic institutions. Integrating countries such as the Philippines further into the fold of 

worldwide democratic partners would allow these new democracies to flourish and expand. In 

addition, it would also allow nations like the Baltics and Japan to have greater access to a region 

of the world that has been relatively underdeveloped but is ready to grow. Thus, both parties 

involved can benefit from cooperation. 

Second, the current rules-based international order is firmly based on cooperation between 

democratic governments. Growing democracy in a region of the world where it is relatively new 

allows the whole world to become stronger. Further, governments that operate outside of 

democratic norms are often shunned to some degree. Dr Bērziņa-Čerenkova noted that even those 

countries which are not true democracies attempt to portray themselves as democratic in order to 

gain better standing within the international order.2 Having other nations help build solid and 

trustworthy democratic institutions around the world would allow the current rules-based 

international order to be strengthened. Extending the strong network of democratic states further 

than it already is will be vital during this time of change the whole globe is experiencing. 

Consequently, the Indo-Pacific region is of great interest to the Baltics, the whole of Europe, Japan, 

the US, and the more comprehensive international system. 

 

3. Potential spill-over of Russia's aggressive behaviour in the region 

and beyond 

 

The possibility of Russia launching military operations throughout many major cities in 

Ukraine was somewhat unbelievable to many observers. Nevertheless, on February 24, 2022, 

Russia took military action in Ukraine and has chosen to display distinctly aggressive behaviour 

towards its neighbour. The consequences of this aggression currently are and will manifest not 

only in Russia and Ukraine but throughout Europe and beyond. 

 
2 Una Aleksandra Bērziņa-Čerenkova, et al., “Japan-Baltic States Partnership in the Context of the Indo-Pacific.” 

Webinar of the Latvian Institute of International Affairs in cooperation with the Government of Japan and the Japan 

Embassy in Latvia, Riga, Latvia, February 24, 2022). 



Russia's actions are naturally concerning to its immediate neighbours. Those especially 

worried are the Baltic countries that were once a part of the former Soviet Union, Ukraine, and 

many of its neighbours who quickly have to take in Ukrainian refugees. The B-3 has long been 

wary of Russia and its place globally. It is worth noting that there are significant Russian speaking 

and ethnic Russian populations in the B-3. 25.6% of Latvia's population is ethnically Russian.3 

These Russian populations outside of Russia have used the EU and other national democratic 

processes to address their grievances. Seeing Russia forgo international laws and norms in cases 

such as the annexation of Crimea in 2014 and the attacks on Ukraine this year have exasperated 

Russians in the Baltics. These Russian populations and the historical Soviet occupation of the 

Baltics had allowed the B-3 to become keenly aware of Russia's threats long before other countries 

did. 

Many nations further from Moscow have not taken Russia as a serious threat to the current 

rules-based international order. For example, Japanese political experts, such as Dr Tsuneo 

Watanabe of the Sasakawa Peace Foundation, have stated that Japan had not seen Russia as a 

worrisome actor until recently.4 The consequence is now Japan worries that the international order 

is changing. Action must be taken to keep it in place. Much of these actions will involve economic 

cooperation between states that may have not traditionally taken an interest in each other, as 

Japan's constitution limits its ability to cooperate militarily, prohibiting Japan from engaging in 

war or using force to settle international disputes.5 The growing relationship between the Baltics 

and Japan and the broader Indo-Pacific region is excellent. 

The events in Ukraine that started in February 2022 will cause the Baltic nations to focus 

more on themselves in the short term of the next 2-3 years. National security issues are a top 

priority at the moment, with a heightened risk of Russian aggression. However, the B-3 will find 

themselves looking to regions further away for continued development beyond the next few years. 

This will cause a significant shift in economic ties within the Baltics and possibly Europe. They 

will move further away from Russian energy and other Russian goods in favour of partners who 

can supply similar services without Russia's dangers. Therefore, the Indo-pacific region represents 

a place full of opportunity and growth in a rapidly changing world. 

 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

 

With the events in Ukraine in February of 2022, the world seems to now be in a state of 

change. Sanctions against Russia are causing nations worldwide to feel some level of strain. This 

is especially true in the energy sector. In recent weeks, we can see that Japan and Latvia are  

 

 
3 Minority Rights Group International. Latvia: Russians. 03.03.2021.https://minorityrights.org/minorities/russians-

4/  
4 Una Aleksandra Bērziņa-Čerenkova, et al., "Japan-Baltic States Partnership in the Context of the Indo-Pacific." 

Webinar of the Latvian Institute of International Affairs in cooperation with the Government of Japan and the Japan 

Embassy in Latvia, Riga, Latvia, February 24, 2022). 
5 Japan Constitution, art. 9.  



  

 

 

 

progressively lessening their dependency on Russia's energy while looking for methods to 

reduce the burden on firms. Both countries are starting to play a more significant role in the 

international effort to counter Russia's aggression. Japan has previously implemented a slew of 

penalties, including banning the assets of senior Russian leaders such as President Vladimir Putin, 

limiting shipments to Russia of sensitive products transferable to military use, and excluding 

important banks from an international messaging system. Japanese governments have been 

hesitant to confront Russia for fear of jeopardizing the progress of territorial negotiations. Moscow 

has used this as a source of leverage on numerous occasions. Now, with a territorial agreement 

clearly out of the question, Japan can rethink its policy and join Western partners in taking a firmer 

stance against Putin's international aggression. 

The Baltics and Japan have a unique opportunity to build upon the foundations of trust 

established between these states and find the aforementioned alternatives. Little has been said 

about how Japan, the Baltics, and even the wider world can cooperate, specifically in the Indo-

pacific region, to build a safer and more prosperous community. Concrete steps should be laid out 

as to how these actors can aid one another in national security, democracy, cyber security, and 

economic and social growth within and without their respective nations. These sectors are critical 

in helping to preserve the rules-based international order. What form these plans to aid and build 

the Indo-pacific region will take is still up for debate. However, despite the challenges that 

currently face the world, a willingness to cooperate and share knowledge, expertise, and resources 

will be vital in helping to build Japan, the Baltics, the Indo-pacific, and beyond. 


