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The Struggle for the Arctic 

The Arctic circle today, is being transformed by a number of factors; not all limited to 

climate change and the environment. While the environment is undoubtedly a key agenda of 

many stakeholders, today the arctic is being characterized by issues of defence, security, law, 

governance, resource management, shipping, trade, politics and strategy. In this regard, arctic 

security in the 21st century is defined by both arctic and non-arctic states; a fact that must be 

acknowledged and analysed. The eight arctic nations of Canada, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, 

Norway, Sweden, Russia and the United States are joined by others who have established or 

are seeking to establish a foothold in the region, through either defence, science or trade. 

These include countries like China, India, the United Kingdom and France; each of whom 

has a different agenda and policy towards the arctic. In this, with both arctic and non-arctic 

states seeking to exert their influence or maintain a presence in the region, it has become 

essential that these realities are mapped and analysed, so as to understand the dynamics of a 

region, which is set to become another region characterised by competition and possibly 

conflict. 

This report is a product of the Centre for Security Studies, Jindal School of International 

Affairs and was formulated after a discussion held on the 22nd of November 2020.  
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SUSTAINING STRATEGIC PRESENCE 
The United States Policy in the Arctic 

Kritika Karmakar1

 

Introduction  

 

The United States shares a long history with the Arctic. From purchasing Alaska from the 

Russian empire in 1867 to becoming a part of the Arctic Council, the superpower has attempted 

to strategically utilize the frigid zone. During the Cold War period, the Arctic served as a buffer 

zone between the US and the Soviet Union, additionally acting as a region of geo-political and 

geo-strategic interest. But after the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the US interests in the 

region seemed diminished. Nevertheless, in recent years, the importance of the Arctic has 

surged, not just for the US but also for nations worldwide, as it is being viewed as a theatre for 

strategic and economic interests. Apart from its geographical location the Arctic is also a 

reservoir of minerals, oil and natural gas. Thereby making it a hub of economic and commercial 

activities.  

 

The US, just like any other nation is attempting to safeguard its interests in the region as well 

as trying to exert its dominance in the Arctic zone. But increased commercial and military 

movements in the region come at a price. Being a frigid zone, the Arctic is most susceptible to 

climate changes, which has led to a significant rise in water levels and a decrease in permafrost 

area. Considering Alaska's geographical location, the state and its indigenous population are at 

a potentially high risk of facing natural disasters due to these environmental changes. Hence, 

the US interests in the region are not simply limited to commercial, economic and geo-strategic 

concerns but also extends towards safeguarding its citizens. This paper shall take a look at the 

various policies implemented by the US over the years with regards to the Arctic and will 

discuss the future implications of the same.  

 

Brief History 

 

American interest in the Arctic was peaked due to the discovery and knowledge of large oil 

reserves in the region. Since the 1920’s the US has been aware of the vast oil reserves that are 

present in the Northern slope of Alaska. At the time, the region was handed over to the Navy 

so that it could be used for oil production to supply the fleet. Now, this region is known as the 

National Petroleum Reserve. However, this reserve was left untapped given the harsh 

geographical conditions and the fact that more accessible finds were discovered in the states of 

Texas, California and Oklahoma (The Arctic – America’s Last Energy Frontier, n.d.). 

 
1 Kritika Karmakar is Centre Coordinator at the Center for Security Studies and a student at the Jindal 

School of International Affairs 
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Following this discovery, in 1945 the US announced that it assumed jurisdiction to all the 

natural resources till the edge of their continental shelf, thereby being the first nation to depart 

from the Freedom of the Seas Doctrine. Post this announcement by the US, other nations 

quickly followed suit and started to make unilateral claims in the region (King, n.d.).  

 

In 1968, the US discovered the largest single oil field in the Arctic. This discovery eventually 

led to the biggest infrastructural investment in the region. Bearing in mind the 1973 Arab oil 

crisis, this finding was of great importance to the American economy. The Congress authorized 

the building of the Trans Alaska Pipeline System (TAPS) which was completed in 1977 at the 

cost of eight billion dollars. TAPS carries approximately 15 percent of the nation’s domestic 

oil production and has transported more than 15 billion barrels of crude oil in its lifetime. 

However, in 2011, it was noted that Alaska’s North Slope oil production was 562,000 barrels 

of oil per day, which is one-fourth of its previous capacity . Hence it is widely speculated that 

the reserve might soon run out, thereby having major environmental and economic 

repercussions for the US (The Arctic – America’s Last Energy Frontier, n.d.). Additionally, 

after the introduction of the Law of the Sea’s treaty by the United Nations in 1982, which was 

aimed at addressing navigational and territorial issues for all countries. The US did not ratify 

this treaty and thus this has significantly limited the sovereignty of the US as well as it limits 

the extent to which it can use its continental shelf. However, in recent years, the American 

Congress has realized the restrictions that this places on its strategic interests in the region and 

aims to remedy it so as to achieve international recognition for the same ("NSPD-66 on Arctic 

Region Policy", 2009).  

 

The US now is a part of the Arctic Council, which it had joined in 1966. Moreover, over the 

years the various US administrations have come up with several policies on the region. The 

most prominent ones being the President Nixon’s 1971 National Security Decision 

Memorandum and President George W. Bush’s National Security Presidential Directive 66 and 

the Homeland Security Presidential Directive 25, which was signed in 2009. According to 

President Nixon’s 1971 National Security Decision Memorandum, it discusses the stance of 

the United States on the Arctic and focuses on minimizing adverse risks to the environment, 

promote international cooperation in the region and provide for the protection of security 

interest in the Arctic ("National Security Decision Memorandum 144 (December 1971) | The 

Polar Connection", 2016).   

 

George W. Bush’s National Security Presidential Directive 66 and the Homeland Security 

Presidential Directive 25 are more extensive documents and state that the US has varied and 

compelling interests in the region. In addition to that, it also laid down a six element US policy 

on the region which encompassed areas such as international governance; the extended 

continental shelf and boundary issues; promotion of international scientific cooperation; 

maritime transportation; economic issues, including energy; and environmental protection and 

conservation of natural resources. ("National Security Presidential Directive 66/Homeland 

Security Presidential Directive 25 (January 2009) | The Polar Connection", 2016). These 
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policies did not experience a major shift under former president Barack Obama’s 

administration.  

 

The Obama Administration 

 

Former US president, Barack Obama, is known to have worked extensively in areas of climate 

change and environmental protection. With respect to the policies on the Arctic the President 

more or less followed the principles laid down by his predecessors. The National Strategy for 

the Arctic Region was released in May of 2013, under the Obama Administration. This was in 

line with the National Security Presidential Directive 66 that was formulated under the Bush 

administration. The National Strategy for the Arctic Region highlighted three key priorities, a. 

to advance the United States security interests in the region, b.to pursue responsible Arctic 

Region stewardship and c. to strengthen international cooperation ("US: National Strategy for 

the Arctic Region (May 2013) | The Polar Connection", 2016).  Nevertheless, this document 

was one of the very few official policy papers which solicited a better input from the natives 

of the region, including the residents of the state of Alaska. Furthermore, there was a great 

emphasis on issues of environmental preservation and climate change in the region.  

 

In addition to formulating policies for the indigenous population of Alaska, Obama was the 

first sitting president to visit Alaska, in 2015 and to interact with the representatives of the state 

along with participating at the Global Leadership in the Arctic Cooperation, Innovation, 

Engagement, and Resilience (GLACIER) ("President Obama restores Alaska Native name of 

highest peak", 2015). The GLACIER conference brought together 20 foreign ministers, 

including those of the Arctic nations and Arctic Council observer nations, and called for 

immediate international action to deal with issues like climate change. Russia and China did 

not sign the GLACIER declaration (Melino, 2019).  

 

As an extension towards Obama administration's climate policies in the Arctic, the size of 

federally protected lands and waters in the American Arctic was also increased so as to 

minimize development that could adversely impact environmental protection efforts. From 

2015 to 2016, the President called for “withdrawal” of more than 125 million acres in the Arctic 

ocean, under section 12 (a) of the Outer Continental Shelf Lands Act. The main objective of 

doing so was to indefinitely halt offshore drilling in these areas. As of 27 January, 2015, Obama 

withdrew about 10 million acres covering Hanna Shoal and the Chukchi whale migration 

corridor. On December 9, 2016, Obama withdrew about 25 million acres as part of the Bering 

Sea Climate Resiliency Area. On December, 20, 2016, Obama withdrew 115 million acres in 

the Chukchi and Beaufort Seas. However, around 2.8 million acres still remained unwithdrawn 

in the near shore Beaufort. ("President Trump's Arctic Ocean Executive Order, Explained", 

n.d.) 

 

Additionally, two more administrative positions were created to manage the Arctic region. This 

included the US Special Representative to the Arctic Region and an executive Director of the 
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Arctic Executive Steering Committee. This was primarily done so as to increase the public 

visibility of the matter and better engage with the Alaskan State. Furthermore, from 2015 to 

2017, the US chaired the Arctic Council. The theme for the chairmanship was “One Arctic: 

Shared Opportunities, Challenges and Responsibilities”, which aimed to recognize the peaceful 

and stable nature of the region ("U.S. Chairmanship of the Arctic Council", n.d.). The 

guidelines laid down in the National Strategy for the Arctic Region heavily influenced the US 

chairmanship of the Arctic Council. 

 

With respect to the budget allocation during the period, as of 2017, a budget request of 400 

million dollars was made by the Obama administration. This was a part of the 2-billion-dollar 

Coastal Climate Resilience Program. Most of the fund from the request was mainly directed 

towards the native Alaskan communities and villages that faced a considerable threat due to 

the rising sea levels and coastal erosion (Martinson, 2016). In terms of developing the 

American infrastructure in the Arctic, the US Coast Guard had initiated talks with ship building 

companies so as to acquire new icebreakers, which were supposedly priced at 1 billion dollars.  

However, as per some scholars, the infrastructure used in the Arctic was outdated during the 

Obama administration along with the lack of sufficient funds.  

 

Trump administration 

 

With the onset of the Trump administration in 2017, the policies towards the Arctic also started 

seeing a steady shift. As the US handed over its chairmanship of the Arctic Council in 2017, 

the Trump administration began reversing some of Obama’s policies regarding administrative 

structures and focused mainly on economic development while dismissing the climate impacts 

in the region. This dismissal could be seen in Secretary of State, Mike Pompeo’s statement 

made at a summit in 2019 at Rovaniemi, Finland, stating that “the Arctic sea lanes could 

become the 21st century Suez and Panama Canals". (Hansler, 2019) This statement made by 

the Secretary of State, Mike Pompeo, clearly indicates that the US’s policies in the region shall 

be more focused on economic and military development. Additionally, Trump’s alterations to 

Obama’s policies did not simply stop at the Arctic Council. As soon as Trump joined office in 

2017, the Trump Executive Order (The White House Office of the Press Secretary, 2017) was 

issued. This order aimed to lift the “withdrawal” bans that were imposed on oil and natural gas 

drilling under the Obama administration. However in 2019, this order was declared unlawful 

by the Federal Court, considering that the entire Congress had not revoked the ban (Davenport, 

2019). 

 

In 2019, another Arctic- related policy was introduced by the Trump administration. The 

‘Arctic Strategic Outlook’ was released and it maintained three key priorities-  a. to enhance 

capability to operate effectively in a dynamic Arctic domain, b. to strengthen the rules-based 

order and c. to innovate and adapt to promote resilience and prosperity. (United States Coast 

Guard, 2019) However, a common trend that has been noticed in all the policy documents as 

well as the speeches made by the representatives of the Trump administration is the level of 
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threat experienced from Russia and China. Even in the ‘Arctic Strategic Outlook’ the term 

‘near-peer competitors’ has been mentioned. This is the term that the US jointly uses for both 

Russia and China. In Pentagon’s 2019 annual report to the Congress, there is a heavy emphasis 

on Chinese military capabilities in the Arctic. There has been an entire page which was devoted 

to “China in Arctic” along with drawing direct connections with Chinese civilian research and 

military presence around the Arctic ocean. (Li, 2020) In light of this newly perceived threat the 

US is also steadily increasing its military presence in the region with an escalating presence in 

Iceland, Norway, and Alaska. 

 

In June 2020, a memo was sent out to the Defence, State, Commerce and Homeland Security 

Departments as well as the Office of Management and Budget setting that there was a need for 

a fleet of icebreakers by 2029, in addition to the heavy to medium sized polar security 

cutters(Dan Sullivan, 2020). Apart from that the administration proposed a 2021 US budget of 

4.8 trillion dollars, which indicated several Arctic related expenditures. Among the 

expenditures was the mention of funds to build a second new polar icebreaker that could aid in 

maritime navigation and support a new task force dedicated to resolving unsolved cases of 

missing and murdered Indigenous women and girls. The budget also anticipated a revenue of 

1.06 billion dollars in 2020 and an additional 502 million dollars by 2021 from the sale of oil 

and gas leases in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge. (Schreiber, 2020)  

 

Nevertheless, the budget also requested 555 million dollars for funding a second new US Coast 

Guard polar security cutter. Previously the Coast Guard had received funding for the 

construction of four heavy icebreakers from 2019 to 2020 (Schreiber, 2019). And as per the 

Congressional Research Service Report, considering the 2021 fiscal budget before the 

Congress, it's highly likely that the second polar security cutters will also be fully funded 

(Larter, Gould & Mehta, 2020). Furthermore, the US Coast Guard had announced that it had 

signed a 764-million-dollar contract with VT Halter Marine of Pascagoula, Mississippi, for the 

design and construction of the first heavy icebreaker as of April 2019. Additionally, in 2019, 

the US Air Force added more fighter jets to Alaska and made plans to add Navy P-8s, 

submarine-hunting reconnaissance planes, in Iceland (Lamothe, 2019).  

 

The US’s policies under the Trump administration have also experienced a significant increase 

in military drills and exercises in the region. This is done so as to send out a clear message to 

its rival nations Russia and China. In 2018, for the first time in 28 years an American nuclear 

powered super carrier USS Harry. S. Truman along with  Carrier Strike Group Eight (CSG-8) 

were seen in the Norwegian sea , in the Arctic Circle. (Rogoway, 2020) As of March 2020, the 

US is said to have participated in the Cold Response 2020 along with other NATO members. 

The Exercise Cold Response 2020 is said to "conduct multinational joint exercises with a high-

intensity combat scenario in demanding winter conditions," among the allied forces. (Klare & 

Dispatch, 2020) In September 2020, the US held exercises with both British and Norwegian 

forces, 115 miles off the coast of Russia’s Arctic coastline (McLeary, 2020).  
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Future Implications 

 

The Arctic and Alaska have significant contributions towards the United States economy. The 

Alaskan North Slope contains some of the nation’s largest oil reserves and natural gas fields. 

In 2016, the mineral industry was priced at 2.83 billion dollars and fishermen landed 5.4 billion 

dollars’ worth of fish and shellfish (Melino, 2019). However, given the lowering of energy 

prices world-wide the state has been unable to produce sufficient revenue, as it did in the past. 

But the region has more important concerns at hand. This includes the immediate dangers of 

climate change that the region is most susceptible to. Issues such as coastal erosion, permafrost 

thaw and fresh water scarcity have greatly impacted the livelihoods of the native population 

and on many occasions have necessitated village relocations.  

 

However, in light of the changes initiated under the Trump administration, the future of the 

Arctic appears to be a dynamic one, where concerns surrounding environmental preservation 

have been side lined for the time being. Moreover, the increasing tensions in the region are an 

indicator of the US's attempt to play catch up with its rivals. It is important to keep in mind that 

the Arctic, even though a major domestic contributor to the American economy was not really 

a main feature of the US policy until 2009. In the years that the region faced neglect, nations 

like Russia and China have increased their presence in the region. Moreover, the US with its 

recent upgradations and policy prescriptions is attempting to make up for the lost time. But 

with the current change in regime in the US administrations, the Arctic policy might witness 

either stagnation or some sharp changes. It has been speculated that the newly elected president 

will follow in the footsteps of his predecessor Barack Obama but there is a need for better US 

infrastructure in the region along with professional diplomacy.  
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REASSERTING PRESTIGE, STATUS AND 

SOVEREIGNTY 
Russian Strategic Policy in the Arctic 

Joseph Punnen2

 

Russia stretches over 53 percent of the Arctic Ocean coastline. Approximately two and a half 

million of Russia’s inhabitants live in Arctic territory, which is nearly half of the population 

living in the Arctic worldwide. Therefore, efficient, and sustainable development of the Arctic 

is one of the key national priorities of the Russian Federation. Over the past few years, the 

Arctic has become an arena growing in prominence both for its potential as a geographic area 

of geopolitical competition as well as global concerns over the impact of climate change. 

Efforts to harness the Arctic’s geostrategic potential have long been the ambition of Soviet and 

Russian leaders and it is a pillar of Russia’s return to great power status. The region is essential 

to Russia’s future economic and military vitality. As a result, substantial budgetary increases 

have boosted Russian military and economic activity in the Arctic over the course of the past 

decade. Major projects and infrastructure focus on natural resource development and the 

protection of its maritime passage, the Northern Sea Route (NSR). 

• Russia's Arctic objectives were clearly set out in its 2008 doctrine, as well as in several 

sectoral, legislative texts implemented since. Their strategy is based on three objectives: 

• First, on the international scene, Russia sees the Arctic region as a place to reassert its 

prestige and status as a great power, declaring that it prefers dialogue and international 

cooperation to confrontation. Its regional military posture is more defensive than 

offensive, although it also presents risks of escalation, 

• Second, from a security point of view, Russia wants to reassert its territorial sovereignty 

along the borders of the Arctic Zone of the Russian Federation (AZRF), established in 

2013. This zone includes all the territories of Russia's Far North close to the Arctic 

Ocean. Its objective is to secure transport routes that accompany this new frontier, and 

to prepare for potential threats to its sovereignty.   

• Finally, domestically. Russia's ambition is to consolidate the spatial unity of the country 

by reviving the economic development of the Far North. The Arctic zone is home to 

only 1% of Russia's population, but represents 11% of its product gross domestic 

product (GDP) and 22% of its exports. (Laruelle, M., 2020) 

Most of the world sees climate change as a looming disaster, but for the Arctic nations this 

change means an opportunity which is the access to a brand-new ocean. The U.S. geological 

Survey estimates that this region holds 30% of the world’s undiscovered natural gas and 13% 

 
2 Joseph Punnen is a Research Assistant at the Center for Security Studies and a student at the Jindal 

School of International Affairs 
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of its oil. These resources are still remote and costly to access but they're becoming more 

accessible as the year passes. This means new shipping routes, and this ocean which was frozen 

is now navigable for longer periods every summer, reducing weeks off the trips between Asian 

and Western Markets.  

 

In March, the Kremlin published an Arctic decree, paving policy plans for the next fifteen years 

that focus on the industrialization of the region and its military defense. Perhaps the most 

topical geopolitical approach in the decree is the importance of the Northern Sea Route (NSR). 

The NSR decreases the sailing time from China to Europe by 40% compared to traveling 

through the Suez Canal—making it a popular route for trade. With melting polar ice caps and 

increasing climate change, the NSR is also becoming more passable than ever. While Russia 

views the NSR as an internal waterway, most of the international community does not.  

 

Currently the borderlines in the Arctic ocean are 200 nautical miles off their coast based on the 

United Nations Convention for the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). The rest of the water that 

doesn't fall within these exclusive economic zones, is up for grabs to anyone who can prove 

that it belongs to them. So far Norway and Iceland are the only two nations whose continental 

shelf claims have been submitted and approved by the UN, but others have submitted claims 

that are waiting for approval. Whereas the claims proposed by Russia, Greenland and Canada 

are overlapping in nature and it could turn into a contested issue in the near future. Moreover, 

in 2007 Russia went so far as to plant its flag on the seafloor under the North Pole. 

 

Russia is easily the biggest player in the Arctic and they easily wield the most influence and 

they have the most to gain from global warming and the ice melting. And so they're refortifying 

and renovating a lot of their strategic outposts in the Arctic. In recent years Russia has been 

reopening, fortifying, and building new military bases in the Arctic region. They've been 

publicizing their military exercises, which include reindeers and huskies. And Russia is sending 

signals that they will project their own power and capabilities.  

 

Russia’s projection of Soft Power 

 

Russia has an outpost in the Norwegian Island of Svalbard in the town of Barentsburg, however 

this town isn’t a military facility, but it serves a similar purpose. To understand that one should 

understand the Svalbard treaty, signed in 1920 and it states that any country who has signed 

the treaty can have its people on Svalbard and exploit the land for commercial or economic 

purposes even though Svalbard is part of Norway. In other words, those 45 countries who have 

signed the treaty have economic claim to this land. However, no country including Norway is 

allowed to maintain any military assets on that Island.  

 

Therefore, Russia has built a coal mine there so as to connect it economically so in case of a 

dispute relating to boundaries or if oil is found someday, Russia will be at the table where those 

discussions are happening, and they can use this as a bargaining chip. And for Russia, coal has 
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been their main economic activity and that is what they have been doing for years, but coal is 

on the decline and their operation has been slowly losing interest and they have realized that 

they have to make-shift with tourism. Russia has renewed its interest in the region, by 

developing this region, building a consulate and this consulate serves more as a statement rather 

than a functional asset for the Russian government. And all these developments suggest that 

they expect this region to be a major tourist hub.  

 

The pivot to tourism isn't just about keeping deep economic roots in Barentsburg. It also serves 

a purpose of turning Barentsburg into a spectacle, for people to see just how much Russian 

identity is tied to the Arctic. The newly refurbished buildings, new Arctic theme bars, museums 

that tell the story of Russian presence in the Arctic are Russia’s ways of projecting its soft 

power into the region rather than resorting to establishing military bases.  

 

Russia’s projection of Hard Power 

 

In the past couple of years Russia has shown its mettle across the world, by deploying troops 

and has been fighting in Syria since 2015, Moscow has sent naval ships for a naval exercise 

with China, off the coast of South Africa and has flown nuclear-capable Tu-160 strategic 

bombers to Venezuela and the Arctic Region certainly is not an exception, especially since it 

is in its backyard (BBC, 2018). Russia’s projection of power is entirely different as compared 

to its American counterparts which includes aircraft carriers aerial refuelling, and overseas 

basing (and Russia lacks in all three). According to a report published by RAND Corporation 

its military power is projected by five factors. First, strategic deterrence; second, regional 

dominance; third, expeditionary capabilities; fourth, preparation for major war; and fifth, 

internal security. Thus, the same can be expected for the Arctic Region (RAND Corporation, 

2019) and much of it can be seen especially at the Arctic Zone of the Russian Federation 

(AZRF).  

 

Since the American troops left from the Keflavik Naval Air Station in Iceland in 2006, Moscow 

has seen this as an opportunity to push towards the Arctic and since 2010 Russia has been 

following an aggressive strategy in the region and this was further bolstered by Kremlin’s 

published of an Arctic decree, paving the policy plans for the next fifteen years. For the past 

few decades, Russia has been increasing its defence capabilities in the Kola Peninsula as it is 

considered as a region of strategic importance for the Russian national security. The security 

of the region is based on the concept of a ‘strategic bastion’ and its aim was to provide ‘strategic 

submarine operations with ensured survivability’ (Blank, S. 2011) and such a concept requires 

a lot of sea-based force i.e. the Northern Fleet and it is based on protecting the region from sea-

based nuclear assets. The area is controlled through active sea denial and nuclear-powered 

ballistic- missile submarines (SSBNs) are also deployed in the region.  

 

In 2016, a lot of air bases around the region were upgraded to bolster Russia’s air defence and 

sea denial capabilities, while the Northern Fleet was fitted with adaptable sea denial platforms 
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along the AZRF and beyond. The region already has two important LNG facilities which are 

Yamal and Gydan LNG projects and are seen as strategic assets and it is detrimental for 

Russians to protect these assets as well. Moreover, it is important to note that the Northern 

Fleet was fitted with multi-layered air defence and coastal defence capabilities. The Northern 

Fleet is now operating a hardened, Arctic-capable, multi-layered air defence and sea denial 

system that includes: 

• S-400 and S-300 air defence systems for long range-protection  

• P-800 Oniks anti-ship cruise missiles and Kalibr-NK land-attack cruise missiles for 

medium-range protection 

• Pantsir-SA and Tor M2-DT systems for short-range base defence and 

• 3K60 BAL, K-300P Bastion-P and 4K51 Rubezh systems for coastal defence.  

(Boulègue, M., 2019) 

Russia is also looking forward to controlling the Greenland-Iceland-United Kingdom (GIUK) 

Gap which would have an adverse impact on North Atlantic sea lines of communication 

(SLOC), “which constitute the main routes for reinforcement and resupplies from North 

America to theatres of operation in Europe. This would have direct consequences for NATO 

and its allies in terms of freedom of operation in a contested environment. Russian interdiction 

capabilities and the presence of naval assets might disrupt NATO reinforcements in the North 

Atlantic (Conley, H. A. and Rahbek-Clemmensen, J., (2017). Due to the rising importance of 

the NSR, it has led to the reconstruction of many forward bases in the AZRF which includes 

the revival of several military bases established by the Soviet Union. It could be better 

understood by observing the map (Fig 1.1) below. 

Fig 1.1: Russian bases and oil fields in the arctic. Via 

https://limacharlienews.com/russia/russia-arctic-military-bases/ 
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Russia’s stance in the Arctic Council 

 

Russia so far along with the Arctic Council has promised certain factors: 

• Enhanced cooperation in the field of international and communication technology, 

including further practical steps to develop the Arctic Information and Communication 

Technology Network. 

• Protection of health of the people residing and working in the Arctic. 

• Sustainable management of natural resources and wider use of renewable sources of 

energy. 

• Enhancing international cooperation in the field of environmental protection 

• Sustainable development of the Arctic Indigenous peoples (Korchunov, N., n.d.) 

In 2021, Russia will take over the presidency of the Arctic Council, for a period of two years.  

This presidency will be crucial for Russia's strategy of reintegrating the international 

community, in a context of deteriorating relations with the West. Russia’s Presidency comes 

at a crucial period where the temperature is rising year by year and Russia’s Presidency would 

determine whether the Arctic Region would remain as a zone of peace and preservation or a 

zone of conflict. Two key tensions will define Russia’s tenure at the helm of the Arctic Council. 

The first deals with military security: Russia’s increased pace of Arctic militarization versus 

the Council’s exclusion of hard security issues. The second tension concerns climate and 

energy security. The accelerating pace of polar climate change is evident, but Russia stands to 

gain economically from the warming Arctic. How Russian President Vladimir Putin squares 

this environmental circle will have major repercussions for not just the Russian Arctic, but the 

whole world. 

  

However, Russia’s Ambassador to the Arctic Council Nikolay Korchunov has stated that in 

the upcoming Chairmanship, Russia plans to focus on economic, social and environmentally 

sustainable development in the Arctic region. Russia will build upon joint efforts with the 

Arctic Council States on the principles of international law and with respect and consideration 

of each other’s interests in various areas from research and implementation of environmental 

projects to the use of the Northern Sea Route. 

 

But up until now Russia has been playing by the rules on the maritime borders front. Following 

all the UN protocol and making claims in a very orderly fashion, but they have also shown 

some provocative behaviour in protecting their influence in the region. But we must remember 

that this is the government that annexed Crimea a few years ago. It is a government that's not 

afraid to project power in its neighbourhood. But the region is changing really fast, and the 

treaties and norms that have kept it in order for years are becoming incompatible with the 

physical realities. As the ice melts, the region will become more valuable. New borders will be 

drawn, and new opportunities to project power will emerge. We can only hope that Russia 

continues to play by the rules.  
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PRIORITIZING THE HIGH NORTH 
A New Chapter in the Norwegian Arctic Policy 

Swati Batchu3

 

 

Among the relatively exclusive club of Arctic countries the Kingdom of Norway claims 1.5 

million square kilometres worth of Arctic maritime area and several Artic territories, which are 

Nordland, Jan Mayen, Troms and Finnmark, and Svalbard. Today, Northern Norway and 

Norway’s Arctic territories have become a hub for tourism, research, for natural resources and 

more. For these reasons stability in Norway’s own backyard has become a priority for the 

country. The region is so central to the country’s security and economy that much of its security 

policy revolves around securing its sovereignty in and around its Arctic claims. The country 

currently follows the 2007 Soria Moria Declaration on International Policy which gives 

security in the High North - Northern Norway and the Svalbard - the highest priority within 

Norway’s defense strategy (Wezeman 2016). In the race for Artic supremacy however, Norway 

continues to represent a relatively meeker force. In a space that has become incredibly crowded 

of late, attracting artic and non-artic states alike to it, Norway knows that it cannot achieve its 

goals alone. Consequently, Norway relies on multilateral and bilateral cooperation with both 

Arctic and non-Arctic countries, often through forums, and on international legal convention 

to preserve its sovereignty and interests in the high north.  

 

As the Arctic scape quickly changes under the pressure of regional heavy weights like Russia 

and the Arctic’s changing environmental reality, Norway must adapt as well. The 2014 Arctic 

strategy document out right denies any claims of an Arctic race for resources and supremacy 

and the 2014 and 2017 versions both emphasize that all activities in the region occur within 

the safety of international legal frameworks like the UNCLOS and EU laws where it is 

applicable (Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2014) (Norwegian Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs 2017). However, its own economic needs and the realities of the region show a very 

different story. Much like many other states that are interested in the high north, Norway also 

seeks the Arctic’s rich resources. The Heritage Economic Freedom Index (2020) states that Oil 

wealth accounts for 20 percent of the country’s economy.  

 

While Oil and Gas production has heavily funded the Sovereign Wealth Fund that propelled 

the country into prosperity, more recently there has been increasing fear that the country’s oil 

centric economy will not be reliable for very long into the future (Solsvik 2020). Thus, there is 

real opportunity for Norway to capitalize on the Arctic’s oil and fisheries to bolster its future 

economic plans. Aware of this, the Norwegian government is actively allowing new contracts 

 
3 Swati Bathcu is a Research Assistant at the Center for Security Studies and a student at the Jindal 

School of International Affairs 
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for oil exploration in the Barents Sea. Minister of Petroleum and Energy, Tina Bru said in a 

statement that Norway needs “new discoveries to uphold employment and value creation” 

(Adomaitis & Solsvik, 2020). This is especially the case considering that increase in shipping 

traffic through the Arctic is growing but at slower pace than expected. While, once fully 

functional, Norway will benefit greatly from shipping traffic that would pass through the 

Northern Sea Route, Norway will have to continue to rely on oil to generate its wealth in the 

meanwhile.  

 

Security in the high north is of crucial importance to any future trade route and to allow Norway 

access to resources currently. Its partnerships with NATO and its limited partnership with 

Russia play an important role in this sector. Russia has been one of Norway’s steadiest and 

strongest partners in the Arctic. However, the Norwegian-Russian partnership, as extensive as 

it in other sectors, has witnessed some dents of its own within the security sphere. Firstly, 

following the invasion of Crimea Norway has ended military engagement with Russia. Rising 

Russian security presence in the region makes Norway just as anxious as the next state and its 

building up its own defense as a response. Russian nuclear deterrence and resilience bases are 

set up in Kola Peninsula adjacent to the Norway-Russia border and have been consistently 

upgraded under Russia military modernization plans.  

 

The presence of these weapons risk limiting Norway’s freedom of movement and access to 

resources of the Barents sea and access to the north Atlantic (Norwegian Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs 2017). Norway relies on partnerships with other countries and, more importantly, 

NATO to adjust for these changes. Norway is NATO’s eyes and ears in the region, consistently 

updating Brussels with developments in the region to ensure that NATO is prepared for any 

eventuality, with one 2017 white paper even stating that Norway is NATO in the north 

(Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2017). Domestically Norway has been building up its 

arsenal and has allowed the United States to set up airstrips for mutual use in Jan Mayen 

(Woody 2020). A 2020 defence deal has further strengthened defence cooperation between 

Nordic countries in the high north (Staalesen 2020). The agreement was signed on a Norwegian 

base located just 200Km away from Russia, a symbolic gesture for sure.  

 

As the Artic transforms both in the environmental sense and the security sense, Norway has 

felt the need to respond likewise by divesting from old partnerships and making newer ones. 

However, the importance of partnerships has nonetheless remained central to it goals. Elements 

of security-oriented cooperation between Norway and its allies which have been described 

above represent a small segment of international engagement that extends far beyond the realm 

of security. Norway is home to the Arctic Council, a member of the Barents Cooperation, and 

also emphasizes the salience of international law in the region. The Arctic Council is the only 

regional organization home to all eight Arctic states and includes several non-Arctic states as 

well.  
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The council has been a crucial meeting place for regional states that has produced agreements 

on oil spill management, search and rescue, environmental regulation, and more. Over the past 

few years the council has increasingly focused on economic development through partnership 

with the Arctic Economic Council (The Arctic Council 2019). This is a clear indicator of the 

area and the involved states’ changing priorities. Norway also works within the EEA 

framework and the European Commission is a member of the Barents Euro-Arctic Council. 

The Barents cooperation is a vital source for infrastructure, health, business, and environmental 

related policy and resources in and around the Barents (Barents Euro-Atlantic Cooperation 

2020).  

 

Bilateral engagement continues to be another pillar of international engagement by Norway. 

The Norwegian-Russian partnership remains a key factor in Norway’s Arctic policy and 

strategy in nearly every non-military sector. Norway and Russia continue to maintain deep 

collaboration on research and development, fisheries management, vessels reporting services 

to monitor the northeast passage, etc. Previously collaboration with Russia helped end pirate 

fishing in the Barents Sea. Another key partnership lies with Canada as they share extensive 

similarities in policy and in research profiles. This has thus allowed for multiple university 

partnerships across the Atlantic that focus on indigenous people’s rights, northern governance, 

and artic development (Wilczynski 2017). Norwegian Ambassador to Canada, Mona Elisabeth 

Brother, stated that there is vast possibility for “collaborating in the field of Energy, Health, 

and Information and communication technology” (Brother 2013).      

 

Environmental concerns have taken center stage in Norway’s work in the Arctic. Rising 

temperatures, and ocean acidification pose a risk to fisheries, aquaculture, agriculture, and 

industry that form an important part of the Norwegian economy. Recognizing the impact 

increased human footprint in the region and climate change are having on the Arctic 

environment, the 2017 Arctic Strategy document emphasizes on the Norwegian government’s 

goal to prepare for the impact climate change and argues for reliable resource management 

(Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2017). This is to happen on two major ends, 

knowledge development of potential issues and solutions, and creation of frameworks for the 

governance of the area. Together these two ends help create a “research based approach when 

evaluating environmental consequences before making decision about new activity” 

(Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2014).  

 

Norway is known for being a reliable source of knowledge on the high north and the policy 

directions described above also allow for a range of activities that support knowledge 

production in terms of environmental impact. Norway operates a research program on 

Environmental Impact of Industrial Development in the North (MIKON) under the Fram 

Center. It is also engaging in research on targeted issues of ecosystem management, chemical 

discharges from factories, creation of an integrated ocean management plans etc. Norwegian 

authorities are also constructing a new earth observatory in Svalbard aimed at “monitoring and 

understanding global and regional geophysical and oceanographic changes” (Norwegian 
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Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2014). It is also planning on creating conservation areas around 

Svalbard. Finally, International collaborations with the United States and others has 

empowered Norway to work on major reports on changes in the Arctic up to 2030 and up to 

2080. It is also using the Barents council and the Arctic Council to create follow up reports 

emissions and working groups for oil spill prevention respectively (Norwegian Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs 2014).    

 

Economic and environmental concern continue to remain at the top of Norway’s priorities and 

diplomacy is still its primary tool. However, the contour of the Arctic is quickly changing and 

signs of its impact on Norway are showing as well. Much remains to be done in the Arctic. For 

Norway, primary challenges lie in balancing commercial and environmental interests and 

preparing infrastructure to capitalize on the growing trade on the Arctic sea route. Norwegian 

Ambassador to Canada Mona Brother states that while the International Maritime Organization 

has laid down important ground work for regulating shipping, Norway needs better 

mechanisms to regulate and monitor traffic (Brother 2013).  

 

The country is also responsible for reviving local economies in the high north as old, staple 

sources of income from coal mining fade out. Finally, security situation remains calm in the 

high north, but the states are building up defences at a relatively quick pace. Norway’s military 

has not been a large focus of the country’s policies, however this has been changing as the 

country is starting to increase defence capabilities to ensure readiness to respond to changing 

geopolitics. Increasing focus on strengthening military capabilities and forging partnerships 

that allow for it along with investment into securing energy sources show that there is indeed 

a race for resources and power and Norway is engaging in it, although not with the same fervor 

as powers like Russia.   
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TOWARDS INTERNATIONAL COLLABORATION 
Sweden’s Arctic Policy 

Rayan V Bhagwagar4

 

The Kingdom of Sweden, while having no direct geographical access to the Arctic ocean and 

the North Pole, possess territories that lie north of the Arctic circle, hence qualifying as one of 

the eight major players in the Arctic. The two northernmost counties, Västerbotten and 

Norrbotten, are defined as Sweden’s Arctic territory. This region represents about one-third of 

Sweden’s territory, but is populated with just over half of a million inhabitants. Stockholm 

places a great emphasis on climate-related research in the Arctic and has contributed to greater 

global understanding of climate change. 

 

Sweden’s strategy for the Arctic region presents the Government’s objectives and main 

priorities relating to the Arctic region, and sets out the political direction of further work on the 

Arctic in six thematic areas, including: 

• International collaboration 

• Security and stability 

• Climate and the environment 

• Polar research 

• Sustainable economic development and business sector interests 

• Securing good living conditions for its local residents and native inhabitants such as the 

Sami people 

Sweden’s Arctic economy is an export-oriented mixed economy, where timber, hydropower, 

and iron constitute the resource base. The region is rich in natural resources, and the share of 

gross value added of agriculture, forestry and fishing stood at 2.7% in 2016 which is above the 

national average of 1.3% of GDP. As a leading mining nation with clear technological 

advantages in terms of mining opening of trade routes in the Arctic in conjecture with its rich 

mineral resources and fragile environment provides a unique opportunity for Swedish 

businesses. 

 

While asserting the importance of economic aspects of Västerbotten and Norrbotten , the 

government of the Kingdom has also begun to look keenly into the developing security trends 

of the region. Security policy consequences can arise from the increased interest in the Arctic’s 

enormous natural resources, which climate change is making more accessible. There is a new 

military dynamic in the Arctic, in way of the increased Russian military presence and activity, 

safeguarding Russian interests and territorial claims. This risks the spark of an arms race. A 
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growing number of non-Arctic states are expressing interest in the Arctic, including China, 

which expresses general support for international law, but acts selectively.  

 

The Swedes aim to contribute to the Arctic states continuing to jointly maintain well-

functioning international cooperation in the Arctic, working to maintain the rules-based 

international order and respect for international law, which is ultimately the basis for well-

functioning international relations in the Arctic. To this extent, Stockholm has historically 

maintained military neutrality in the high North, from the world wars to the cold war, to this 

day. However, with the rising threat of Russian militarisation of the region, the government 

intends on strengthening Swedish military capabilities in its arctic territories. In regard to the 

Swedish exclusive economic zone, Stockholm is not engaged in any dispute regarding the 

status of their EEZ boundary with any neighbouring state. 
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PROMOTING MULTILATERALISM 
Finland and the Arctic 

Medha Nibhanupudi5

 

Finland released its “Strategy for the Arctic region” in 2010 and was revised in 2013 and later 

in 2016. While the 2013 revised strategy takes a business-oriented approach and is based on 

four key pillars, that of “Finland being an arctic country, arctic expertise, sustainable 

cooperation and environmental consideration, and international cooperation,” the policy 

revised in 2016 builds upon the 2013 strategy and prioritises, strengthening security policy 

stability through Finland’s arctic foreign and EU policy, commercialisation of arctic expertise, 

sustainable tourism, and strengthening infrastructure (Office of the Finnish Prime Minister, 

2016). Finland’s revised strategy, which is currently being formulated, will be linked to its 

vision of being carbon-free by 2035, place emphasis on economic development without 

exploiting upon the effects of global warming, and strengthening the Arctic Council and other 

multilateral institutions (McGwin, 2020).  

 

Finland participates in multiple multilateral institutions and organisations in the Arctic region. 

It has been a part of the Arctic Council since 1996. Since joining the EU in 1995, Finland as a 

northern nation, strengthened its relations with Russia and has supported the Northern 

Dimension of EU policy. Finland considers the EU to be a major player in Arctic affairs, 

advocates for a greater role of EU in the region, and envisions for EU’s agenda for the Arctic 

to be consistent with its Arctic strategy and EU’s policies for Finland’s Chairmanship of the 

Arctic Council (Office of the Finnish Prime Minister, 2016). Finland held the chair of the Arctic 

Council between 2017-19 and emphasised on Arctic cooperation on the UN Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) and the implementation of the Paris Agreement on climate change. 

Finland also attempted to strengthen cooperation between the European Union and the Arctic 

Council. 

 

Finland in the Arctic Security Framework 

 

Finland continues to emphasize on affairs of the High North being a responsibility of Arctic 

countries. It is particularly concerned about Russian actions in the Arctic region because of the 

Russian ‘bastion’ defence strategy, that involves the occupation of the Northern Scandinavia 

in the likelihood of a military conflict with the West. Finland’s intelligence services have also 

expressed concerns about China’s increasing influence and dual-use of Chinese facilities in the 

region (Olesen & Tenna, 2019). 

 

 
5 Medha Nibhanupudi is a Research Assistant at the Center for Security Studies and a Master’s student 
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An essential aspect of Finland’s defense policy is cooperation with its defense partners. In 

2016, Finland was raised to the position of ‘enhanced opportunities partner’ of NATO. In 2018, 

Finland, US and Sweden signed an agreement to strengthen their defense cooperation.  Finland 

also passed a legislation that would enable providing/receiving aid to/from other nations. The 

number of joint exercises it has participated in, in that of NATO and the US have increased. 

Finland participates regularly in the NATO Response Force. Finnish Defence Forces also 

participated in the Trident Juncture exercise conducted in 2018. While the exercise was largely 

held in Norway, exercise units operated in Finland, among others (Binnendijk & Shapiro, 

2019).  

 

Finland’s Defense Forces hold national exercises in Arctic conditions regularly. Finland was 

scheduled to conduct a joint exercise: Arctic Lock exercise in 2021 that would involve 13 

participating countries and observers from the EU and NATO. This would have served to 

improve interoperability in Arctic conditions. However, the exercises were cancelled due to 

the ongoing pandemic. In lieu of this, the Finnish Defence Forces will conduct national military 

exercises in 2021 (Finnish Ministry of Defence, 2020).  

 

Finland, Sweden and Norway cooperate closely with each other on defense issues. In 2020, 

Finland, Norway and Sweden signed a trilateral military cooperation agreement.  While the 

details of the agreement have not been released, it has been argued that the agreement is an 

updated version of a defence pact that the three countries had signed in the 1950’s. The 

Agreement is likely to cover air surveillance and air defence command and control while, 

simultaneously, putting in place common procedures for radio communication, reporting and 

identification processes (Khorrami, 2020).  

 

Finland is also part of the Nordic Defence Cooperation (NORDEFCO) framework that 

comprises of Iceland, Denmark, Norway and Sweden. While cooperation under NORDEFCO 

was seen as an opportunity to reduce costs through collaborating on training and logistics, 

shared concerns about Russian actions in the region have marked a shift in the member states 

perceive the framework. Member states, in 2018, concluded two agreements under 

NORDEFCO framework: one that would allow them to exchange air surveillance information 

and another that grants them access to each other’s airspace on short notice. There is a high 

possibility that the latter would be expanded to apply to territorial waters (McGawin, 2019).  

 

Finland participates in numerous Arctic exercises conducted abroad. It has participated in the 

Arctic Challenge Exercise, air combat exercises conducted every second year by Denmark, 

Finland, Norway and Sweden with a rotational lead role, with the US and UK offering support. 

The exercise demonstrates strong ties and strengthens existing ties between the Nordic 

countries and those across the Atlantic. Finland also participates in the UK-led Joint 

Expeditionary Force, that comprises of nine countries from Northern Europe. The group 

focuses on the High North, Northern Atlantic and Baltic regions (McGawin, 2019).  
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While Finland continues to maintain its non-aligned position, it is gradually aligning itself and 

strengthening its ties with NATO and the US given the opposition among its constituents 

towards joining the NATO. Finland, no doubt, does not stand to benefit from arms race that is 

brewing in the Arctic region and would be dragged into the security situation, should things 

escalate between the great powers. It, hence, continues to pursue stronger defense cooperation 

with other Nordic countries and expressed interest in including security issues in the existing 

Arctic framework or creating another one and tried to initiate an Arctic leadership meeting on 

the same (High North News, 2020).  

 

Trade Routes and Finland  

 

The Arctic region is undergoing significant changes due climate change, and has increased 

investments by Russia and China into the region and amplified the possibility of trade routes 

opening up. Finland, in 2018, with Norway announced plans to build the Arctic railway 

connecting Finland through Norway to the latter’s Barents Sea port as a part of the ’Arctic 

Transport Corridor,’ which also comprises of a port project in Kirkenese and a tunnel between 

Tallinn, Estonia and Helinski, Finland (Standish, 2018).  

 
Source: Dietrich, B. (2018). An illustration of the “Arctic Corridor” [Image]. Retrieved from 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201803/02/WS5a984a41a3106e7dcc13efe8.html 

When completed, project would have provided an alternative and relatively shorter route for 

transportation of goods that the current route through the Suez Canal. Cargo ships from Asia 

will off-load in Kirkenes or elsewhere in northern Norway on the Arctic Ocean, following 

which they will travel through the Arctic railway through Finland and through a tunnel to 

Estonia and would then travel to central Europe. The Arctic railway will provide Finland a 

direct route to transport its resources from mining, forests, etc.  

 

The joint Finnish-Norwegian working group, put together for determining the feasibility of 

Arctic Railway, concluded that the project was not feasible because the projected cargo loads 
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couldn’t cover the €3-billion cost of the project, and the exorbitant knock-on costs of updating 

infrastructure in southern Finland required for the project. In March 2020, a Finnish company, 

Finest Bay Area Development signed an MoU for €15 billion euros in financing with China’s 

Touchstone Capital Partners to build the tunnel between Helsinki and Tallinn. In May 2020, 

Finest Bay Area Development signed an agreement with Sor-Varanger Utvikling, the public, 

Kirkenes-based business development company for the Arctic Norwegian municipality of Sor-

Varanger, to conduct a feasibility study of the Arctic railway. However, the indigenous Saami 

groups oppose the Arctic railway project citing environmental concerns. 
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ENSURING PEACEFUL DEVELOPMENT 
The Kingdom of Denmark and the Arctic 

Rayan V Bhagwagar6

 

With the thinning ozone, the melting ice-caps and the rising sea levels, global warming has led 

to several global ramifications in the field of environmental studies and sustainability of 

economic development. It has, however, also unlocked another door: one of geopolitical as 

well as economic nature. A struggle for power in the Arctic has begun among the eight major 

Arctic powers, as well as other extra-regional powers with their eyes wide open at the fruitful 

developments. 

 

The melting ice-caps have made possible scientific studies and expeditions in the arctic circle 

for searching for valuable resources. Global warming has also opened up strategic sea routes 

which might soon be accessible to seagoing cargo vessels of various configurations, and not 

just ice-breakers. A struggle for power and control over the region is currently under play. The 

North Pole, while one of the toughest terrains to access, globally, holds symbolic value. The 

Arctic states are eight countries that hold sovereignty and jurisdiction in territories beyond the 

Arctic circle. Among the eight Arctic states is the Kingdom of Denmark. In this regard, the 

Kingdom of Denmark is a vigorous and important actor in the strategically vital international 

cooperation on the future of the Arctic. Copenhagen gains access to the Arctic and the North 

Pole via their autonomously-ruled territory of Greenland. The Danish Realm comprises of 

Denmark, the Faroe Islands and Greenland. 

 

In Greenland, the effects of global warming are very visible, where both new threats and 

opportunities emerge with the rise in temperatures. The ever faster melting of the inland ice is 

a threat to low-lying coastal cities all over the world, as the global water level would rise by 

approximately 6 metres if the entire inland ice sheet melted. Since Greenland is not signatory 

to the Paris Agreement, it is not subject to the same restrictions as Denmark but may instead 

increase its CO2 emissions in the years to come. On the other hand, new opportunities have 

emerged. Farming is becoming more widespread; new fish species are entering Greenlandic 

waters. Hydropower from the melting ice provides more green energy. Less ice means better 

accessibility for cruise tourism and the mining of Greenland’s vast mineral resources.  

 

By far, the most important industry is fisheries, which accounts for more than 90 percent of 

Greenland’s total exports. But Greenland also has a proud mining history with experience 

extracting cryolite, coal, lead, zinc, silver and many other minerals. There are, large deposits 

of iron, aluminium and rare earth elements, which are not currently being mined. There have 
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also been several attempts to find oil in Greenland, but despite promising estimates by the US 

Geological Survey in 2007, there is still no oil exploitation in the inland regions of the island. 

Offshore explorations are, however, still taking place in both southwest and northeast 

Greenland. 

 

The Government, the Government of the Faroes and the Government of Greenland are 

currently working on a new strategy for the Arctic for the period 2021-2030. In the meanwhile, 

the Kingdom of Denmark Strategy for the Arctic 2011-2020 emphasizes four areas of priority: 

• Security, safety, and sovereignty 

• Sustainable development of new economic opportunities 

• Climate changes 

• International cooperation 

The objectives which can be identified in the strategy circle around responding to the 

environmental and geopolitical changes occurring in the region, hence responding to the 

growing global interest in the region and establishing the Kingdom as a central Arctic player. 

Copenhagen’s approach to security policy in the Arctic is based on an overall goal of 

preventing conflicts and avoiding the militarization of the Arctic, and actively helping to 

preserve the Arctic as a region characterized by trust, cooperation and mutually beneficial 

partnerships. 

 

There have also been recent expressions of interest toward purchasing the entirety of the island. 

With the melting ice-caps and opening trade routes, President Trump has more than once 

expressed an interest in the American purchase of Greenland. The Danish Government, which 

administers over the Realm, has called these claims to be “absurd” and has dismissed the idea 

of the strategically important island being up for sale. President Trump is not the first to express 

such interests. In 1946, then President Harry Truman expressed desire to acquire the island for 

$100 million in gold. Earlier attempts to buy the island stretch back to 1867. At the same time, 

the US and Greenland have had an agreement since World War II to house American military 

assets on the island. Thule Air Base, America’s northernmost Air Force base, has operated 

since 1943 in Greenland and has a ballistic missile early warning system and satellite tracking 

system. Located on the north-western coast of Greenland, Thule Air Base is the U.S. military’s 

northernmost base and the only installation north of the Arctic Circle. It is home to the 12th 

Space Warning Squadron, a cadre of Air Force officers and enlisted personnel that provide 

24/7 missile warning and space surveillance using a massive Solid State Phased Array Radar 

System AN/FPS-132 radar (Insinna, 2019). 

 

Another aspect that fits into the Arctic equation is the question of exclusive economic zones of 

the Arctic states. While Copenhagen is not involved in any disputes regarding the Danish EEZ, 

it has been pushing for the extension of its EEZ and continental shelf in the north of Greenland. 

On 14 December 2014 Denmark claimed an area of 895,000 km2 extending from Greenland 

past the North Pole to the limits of the Russian Exclusive Economic Zone. The Lomonosov 
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Ridge is an unusual underwater ridge (or submerged mountain range at an underwater heigh of 

3,000-3,700 m) spanning 1,800 km in the Arctic Ocean. The second player in this dispute is 

the Russian Federation, perhaps more militarily capable and prepared than the United States or 

any other Arctic state. The Russians have also laid claim to the Lomonosov Ridge, which was 

in fact discovered as part of a Soviet high-latitude expedition in 1948. The ridge divides the 

Arctic Basin into the Eurasian Basin and the Amerasian Basin. Danish scientists hope to prove 

that the ridge is an extension of Greenland, rather than an extension of Canada's adjacent 

Ellesmere Island, also a claimant in the dispute 

  



 

 

 

The Struggle for the Arctic                                                                Centre for Security Studies 27 

A FOCUS FOR EXTERNAL POWERS 
Iceland in the Arctic 

Medha Nibhanupudi7

 

Iceland’s Arctic policy is anchored in a resolution that was passed by its parliament in 2011, 

and prioritises 12 areas: 

• “Securing Iceland as a coastal state within the Arctic,  

• Promoting and strengthening the Arctic Council,  

• Promoting the concept of the Arctic region extending to the North Pole as well as the 

North Atlantic area, 

• Resolving differences in the Arctic using UNCLOS,  

• Increasing cooperation with the Faroe Islands and Greenland to promote the interests 

of the three countries,  

• Cooperating with other States and stakeholders on issues relating to Icelandic interests 

in the Arctic,  

• Working to prevent human-induced climate change and its effects in order to improve 

the well-being of Arctic residents; 

• Safeguarding broadly defined security interests through civilian means and working 

against all militarization of the Arctic (Ingimundarson, n.d.).” 

While Iceland considers itself a coastal State within the Arctic since its territorial waters reach 

into the Greenland Sea by the Arctic Ocean and has made claims to it being recognised and 

defined as an Arctic coastal state, states that have acquired coastal state status and claim 

territorial rights in the Arctic Ocean, namely US, Russia, Canada, Norway and Denmark, do 

not accept Iceland as a coastal state (Ingimundarson, n.d.). Iceland became the chair of the 

Arctic Council in 2019 and prioritised stability, sustainability and cooperation in the Arctic 

region and highlighted key issues: Arctic marine environment, climate and green energy 

solutions, people and communities of the Arctic, and a strong Arctic Council.  

 

National security 

 

There is a general consensus in Iceland that the geopolitical situation in the Arctic has led to 

resurgence of its ‘strategic importance for Western countries joint defences.’ Iceland relies on 

NATO and the US for defence, and is wary of Russia’s actions in the Arctic region. In 2016, 

Iceland’s parliament approved, a national security policy that prioritised Iceland’s interests in 

security and environmental issues of the Arctic and stated that its membership in the NATO 
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and the 1951 Bilateral Defence Agreement with the US were the key pillars of its defence and 

security policy. In the same year, the US gradually returned to and has since then, spent heavily 

on the renovation of its base in Reykjanes peninsula. Since 2016, the P-8 Poseidon aircraft, 

designed to track Russian submarines have visited the base (Olesen & Tenna, 2019).  

 

Increased Russian military activity has led to an increase in US activity in Iceland. In March 

2019, Russian bombers were spotted entering the NATO airspace near Iceland twice. By 

September 2019, a cruiser and three destroyers were operating near Iceland as a part of a 

temporary expeditionary mission from a ‘temporary Maritime Operations Centre.’ While the 

US has returned informally to its base in Reykjanes since their departure in 2006, their presence 

has received ambivalent reactions considering the exit of US since 2006 and their refusal to 

provide Iceland with an economic package during the 2008 financial crisis. In 2019, two high 

level US officials, the Secretary of State and the Vice President visited Iceland and stressed 

upon the importance of strengthening Iceland and US ties and promoting economic 

engagement while expressing concerns over Russian and Chinese actions in Arctic (Olesen & 

Tenna, 2019).  

 

While Iceland has, in the past, maintained that it was in favour of excluding security issues in 

the Arctic Council because that allowed the Council to cooperate and collaborate while 

engaging in constructive discussions, in face of growing geopolitical tensions in the Arctic 

Iceland expressed interest, in 2019, about the inclusion of hard security in a forum and 

supported Finland’s attempt to initiate a leadership meeting on the inclusion of hard security 

on the agenda on the Arctic Council (High North News, 2020). 

 

Iceland Economic Engagement in Arctic Politics 

 

Iceland’s economy, much like that of the other Nordic countries, has been the subject of interest 

of Arctic players as well as external players like China. Iceland’s economic engagement with 

China is the strongest in comparison to the other Nordic countries. Chinese investment in 

Iceland increased significantly following the 2008 financial crisis when Iceland’s economy 

was performing poorly. According to a study conducted by CNA, Chinese investment 

constituted around 6 per cent of Iceland’s average gross domestic product between 2012-17. 

One of strategy behind Iceland’s 2011 Arctic Policy Paper was to increase investment from 

China. China and Iceland signed an energy accord in 2012. Iceland was the first European 

country to enter into a free trade agreement with China in 2014. The Chinese government in 

2016 financed a northern lights research facility. Iceland and China, in 2018, signed an 

agreement worth $250 million deal to provide China with geothermal expertise. Huawei, in 

2019, reached a deal with Icelandic mobile phone companies to test 5G technology. However, 

Iceland is yet to make a decision on Chinese investment in 5G (Olesen & Tenna, 2019). 

 

Chinese investment in Iceland has led to economic dependence of the latter on the former. 

Chinese investments have, no doubt, given China access to Iceland’s scientific facilities, 
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geothermal energy expertise, and telecommunications infrastructure. While Because of these 

investments, Iceland cannot blatantly disregard Chinese preferences without significant 

economic risk. While Chinese investment has largely been received positively by the local 

communities, Iceland is gradually growing wary of the increasing investment, for instance, 

issues of transparency surrounding Chinese investment. During US Secretary of State Mike 

Pompeo’s visit to Iceland in 2019, US and Iceland agreed to set up formal economic channels 

to promote trade and investment.  US interest in promoting economic engagement with Iceland 

coincides with the significant increase of Chinese investment in Iceland (Olesen & Tenna, 

2019).  

 

Iceland and the Arctic: Shipping Routes 

 

The melting of Arctic ice caps due to climate change continues to offer Artic countries with an 

array of opportunities. Iceland features as a transit route for traffic passing through the Northern 

Sea Route and may serve as a search and rescue base as traffic volume increases. In the face of 

this, Iceland consulting company ELFA and communities of Vopnafjarðarhreppur and 

Langanesbyggð have partnered with German Port Operator Bremenport to construct a 

deepwater port and industrial sit at Finnafjord in Northeast Iceland. Finnafjord’s wave activity 

is the lowest in the North Atlantic due to its geographical location and peninsula. The fact that 

waters surrounding Iceland are ice free make it suitable for maritime traffic throughout the year 

(Humpart, 2019). 

 

Apart from the Northern Sea Route, Iceland would also benefit from the Transpolar Passage. 

The Transpolar passage would further reduce the shipping time required to transport goods 

using the Northern Sea Route (Bennett, 2019).  

 

 
Source: Bennett, M. (2019). Transpolar Passage [Image]. Retrieved from https://www.maritime-

executive.com/editorials/the-arctic-shipping-route-no-one-s-talking-about 
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Cargo, through the Transpolar Passage would travel between Europe and Asia and North 

America via polar-class shuttles sailing across the Arctic Ocean. Considering the Central Arctic 

Ocean’s bathymetry does not pose limitations like the Northern Sea Route or Northwest 

Passage, the ships wouldn’t have restrictions on size. Once out of the Arctic Ocean, cargo could 

be shipped from the Dutch Harbour to ports along the North Pacific, or, from Iceland to ports 

along the North Atlantic (Bennett, 2019). While the opportunities and prospects offered by the 

Transpolar Passage sounds enticing, it is unlikely to be accessible anytime in the near future. 
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THE ARCTIC’S NEAREST NEIGHBOUR 

The United Kingdom and the Arctic 

Zeus Hans Mendez8

 

The United Kingdom is essentially not an Arctic State but since the UK sees itself as the 

“Arctic’s Nearest Neighbour,” it believes that it should and must be involved in the long-term 

decision making for the region. In 2013, the UK Government published its first Arctic Policy 

Framework called “Adapting to Change”; which set out the UK’s approach to the region. A 

second report was released in 2019 called Beyond the Ice which essentially demonstrates the 

UKs continuing interest to the region. For the UK, the Arctic is inextricably linked to “global 

processes, whether they are climatic, environmental, social, legal or economic.” This means 

that for the UK, the arctic is not only essential in mitigating global warming , but also rather in 

ensuring that resources aren’t depleted.   

 

The UK’s interest is highly historical due to its legacy of exploration in the arctic that dates 

back centuries. From initial focus on whaling, sealing, fishing and fur, the UK now uses the 

arctic as a major transit route. And on the strategic front, its focus on the arctic remained very 

limited to the defence of Norway and the North Atlantic against the threat of the Soviet Union, 

and its nuclear-armed submarines which patrolled beneath the Arctic sea-ice. After the fall of 

the Soviet Union it would decrease even further, until the publication of the 2013 policy 

framework . 

 

In the 2013 paper, the UK essentially adopted a very neutral, non-assertive role in the Arctic. 

There was reference to polices which recognise the differences between different parts of the 

Arctic; respect the needs and views of local Arctic communities; and policies which reconcile 

the responsibilities of countries to provide effective stewardship of the global environment 

while providing opportunities for growth and prosperity for their people. Now much of this is 

political rhetoric, but it is still symbolic of the fact that the UK believed in a position that would 

be secondary to those of the arctic states themselves. The document spoke about the 

responsibility of the arctic lying on the eight arctic states, emphasizing on sustainable policies, 

governance, etc. Essentially, the policy focus at the time was still majorly focused on the 

environment, on development, and on scientific exploration. According to the UK government, 

the focus should be on science which is “cooperative, underpins diplomacy, underpins policy, 

and contributes towards understanding and shared security.” 

 

This has seemingly been slightly altered since then. Since Adapting To Change, the UK 

Government decided to formally appoint a Minister responsible for the Polar Regions, based 

 
8 Zeus Hans Mendez is Centre Coordinator at the Center for Security Studies and a student at the Jindal 

School of International Affairs 
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within the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO). The Minister is supported by the Head 

of Polar Regions Department, a senior FCO official who oversees the development and 

implementation of the UK Government’s policy towards the Arctic, Chairs the regular cross-

government Arctic Network meetings, and ensures that the UK has appropriate representation 

at the Arctic Council and in other international Arctic fora. Over the past few years at least, the 

UK has thus chosen to increase its cooperation and collaboration with the Arctic council and 

the eight countries that are part of the council. With regard to this it has firmly sought to remain 

as a key observer state in the council, fight a case in 2016, which would then reaffirm its status 

in 2017.  

 

Much of its cooperation in the council though has remained to be highly scientific and 

technology driven, reasserting its role as an influence on Arctic council policies through 

scientific analysis and evidence. The UK government was a prominent voice in the Protection 

of the Marine Environment Working Group (PAME), during the development of the Polar 

Code. UK experts were also actively involved in the development of the 2015 Black Carbon 

framework, produced by the Arctic Council Taskforce on Black Carbon and they remain close 

to this group’s work.  

 

The 2013 policy framework “Adapting to change” highlighted the fact that it was “designed to 

only set the overall direction for future policies towards the Arctic as well as serve as a way of 

presenting existing policies to both a domestic and international audience.” It seems that the 

UK has seemingly focused on this direction of ensuring a peaceful and stable region, and also 

simultaneously reviewed and altered its position to exert further influence in the region. Much 

of this is linked to the UK’s need to exert its influence under a renewed vision for something 

they call a Global Britain strategy. Global Britain is the UK government’s mantra for its post-

Brexit foreign policy. It was used by Theresa May in her first major speech as Prime Minister 

to the Conservative Party Conference in 2016. It was intended to signal that the country would 

not become inward-looking after Brexit, but on the contrary would have a global outlook that 

went beyond Europe.  

 

Now one of the biggest change to the UK’s Arctic position since 2013 was the decision by its 

government to leave the European Union. While its exact relationship with the EU on climate 

change, resource sharing and other mitigation principles are yet to be determined, the 

government has already set forth a number of policies that stand in sharp contrast to policies 

that they had previously adopted. The 25- year environment plan, published in January 2018, 

is a clear articulation of the UK Government’s commitment to the environment, both at home 

and abroad. For other policy areas, it is still too soon to comment on post EU exit policies, 

nevertheless the UK has continued to display a strong stance on all environmental issues; 

increasingly looking at the arctic, its resources and their exploitation.  

 

Now on security and defence, the UK remains committed to preserving the stability and 

security of the Arctic region. In its 2019 paper, it states that the government would work with 
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its international partners and allies through defence engagement, bilateral and multilateral 

security cooperation in the region. This, it says “will include essential cold weather training 

exercises and participation in the Arctic Security Forces Roundtable. It also states that NATO 

also remains a central plank for cooperation among its Arctic State members. A majority of the 

defence focus has been on the various coastguard agencies the Arctic States and through the 

Arctic Coast Guard Forum, which, according to the UK “provides a useful arena for 

cooperation.”  

 

In this though, the UK acknowledges the fact that increased interests and commercial activity 

in the region provides potential for heightened tensions in the region. And this it notes with 

regards to four key areas that the UK will seek to direct its policy towards. These are essentially 

the smooth management of trade routes, fisheries, energy and extractives, connectivity and 

financial services. Through all these, the UK has set to include its own agencies in inter-

governmental arctic discussions and negotiations. For instance, in its 2019 policy it states that 

“While the decision to invest in commercial projects in the Arctic is a matter for individual 

companies and the relevant Arctic State, the UK should be prepared to take advantage of 

opportunities to reduce costs and speed up the transportation of its exports to markets in Asia 

via the Arctic.” It is thus evident that the UK is choosing to exert itself much more than it 

already has. However, most of the UK’s foreign policy will soon be determined by the post-

Brexit dynamics which could have either positive or negative outcomes for the UK. In this, 

The UK’s role in fisheries negotiations for the Central Arctic Ocean will essentially be highly 

limited.  

 

In the wake of Brexit the UK’s internal dynamics also seem to be changing. Scotland is using 

the Arctic as a means of reinventing its own sub-national foreign policy to differentiate itself 

from the UK. In Fall 2017, the Scottish Government hosted the Arctic Circle Scotland forum 

in Edinburgh to identify policy links between Scotland and the far north. In September 2019, 

Scotland launched its first ever Arctic policy framework, named “Arctic Connections.” The 

framework sets out goals for Scotland across the Arctic and encourages stakeholders to engage 

with international counterparts to address challenges facing the area. The policy essentially 

prioritizes environmental and climate change action as well as the strengthening of trade and 

investment in areas such as renewable energy. The framework also aims to promote Scotland 

as a marine transport and logistics hub for the High North. So it is therefore evident that 

subnational players have also begun to inch towards a stake in the Arctic.  

 

Therefore, while the UK as a whole for many years remained merely a limited observer in the 

Arctic council without significant contribution, it is now seeking to exert its influence further, 

driven by concerns of defence, security, the environment, resources and economic 

opportunities. For an Island nation that is and will be increasingly dependent on global trade, 

the geostrategic interest of an ocean that is now posing renewed opportunities shall become 

more and more critical; a fact that the United Kingdom has taken cognisance of. 
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EXERTING INFLUENCE FROM AFAR 
France and the Arctic 

Zeus Hans Mendez9

 

France’s policy for the arctic is essentially outlined in a national roadmap that it released in 

2016 which was titled “the Great Challenge of the Arctic” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 

International Development, 2016) While the UK sees itself as  the nearest neighbour of the 

Arctic, France essentially sees the Arctic as both far from France and near to it. By this it means 

that although the arctic lies at the far reaches of the temperate zone where France is situated, it 

extends over an area situated between 2500km and 5000km from the French coast, which, for 

a maritime power like France, with the second-largest maritime area in the world, remains 

relatively close. The interesting part about this though is that for France, the Arctic Ocean 

therefore seems like a natural extension of the North Atlantic, which is seemingly connected 

to its Western Shores (Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Development, 2016).  

 

Its 2016 paper is extremely focused on highlighting the fact that while the arctic is 

geographically distant from France, it is essentially still linked to it. On the environment, it 

mentions that while The Arctic is also far due to its environment, which is hard to access and 

governed by extreme weather conditions; it is also close, for France has established itself over 

the last three centuries as a polar nation, with a strong tradition of expeditions and exploration, 

and permanent research bases at the poles. Additionally, climate change has seemingly 

motivated a lot of Frances global strategy towards the Arctic. Since the late 1970s, the volume 

of the Arctic Ocean is reported to have fallen by 75%, and experts predict that within a few 

decades, it will be entirely ice-free during the summer. This melting of Arctic sea ice would 

completely transform the world’s ocean landscape, by opening a new sea connection between 

the North Pacific and the North Atlantic. For France this transit route will essentially allow for 

increased mobility and influence in a region that hasn’t been able to prioritize for years 

(Ministry of Europe and Foreign Affairs, 2017).  

 

While its historical involvement in the polar regions may appear to favour the Antarctic over 

the Arctic, France still has a long history of involvement in the Circumpolar North dating back 

several centuries. French fishing and whaling fleets were active in the North Atlantic as early 

as the 17th century, and French explorers and voyageurs travelled through the northern parts 

of what is today Canada even before then. And while its interests did reduce over time, France 

was still the first country to settle in the area, when it built a scientific research base in the 

Svalbard archipelago in 1963. France thus sees its linkage to the Arctic as historic.  

 

 
9 Zeus Hans Mendez is Centre Coordinator at the Center for Security Studies and a student at the Jindal 

School of International Affairs 
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Now on Policy, In April 2013, the Arctic made its first appearance in the Defence and National 

Security White Paper in the section on "threats and risks amplified by globalisation" where it 

states that “the decrease in the extent of sea ice in the Arctic has strategic consequences, and 

the prospect of regular use of new Arctic shipping routes is growing nearer.” The 2016 roadmap 

for the Arctic is essentially a result of inter-ministerial work that was launched in 2013 by the 

French Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Development, under the aegis of the 

Ambassador for the poles and former Prime Minister, Mr Michel Rocard. It reaffirms Frances 

commitment to the Arctic, on a scientific, environmental, economic and strategic level and also 

sets out courses of action and work priorities for its policy in the region, which it would 

implement in collaboration with Arctic coastal States.  

 

On the scientific front, in November 2008, France organised an international conference on the 

Arctic in Monaco as part of the French Presidency of the EU. The conference called for the 

creation of an Arctic scientific observatory to ensure national coordination of French research 

on the Arctic. Following a decision made by the Ministry of Higher Education and Research, 

this initiative was launched in 2010 by the National Scientific Research Centre, which 

coordinates nearly 400 researchers in earth sciences, environmental science and human and 

social sciences. 

 

France’s stance on defence and security issues in the arctic is perhaps most indicative of its 

policy towards the arctic. Acknowledging the fact that while the majority of the concern 

whether related to economic activity, the environment or maritime security lies with the Arctic 

states; France also sees space for its own strategic interests as part of the “international 

community.”  According to the French government, its “membership of the European Union 

and NATO means that it may have to contribute to maintaining the stability of the Arctic, since 

it is one of the few countries with the capability to deploy significant resources at such great 

distances.” It thus see the possibility of increased strategic influence in the region. And while 

its military role has been greatly reduced since the 1990s, it sees the arctic that essentially 

“offers room for manoeuvre since has once again become a theatre for contradictory ambitions, 

especially as Russia’s strategic stance changes.” 

 

In 2016, Frances main interests in the Arctic primarily concerned its economy, security and the 

overall environment, rather than military and defence issues. Yet, this has slowly changed. At 

the time, France highlighted that any threat to the stability and security of the Arctic, which is 

a frontier for mining minerals and energy, as well as a future shipping lane between Asia and 

Europe, would affect its future interests.” Yet it still remained minimally elaborative of its 

strategic interests in the Arctic.   

 

Nonetheless, much like the UK sees itself as intrinsically linked to the arctic through its 

proximity, France sees its connection with the Arctic as stemming out of its international 

collaborations. Being part of the European Union, NATO, the Artic Council and the Artic 

Security Forces Roundtable (ASFRT), it sees itself at the centre of international collaboration 
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on the Arctic. Especially with reference to the ASFRT which is one of the few bodies based on 

military dialogue in the region, France claims superiority based on its membership in NATO 

and the EU. What is essential to also note is that France has strategic dialogues with most of 

the Arctic states, including Denmark, Finland, Sweden, Norway, Canda and the US. This 

means that it regularly conducts joint military exercises, extreme cold training, ice diving 

exercises and air policing missions across the arctic. France also has a number of Defence 

Attaches stationed across the region in Alaska, Canada, Greenland, Finland, Norway and 

Sweden.  

 

In this, France also maintains that it is the only non-arctic state with the technical capacities to 

deploy to the Arctic in the event of rescue, remediation or any other such operations. It has thus 

increased collaboration across defence, security and patrolling with the Arctic states. France 

deployed 2,700 military personnel during the NATO exercise Trident Juncture 18 in Norway, 

Iceland and the North Atlantic from 25 October to 7 November 2018. It essentially brought 

together 51,000 military personnel from 31 nations, making it the largest military drill of the 

Alliance since the end of the Cold War. Since 2015, it has also tripled its capabilities during 

the Arctic Challenge Exercise which has seen it increase the number of naval vessels and 

aircraft deployed.  

 

France has also promoted its stake in the arctic under the guise of seeing it as a European 

Matter. In its paper “France and the New Strategic Challenges in the Arctic” which was 

released by its ministry of the Armed Forces in 2019, it states that 50% of the Arctic inhabitants 

are Europeans, 20% of Hydrocarbons consumed by the EU originated from the EU and nearly 

200 million euros are spent by the EU since 2002 on Arctic research; thus making it a priority 

for the EU as well; an organization within which France has immense influence.  

 

What is most interesting to note in Frances policy in this regard is the fact that while most states 

have emphasized cooperation and collaboration in the Arctic, Frances underlying perspective 

of the Arctic seems to be one that sees confrontation rather than collaboration. In its 2019 

paper, in the Preamble, France’s former Prime Minister, while commenting on the dynamics 

of the region stated “The Arctic? It’s a Second Middle East” (Ministry of Armed Forces, 2019).  

This view of the arctic that sees a potential zone of confrontation has also been spelled out in 

other documents such as the 2017 Strategic Review of the Ministry for the Armed Forces 

(Ministry of Europe and Foreign Affairs, 2017). 

 

In conclusion, it has become evident that France not only perceives the region as one of possible 

confrontation but has also itself emerged as an advocate for an increased role in the region for 

supranational organisations such as the EU, via which it may be able to exert greater influence 

on regional affairs than it would be able to as an individual nation-state. Likewise, as one of 

the more powerful militaries in NATO, France is taking a more active role in security and 

strategic concerns in the region and is increasing its cold-weather capabilities should a regional 

deployment of its military become necessary. 
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ESTABLISHING A FOOTHOLD ABROAD 
India and its Arctic Stance 

Arun Teja Polcumpally10

 

The term “Indo-Pacific” is a concept that has been articulated by the former Japanese Prime 

Minister Shinzo Abe in the last few years. In his Policy Speech to the Diet in January 2019, 

Prime Minister Abe emphasized “Free and Open Indo Pacific (FOIP)” as the aim of Japan’s 

foreign policy.  The concept of the Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) Strategy, in its current 

form, was articulated in November 2016, in a joint statement issued by India and Japan during 

Prime Minister Modi’s visit to Tokyo. The statement referred to “improving connectivity 

between Asia and Africa through realizing a free and open Indo-Pacific as vital to the entire 

region”. The foreign policy of Japan can be observed through the annually released Diplomatic 

Bluebook, especially since the 2017 edition of the Bluebook, it has portrayed the idea of FOIP 

at the core of Japan’s foreign policy for the region. (Ministry of External Affairs, 2016) 

 

Across the world, the way international politics is played has witnessed a profound change. 

However, the fundamental conflict between the Nation-states remained - the issue of resources. 

Sometimes technology and sometimes it is the climatic changes that bring us near to the un-

explored natural wealth re-inviting the traditional tussle of nation-states. With the growing 

global temperature, one such emergence is the navigable Arctic region along with the 

abundance of energy resources. All the great powers are vying for the dominance in the region 

either to control the sea lanes of communication (SLOCs) or the resources. This background 

paper provides a quick understanding of the Arctic region to the policymakers and those readers 

who are interested to know the geopolitics of Arctic. A lot of literature is present on why this 

region is considered to be the geopolitical hotspot, we shall refer extensively to Stockholm 

International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) background paper on Arctic region (klimenko 

2019) to have a background understanding of the strategic importance of the region.  In 

analyzing the role of India, we shall refer to the official MoU and agreements published in the 

ministry of External Affairs website on India.  

 

In the current world order, the emergence of a multi-polar world is much evident. In such a 

scenario, it becomes necessary for the regional powers like India, to have its presence (though 

varyingly) in all the geopolitical hotspots across the globe. One such region is the Arctic. Its 

untapped resources including marine life, fossils, opening up of new sea lanes of 

communication connecting North Pacific and North Atlantic are the major economic and 

national developmental incentives for the states across the world to be the part of the Arctic 

Circle. This makes Arctic region a strategic point of the geo-politics.  

 
10 Arun Teja is a Research Assistant at the Center for Security Studies and a Doctoral Fellow at the 
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Though India's prowess is growing in the Arctic, the strategic competition at the global level 

in this hotspot would be between the US, Russia and China (klimenko 2019). Other powers to 

include would be the Baltic States, and Canada. With the emergence of competition among 

these states, the Arctic exceptionalism which is termed to recognize the peaceful cooperation 

between the stakeholder states in the Arctic might get disturbed, according to SIPRI. When one 

looks from a realist stance, stakeholder states will look to have a maximum relative influence. 

Such a perspective would wind up in concluding that the Arctic would be another hotbed for a 

Great Game. 

 

International Consensus and India's initial involvement 

 

Arctic and Antarctic regions, though they are psychically similar, they are different in the eyes 

of the global community. Antarctica, though uninhabited, is governed by the 1959 Antarctic 

Treaty ensuring that it is used exclusively for peaceful purposes. There is no similar 

international regime for the Arctic. This was perhaps because of the particular characteristics 

of the Arctic but also because of the Cold War. However, in the Post-Cold War era, a move 

towards cooperative arrangements for managing the Arctic region led the establishment of the 

Arctic Council.  

 

Into such region which is very remote geographically, historically, and culturally, India's 

political entry in to the politics started in 1923 when British India entered into Arctic politics 

with Svalbard treaty. It was signed in 1920 recognising Norway's re-defined sovereignty on 

the Svalbard archipelago (Svalbard Museum n.d.). India retained its political position on the 

treaty after its independence.  

 

However, today, the Indian parliament does not seem to take the cognizance of the geopolitical 

importance of the Arctic region. When India became the observer, the Ministry of external 

affairs answering the question posed in the Lok sabha 2014 (Ministry of External Affairs 2014), 

of the importance of India joining the Arctic council said – 

 

“Scientific and expert-level exchanges about the ongoing changes in the Arctic region, its 

implications and experiences and best practices to manage these will help India better 

understand the climate processes of its own region and its environmental and economic impact 

in this region.” 

 

Agencies involved in the Arctic: 

 

Arctic Council 

It is an intergovernmental forum including Arctic states and public organisations. It is officially 

formed in 1996 binding by the Ottawa declaration (Arctic Council n.d.). The core members of 

the organisation are Canada, The Kingdom of Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, 

Sweden, and the US. There are also permanent people's representative groups which are 
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supported by Indigenous people’s secretariat (Arcticpeoples n.d.). Observer status is provided 

to non-arctic states, Non-governmental organisations, and intergovernmental organisations. 

The Republic of India, Japan, China, Singapore, and South Korea was conferred observer status 

in 2013, Kiruna ministerial meeting.  Notable development among the arctic council members 

is that they have signed three legal agreements on search and rescue, oil spill prevention and 

scientific cooperation. This makes multilateralism a binding order within those respective 

areas.  

 

The Barents Euro-Arctic Council 

Barents Euro-Arctic Council and Barents Regional Cooperation were formed in 1993. Member 

states of this forum are Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden and the European 

Commission. The chairmanship is held for two years on the rotational basis between Norway, 

Finland, Russia and Sweden. 

 

Barents Regional Council 

During the 1993 BEAC establishment, the regional groups consisting the indigenous people 

have formed another platform to voice their concerns and establish co-operation among the 

northern states and littorals of Barents. The members apart from countries also include 

provinces such as the Republic of Komi and North Karelia of Finland.  

These organizations have no place for extra-regional memberships and if India wants to have 

ties with these organizations, it has to get routed from the Arctic council or bilateral relations 

ship. 

 

The Emerging Security Challenges 

 

Meddling with the increasing warm currents and the emergence of explorable area, the 

challenges this region encounters can be categorized into five. India’s role in each category 

will be discussed briefly in the below section.  

 

Climate Change 

The rising global temperature and the emergence of new SLOCs across the Arctic hastens the 

countries to crave an influential place. It is an advantage to have influential access in the future 

transit corridor and to tap the unknown natural resources of the Arctic. As discussed in the 

introductory section, the future of the geopolitical order is multi-polar. In such order, multiple 

countries, be it littorals of Arctic or not, they would try to influence, and India should not move 

back in here.   

 

SIPRI reports that climate change would impact health, water and food security of the region. 

Another security issue would be natural disasters like forest fires. Even though the Arctic 

appears to be far away from such calamities, 2018 Sweden forest fire asks the region to be 

vigilant. India has a robust disaster management capacity but with a collaboration with Arctic 

research centres, it will be able to handle the probable disasters like rising in the sea levels. 

https://www.arcticpeoples.com/
http://www.barentscooperation.org/en/Barents-Regional-Council
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Further, a correlation has been found between the ice melting and the Indian monsoons. It is 

hypothesised that the freshwater melting would increase the temperature variations between 

the land and sea (Nanda 2019). To study it further, India deployed its only underwater 

observatory IndARC in 2014. It is located between Norway and the North Pole. India can 

enhance its research capabilities by increasing its presence in the Arctic through bilateral 

scientific explorations.   

 

Borders, connectivity and human security 

Given the regional cooperation, border issues would not be a serious threat to regional stability. 

However, with the increase in the resources and strategic advantage of the region, larger states 

would vie to have more influence and tight control over sovereignty. India cannot directly 

intervene in conflict management. However, it can enhance its clout in the region by increasing 

its business relations and investments. 

 

Environmental security 

The reduction in the ice cover means an increase in exploitation. Such exploitation includes 

movement of ships, oil extraction which is the core concern of sea pollution anywhere. To 

achieve sustainable development, it is preferable to have clean energy and move away from 

fossil fuels. However, the ship movement cannot be completely changed nor be shifted to old 

styled masted ships. India, as an observer can participate in the meetings of council working 

groups which tackle disaster management and biodiversity conservation (Ramesh 2018).  

 

Military presence 

Increase of military presence cannot be controlled as this region is becoming a geopolitical 

hotspot. Such an increase would trigger border issues. Military drills and testing ranges in the 

Arctic region pushes the environmental degradation further. All these would alter the status 

quo of the region when considered the habitat and the historical human settlements. Indian 

Naval strategy is more focused on the Indian Ocean Region (IOR). Its rationale is that the IOR 

is the transit route between the West and the East. Even the fear of China fares on the blockage 

of Straits of South China Sea. With the emergence of new SLOCs, great powers would want 

to establish their presence in the Arctic and the relative importance of IOR would decrease. For 

India to be a substantial regional power, it has to establish at least a non-military presence, 

preferably economic in the Arctic region. 

 

Oil and Gas Extraction 

India's Arctic policy reiterates the oil and natural gas extraction. Almost in all the bilateral 

agreements with Russia contains a clause on the same. From this, it is understood that the 

extraction of resources is inevitable. This would bring a change in the natural habitat and 

increases pollution. The issue of resource exploitation should not be securitized here. Rather, 

mitigation of the environmental impact should be securitized so that those trans-national 

organizations would work together for a greater and clear developmental process.  
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The development of the relationship between India and the Arctic  

 

India's presence in this region started with scientific exploration and institutional cooperation. 

It initiated its research program in 2007 with the following objectives (Ministry of External 

Affairs 2013)  - 

1. To study the connection between the Arctic climate and the Indian monsoon by 

analyzing the sediment and ice core records from the Arctic glaciers and the Arctic 

Ocean. 

2. To characterize sea ice in the Arctic using satellite data to estimate the effect of global 

warming in the northern polar region. 

3. To research the dynamics and mass budget of Arctic glaciers focusing on the effect of 

glaciers on sea-level change. 

4. To carry out a comprehensive assessment of the flora and fauna of the Arctic vis-à-vis 

their response to anthropogenic activities. Besides, it is proposed to undertake a 

comparative study of the life forms from both the Polar Regions. 

According to the arctic institute, India has only endeavored into this region through scientific 

explorations without any significant political or economic policies (Arctic Institute 2020). 

However, Arctic has investments from Indian companies in mineral resource exploration and 

LNG gas extraction. As a result, it has seen Arctic LNG reaching India in March 2018 (Ramesh 

2018). Most of the arctic initiatives are with Russia. From the year India got the observer status, 

its annual dialogue with Russia compulsorily had a clause on the joint operations in the Arctic 

region. It started with the Druzhba-Dosti statement of extending the joint research activities on 

climate change and the energy sector in 2014. The next year’s annual summit declaration 

revealed projects stipulating the possibility of LNG supply to India from JSC NOVATEK 

project Arctic LNG on the resource base of the fields located on the Gydan Peninsula and partly 

in the Gulf of Ob.  

 

The following three years - 2016, 2017, and 2018 have seen only the acknowledgement and 

appreciation of India's interest in joint oil exploration and development. It is in the year 2019, 

Putin invited India to 'directly invest in Arctic natural resources.' This gesture shows the change 

in the attitude towards India's offshore capabilities and its potential to be a reliable regional 

power. From a realist stance, for Russia, India can be seen as a reliable power to pass the buck. 

An article in ‘The Diplomat’ argues that Russia’s increasing collaboration with India is also 

because of the increase of China's presence in the Arctic region (Rao 2020). It is more 

convincing to see India aligning with Russia to get its foothold in the Arctic. 

 

Signing of 6 MoUs with Sweden in the year 2015 is another milestone achieved for India. It 

banked on its strengths - Drug manufacturing and research capabilities. It resulted in an 

agreement to have common manufacturing practices. Iceland and Denmark have initially 

focused on encouraging cross country business operations. Eventually, Smart city development 

http://www.mea.gov.in/in-focus-article.htm?21812/India+and+the+Arctic
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paved way for adopting the concept of sister cities with Denmark. The recent Green Strategic 

partnership signed with Denmark on September 28, 2020, created two sister cities, Tumakuru 

- Aalborg and Udaipur – Aarhus. Such a concept would encourage to have a deep social 

relationship between the countries. 

 

However, direct funding of projects in the Arctic region has to be routed through the permanent 

members of the Arctic council. Even such funding cannot be more than that of the Arctic state 

which has been collaborated. India cannot have leverage which China, Japan and South Korea 

has. Their geographic proximity and mutual interest in the region with Arctic states have a big 

scope. 

 

Agreements Date Substantial developments 
India-Denmark Green 

Strategic Partnership 

 

September 

28, 2020 

Strategic Sector Cooperation on offshore 

wind and renewable energy 

The India-Denmark Energy Partnership 

(INDEP) on capacity building 

 

Government-to-Government cooperation 

on environment/water and circular 

economy 

 

Sustainable Urban Development (the 

concept of sister cities) 

 

Meeting of Prime Minister 

with Vladimir Putin, 

President of the Russian 

Federation on the margins 

of 11th BRICS Summit 

 

November 

13, 2019 

Putin invited India to invest in natural 

resources of Arctic Region 

 

India-Russia Joint 

Statement during the visit of 

President of Russia to India 

 

October 5, 

2018 

Cooperation in the sphere of joint 

scientific research 

 

Expressed interest in the joint development 

of oil fields in the shelf of the Arctic and 

the Pechora and Okhotsk Seas.  

India-Canada Joint 

Statement during State Visit 

of Prime Minister of 

Canada to India 

 

February 23, 

2018 

Enhance geospatial collaboration and to 

consider Indian participation in Canadian 

Arctic research 

Saint Petersburg 

Declaration by the Russian 

Federation and the 

Republic of India: A vision 

for the 21st century 

June 1, 2017 India expressed interest in launching joint 

projects on exploration and exploitation of 

hydrocarbons in the Arctic shelf of the 

Russian Federation 

https://www.orfonline.org/research/indias-arctic-potential-48263/
https://www.orfonline.org/research/indias-arctic-potential-48263/
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/33069/joint+statement+for+indiadenmark+green+strategic+partnership
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/33069/joint+statement+for+indiadenmark+green+strategic+partnership
https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/news/national/tumakuru-danish-city-of-aalborg-sign-mou-under-smart-city-initiative/article30109424.ece
https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/news/national/tumakuru-danish-city-of-aalborg-sign-mou-under-smart-city-initiative/article30109424.ece
https://mea.gov.in/press-releases.htm?dtl/32033/meeting+of+prime+minister+with+vladimir+putin+president+of+russian+federation+on+the+margins+of+11th+brics+summit
https://mea.gov.in/press-releases.htm?dtl/32033/meeting+of+prime+minister+with+vladimir+putin+president+of+russian+federation+on+the+margins+of+11th+brics+summit
https://mea.gov.in/press-releases.htm?dtl/32033/meeting+of+prime+minister+with+vladimir+putin+president+of+russian+federation+on+the+margins+of+11th+brics+summit
https://mea.gov.in/press-releases.htm?dtl/32033/meeting+of+prime+minister+with+vladimir+putin+president+of+russian+federation+on+the+margins+of+11th+brics+summit
https://mea.gov.in/press-releases.htm?dtl/32033/meeting+of+prime+minister+with+vladimir+putin+president+of+russian+federation+on+the+margins+of+11th+brics+summit
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/30469/indiarussia+joint+statement+during+visit+of+president+of+russia+to+india+october+05+2018
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/30469/indiarussia+joint+statement+during+visit+of+president+of+russia+to+india+october+05+2018
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/30469/indiarussia+joint+statement+during+visit+of+president+of+russia+to+india+october+05+2018
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/29512/indiacanada+joint+statement+during+state+visit+of+prime+minister+of+canada+to+india+february+23+2018
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/29512/indiacanada+joint+statement+during+state+visit+of+prime+minister+of+canada+to+india+february+23+2018
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/29512/indiacanada+joint+statement+during+state+visit+of+prime+minister+of+canada+to+india+february+23+2018
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/29512/indiacanada+joint+statement+during+state+visit+of+prime+minister+of+canada+to+india+february+23+2018
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/28507/saint+petersburg+declaration+by+the+russian+federation+and+the+republic+of+india+a+vision+for+the+21st+century
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/28507/saint+petersburg+declaration+by+the+russian+federation+and+the+republic+of+india+a+vision+for+the+21st+century
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/28507/saint+petersburg+declaration+by+the+russian+federation+and+the+republic+of+india+a+vision+for+the+21st+century
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/28507/saint+petersburg+declaration+by+the+russian+federation+and+the+republic+of+india+a+vision+for+the+21st+century
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/28507/saint+petersburg+declaration+by+the+russian+federation+and+the+republic+of+india+a+vision+for+the+21st+century
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India- Finland Joint 

Statement during the visit of 

Prime Minister of Finland 

to India 

 

February 13, 

2016 

Finland supported India’s permanent 

membership in UNSC 

  

Recognised the growing business 

opportunities 

Joint Statement between the 

Russian Federation and the 

Republic of India: Shared 

Trust, New Horizons 

 

December 

14, 2015 

Russia welcomes the interest and 

involvement of Indian partners with regard 

to cooperation in joint projects stipulating 

the possibility of LNG supply to India 

from JSC NOVATEK project Arctic LNG 

on the resource base of the fields located 

on the Gydan Peninsula and partly in the 

Gulf of Ob. 

 

Acknowledged the potential for the 

development of joint scientific research in 

the Arctic region, particularly the Russian 

Scientific Center on Spitsbergen 

(Svalbard) archipelago 

MoUs signed during the 

State Visit of President to 

Sweden 

 

June 5, 2015 Sustainable urban development. 

 

Visa-free travel for diplomatic passport 

holders. 

 

Cooperation in the field of Micro, Small 

and Medium Enterprises. 

 

Encourage collaboration in the areas of 

Polar (Antarctic and Arctic) and Ocean 

Research. 

 

Medical research in the field of ageing. 

 

Drug Co-vigilance, Drug manufacturing 

practices. 

'Druzhba-Dosti: A Vision 

for strengthening the 

Indian-Russian Partnership 

over the next decade' - Joint 

Statement during the visit of 

President of the Russian 

Federation to India 

December 

11, 2014 

Both sides agreed to facilitate scientific co-

operation to study the challenges (like 

melting ice, climate change, marine life 

and biodiversity), facing the rapidly-

changing Arctic region. 

 

https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/26356/india+finland+joint+statement+during+the+visit+of+prime+minister+of+finland+to+india++february+13+2016
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/26356/india+finland+joint+statement+during+the+visit+of+prime+minister+of+finland+to+india++february+13+2016
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/26356/india+finland+joint+statement+during+the+visit+of+prime+minister+of+finland+to+india++february+13+2016
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/26356/india+finland+joint+statement+during+the+visit+of+prime+minister+of+finland+to+india++february+13+2016
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/26243/joint+statement+between+the+russian+federation+and+the+republic+of+india+shared+trust+new+horizons+december+24+2015
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/26243/joint+statement+between+the+russian+federation+and+the+republic+of+india+shared+trust+new+horizons+december+24+2015
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/26243/joint+statement+between+the+russian+federation+and+the+republic+of+india+shared+trust+new+horizons+december+24+2015
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/26243/joint+statement+between+the+russian+federation+and+the+republic+of+india+shared+trust+new+horizons+december+24+2015
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/25303/list+of+agreementsmous+signed+during+the+state+visit+of+president+to+sweden
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/25303/list+of+agreementsmous+signed+during+the+state+visit+of+president+to+sweden
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/25303/list+of+agreementsmous+signed+during+the+state+visit+of+president+to+sweden
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/24486/druzhbadosti+a+vision+for+strengthening+the+indianrussian+partnership+over+the+next+decade++joint+statement+during+the+visit+of+president+of+the+russian+federation+to+india
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/24486/druzhbadosti+a+vision+for+strengthening+the+indianrussian+partnership+over+the+next+decade++joint+statement+during+the+visit+of+president+of+the+russian+federation+to+india
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/24486/druzhbadosti+a+vision+for+strengthening+the+indianrussian+partnership+over+the+next+decade++joint+statement+during+the+visit+of+president+of+the+russian+federation+to+india
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/24486/druzhbadosti+a+vision+for+strengthening+the+indianrussian+partnership+over+the+next+decade++joint+statement+during+the+visit+of+president+of+the+russian+federation+to+india
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/24486/druzhbadosti+a+vision+for+strengthening+the+indianrussian+partnership+over+the+next+decade++joint+statement+during+the+visit+of+president+of+the+russian+federation+to+india
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/24486/druzhbadosti+a+vision+for+strengthening+the+indianrussian+partnership+over+the+next+decade++joint+statement+during+the+visit+of+president+of+the+russian+federation+to+india
https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/24486/druzhbadosti+a+vision+for+strengthening+the+indianrussian+partnership+over+the+next+decade++joint+statement+during+the+visit+of+president+of+the+russian+federation+to+india
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A way to strengthen the relationship of India with the Arctic region 

 

After understanding the current developments and future volatility in the Arctic region, it is 

clear that India has many opportunities other than scientific research. It is safe to engage Arctic 

states in scientific collaboration, student exchange programs, new concepts like 'sister cities' 

development, and providing space for joint innovation cells to boost the startup economy with 

Indian market as leverage. Given it's an overextension of naval resources in IOR, it would not 

be practical to call for a military presence or even naval exercises in the Arctic region. Instead, 

an increase in business collaboration would fare better. Further, India could provide its 

expertise to fill the gaps mentioned here – 

1. There is a lack of research on emerging challenges and opportunities related to the use of 

technologies in the Arctic (klimenko 2019). 

2. Scenario-based research on the repercussions of great power competition in the Arctic would 

be one way to advance knowledge and develop risk mitigation strategies (klimenko 2019). 

3. Create open data forums and encourage global communities to undertake research. 

These initiatives are initial steps towards a deeper engagement with the region, and eventually, 

establish a policy towards achieving the above-mentioned milestones. 
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IN CREATING A POLAR SILK ROAD 
China and the Arctic 

Miriyala Samyukktha11

 

 

The shortest distance between China and the Arctic Circle is roughly 900 miles, but the country 

has previously described itself as a “near-Arctic state. (Meredith, 2019) 

 

In its Arctic policy published in 2018: 

 

China says it follows international law in the protection of the natural environment and 

ecosystem of the Arctic and conservation of its biological resources. China stands for steadily 

advancing international cooperation on the Arctic. It has worked to strengthen such cooperation 

under the Belt and Road Initiative. China states that BRI could help in improving arctics 

condition and advance arctic co-operation with china.   

 

Its interest in the Arctic region is clear: access to Arctic natural resources and use of the 

Northern Route, which work together to enhance its image as a major power. The New York 

Times reported in May 2019 that China is investing heavily in projects in nearly 

every Arctic country. (Sengupta & Lee Myers, 2019) In April, the Pentagon, in its annual 

report to Congress on China’s military power, included for the first time a section about the 

Arctic and warned of the risks of a growing Chinese presence in the region, including 

the possible deployment of nuclear submarines in the future. 

 

Power 

 

China is partnering with the leading expansionist power in the region: Russia, which sees the 

Arctic as key to its future wealth and power. (Guo & Lloyd Wilson, 2020) Russia needs 

Chinese investment to extract the natural resources under the permafrost and monetize its long 

Arctic coast, especially after the United States imposed sanctions over Russia’s 2014 

annexation of Crimea. It is an increasingly vital relationship for both countries. (Guo & Lloyd 

Wilson, 2020) 

 

Russia’s wariness of competition in the Arctic has given way to a new openness with China. 

Though Russia and China would be natural competitors for Arctic resources and influence, 

they have started cooperation knowing that only together they can outcompete the West. (Guo 

& Lloyd Wilson, 2020) In April, Mr. Putin appeared alongside Mr. Xi in Beijing to propose 

 
11 Miriyala Samyukktha is a Research Assistant at the Center for Security Studies 
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linking the thawing Northern Sea Route in Russian waters with China’s huge infrastructure 

drive, known as the Belt and Road. It could create, Mr. Putin said, “a competitive, global route” 

linking much of Asia to Europe. (Guo & Lloyd Wilson, 2020) 

 

Arctic nations, including the US, have watched carefully over the last few years as China 

continues to expand its Arctic capabilities and further develops its interests in the region.  

The government of Denmark, which handles foreign and defence policy for Greenland, has 

openly expressed its concerns about China’s interest in the autonomous territory. China had 

proposed establishing a research station in Greenland, as well as a satellite ground station. It 

also offered to renovate Greenland’s airports and to expand exploration for minerals. China 

has built a satellite station in northern Sweden and invested in Finland as part of its Polar Silk 

Road initiative. (R. Lino, 2020) 

 

As countries are very wary of china’s growth in the region, Countries with the support of US 

have tried to counter Chinese activities in the region. With the support of the US, in 2016 

Denmark prevented China from buying an old military base in Greenland. Washington also 

encouraged Denmark to reject Chinese offers to help build the international airports in 

Greenland mentioned above, promising that the US would instead provide such investment in 

airports that could be used for both civilian and military purposes. (R. Lino, 2020) 

 

The significance of Chinese investments in ports and other infrastructure projects – and the 

risks that they present is beginning to sink in across Europe. In March 2019, the European 

Union formally declared Beijing a ‘strategic rival’. (R. Lino, 2020) With the current deference 

from arctic countries and the western powers, it can be said that there is certain resistance to 

Chinese power growth and expansion in the region. China has no military presence in the 

Arctic, nor any territorial claims. Its activities are commercial and scientific, for now.  

 

Resources 

 

China is trying to pour money into nearly every Arctic country.  China encourages its 

enterprises to exploration and utilization of Arctic resources by making the best use of their 

advantages in capital, technology and domestic market. ("Full text: China’s Arctic Policy", 

2018) China maintains that all activities to explore and utilize the Arctic should abide by 

treaties such as the UNCLOS and the Spitsbergen Treaty as well as general international law, 

respect the laws of the Arctic States, and proceed in a sustainable way. ("Full text: China’s 

Arctic Policy", 2018) 

 

The Arctic region boasts an abundance of geothermal, wind, and other clean energy resources. 

China will work with the Arctic States to strengthen clean energy cooperation, increase 

exchanges in respect of technology, personnel and experience in this field, explore the supply 

of clean energy and energy substitution, and pursue low-carbon development. ("Full text: 

China’s Arctic Policy", 2018) China respects the sovereign rights of Arctic States over oil, gas 
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and mineral resources in the areas subject to their jurisdiction in accordance with international 

law, and respects the interests and concerns of residents in the region. It requires its enterprises 

to observe the laws of the relevant States and conduct risk assessments for resource exploration, 

and encourages them to participate in the exploitation of oil, gas and mineral resources in the 

Arctic. ("Full text: China’s Arctic Policy", 2018) 

 

China has invested billions into extracting energy sources from beneath the permafrost on the 

Yamal Peninsula in northern Russia. During a visit to Russia in June 2019, Chinese President 

Xi Jinping presided over the launch of a joint venture to build the ice-capable LNG tanker ships 

that were recently exhibited. (Guo & Lloyd Wilson, 2020) 

 

China is drilling for gas in Russian waters alongside the Russian company Gazprom. It is 

prospecting for minerals in Greenland. And its telecommunications giant is eager to partner 

with a Finnish company that wants to lay a huge new undersea internet cable to connect 

Northern Europe with Asia. (Guo & Lloyd Wilson, 2020) China struck a free trade deal with 

Iceland six years ago, giving tiny Iceland a giant market for one of its main exports: fish. (Jolly, 

2013) 

 

Fish 

 

As fish stocks have shown a tendency to move northwards due to climate change and other 

factors, the Arctic has the potential to become a new fishing ground in the future. while 

enjoying their lawful right to conduct fisheries research and development in the high seas in 

the Arctic Ocean, all States should fulfil their obligations to conserve the fishery resources and 

the ecosystem in the region. ("Full text: China’s Arctic Policy", 2018) China supports efforts 

to formulate a legally binding international agreement on the management of fisheries in the 

high seas portion of the Arctic Ocean. China also supports the establishment of an Arctic 

fisheries management organization or making other institutional arrangements based on the 

UNCLOS. ("Full text: China’s Arctic Policy", 2018) 

 

Trade Routes 

 

The Arctic shipping routes comprise the Northeast Passage, Northwest Passage, and the Central 

Passage. As a result of global warming, the Arctic shipping routes are likely to become 

important transport routes for international trade.   

For China, regular use of the Northern Route would be an economic boon. The distance from 

Shanghai to German ports is over 4,600km shorter via the Northern Route than via the Suez 

Canal.  

 

China maintains that the management of the Arctic shipping routes should be conducted in 

accordance with treaties including the UNCLOS and general international law and that the 

freedom of navigation enjoyed by all countries in accordance with the law and their rights to 
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use the Arctic shipping routes should be ensured. Chinese ships are sailing the Northern Sea 

Route. The state-owned China Ocean Shipping Company has sent its cargo vessels across the 

Arctic multiple times over the last five years, and is planning more voyages this summer. A 

company official told a recent Arctic affairs meeting in Shanghai that the northern route cut 10 

days off a trip from Asia to Europe compared with routes through the Indian Ocean and the 

Suez Canal. 

 

Polar Silk Road 

 

China plans to build new shipping routes through the Arctic via the Silk Road Economic 

Belt and Maritime Silk Road. In 2018, China introduced the Polar Silk Road, bringing it under 

the broader Belt and Road Initiative umbrella, as a framework to facilitate joint development 

of the Arctic. (Chih Yuan Woon, 2020) China hopes to work with all parties to build a “Polar 

Silk Road” through developing the Arctic shipping routes. It encourages its enterprises to 

participate in the infrastructure construction for these routes and conduct commercial trial 

voyages in accordance with the law to pave the way for their commercial and regularized 

operation. (Chih Yuan Woon, 2020) 

 

China abides by the International Code for Ships Operating in Polar Waters (Polar Code), and 

supports the International Maritime Organization in playing an active role in formulating 

navigational rules for the Arctic. (Chih Yuan Woon, 2020) China offered to renovate 

Greenland’s airports and to expand exploration for minerals. China has built a satellite station 

in northern Sweden and invested in Finland as part of its Polar Silk Road initiative. (Chih Yuan 

Woon, 2020) Chinese Arctic experts have pointed out the limitations of Arctic sea routes, 

including harsh conditions, more icebergs due to melting of Greenland's icecap, higher 

insurance premiums, lack of infrastructure and shallow depths 

 

Conclusion 

 

China’s cooperation with Russia will help to boost its own efforts. There are many competing 

foreign policy crisis points globally and Western democracies struggle to match the singular, 

determined and very long-term view of the leadership in China. 
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