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Preface

This report creates a catalog of resources for use on the topic “China and
Russia’s Involvement in the Arctic.” This catalog of resources is in response to a
request by the U.S. Air Force (USAF) Air University (AU) Academic Centers, USAF
Culture and Language Center (AFCLC) at Maxwell Air Force Base (AFB), Alabama and
is in support of the AFCLC mission.

The mission of the AFCLC is to serve as the USAF focal point for creating and
executing programs that sustain career-long development of Linguistically, Regionally,
and Culturally competent Total Force Airmen to meet the Service’s global mission. In
addition to providing subject matter expertise and support for Air Force Language,
Regional Expertise, and Culture (LREC) governance, the AFCLC accomplishes this
mission by designing, developing and delivering: 1) LREC familiarization education to
AU officer, enlisted, and accessions programs; and 2) pre-deployment training and

training products.

As a Research Analyst for Metro Professional Services, the researcher has
identified open source material on China and Russia’s Involvement in the Arctic by
using multiple sources during his research. This catalog includes academic journal
articles, books and other legitimate peer-reviewed, academic resources. Sources are
categorized by topic and broken down into relevant sub-topics based on the request of
the AFCLC representative or on the discernment of the researcher. Catalog entries
include Title, Author, Source, Date and Content Abstract, Summary or Overview that
gives the end user a sense of what the author has to say about the selected topic and
sub-topic. The text used in this compilation is taken verbatim from the source,
and none of this information is intended to be viewed as a product of AFCLC or
Metro Professional Services. Incorporation in this compilation does not

constitute endorsement of the source by AFCLC.



China’s Involvement in the Arctic:

“China gains major Arctic foothold as Russia turns to Beijing more, report finds,”
Robert Fife and Steven Chase, The Globe and Mail, 7 February 2024 [1]
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/politics/article-china-arctic-russia-war/

Overview:

China is gaining a major foothold in the Arctic as Russia, facing a severe budget
crunch from its military assault on Ukraine, increasingly relies on Beijing and
unprecedented levels of Chinese corporate and state investment to develop the
northern region.

Current & Relevant Information:

A new report by Strider Technologies, a leading U.S. strategic intelligence firm, says
Russia has been forced to shift conventional defense spending away from the Arctic
and to the war in Ukraine. In doing so, it has turned to China to help maintain its
military and economic presence in the Arctic after years of seeking to limit Chinese
involvement in the Far North.

Using proprietary data, Strider found that during the 18 months from January, 2022,
to June, 2023, 234 Chinese-owned companies registered to operate in Russian-
controlled Arctic territory, an 87-per-cent increase compared with registrations in the
two years prior. As of June, 2023, 359 Chinese-owned companies operate in the
region, Strider said, the result of a surge in investment over the last three years.
Strider proprietary data are aggregated from across corporate, transaction, and
open-source data sets.

Russia and China are also deepening their security ties, signing an agreement in
April, 2023, to co-operate on maritime law enforcement. In August, 2023, they
conducted joint exercises in the Bering Sea off the coast of Alaska — remaining in
international waters. The Bering Sea is a gateway between the Arctic and Pacific
oceans.

Chinese-Russian collaboration in the Arctic is a scenario Canada’s military
intelligence has warned MPs about. “I would definitely agree that if Russia and
China were to co-operate in the Arctic, it would pose significant threats to Canada’s
ability to protect its sovereignty,” Major-General Michael Wright, Commander of
Canadian Forces Intelligence Command and Chief of Defence Intelligence, told the
Commons defence committee in October, 2022, more than six months after Russia’s
assault on Ukraine began.

In response to Western sanctions, Russia has opened up the Arctic to China like
never before, Strider said. This includes investment to develop Russia’s Northern
Sea Route, an alternative global shipping channel along the top of its mainland, and
energy exploration.


https://www.theglobeandmail.com/politics/article-china-arctic-russia-war/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/topics/ukraine/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/topics/china/

“Our findings reveal a strategic pivot by Russia, marked by decreased government
spending and a remarkable policy shift to include the People’s Republic of China
[PRC],” said Eric Levesque, COO and co-founder of Strider. “This pivot underscores
the diplomatic and economic isolation Moscow is experiencing in the wake of its
invasion of Ukraine and growing reliance on the PRC for its economic and security
goals.”

In releasing the report, Strider said “the escalation in activity is a stark departure
from Russia’s previous efforts to limit PRC involvement in the region.”

“The PRC has established a major foothold in the region by providing investment
and support Russia needs to further develop the Arctic while waging war in Ukraine,”
it said.

China has helped Russia weather Western-led sanctions by providing Moscow with
international banking services and buying its oil and other commodities. In February,
2022, just weeks before Russia’s all-out attack on Ukraine, Chinese President Xi
Jinping and Russian President Vladimir Putin met to inaugurate what they called
their “friendship without limits” partnership.

In October, 2022, Canada’s top soldier, Chief of the Defense Staff General Wayne
Eyre, predicted Russia would grow increasingly dependent on China as the Ukraine
war dragged on, and fall under its sway, becoming “much more of a vassal state” of
Beijing’s.

China, which has declared itself a near-Arctic state, wants to use the Northern Sea
Route through Russia’s Arctic to import energy and export goods. If Sweden

succeeds in its bid to join the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, Russia would be
the only non-NATO country in the Arctic.

Strider data also show increasing Chinese involvement in Russian resource-
development projects, especially in liqguefied natural gas, mineral extraction and
infrastructure. Beijing stepped in, for example, to provide crucial technology,
including gas turbines, when the Biden administration imposed sanctions to try to Kill
Russia’s Arctic LNG 2 project in northern Siberia.

In 2023, China Communications Construction Company (CCCC), a massive state-
owned conglomerate, signed a deal with Russian Titanium Resources for mineral
exploration and to expand the Indiga deep-water port and the Sosnogorsk-Indiga
railway. Back in 2018, Canada blocked CCCC from acquiring Aecon, one of this
country’s largest construction companies, on national-security concerns.

At least 11 ships transported Russian crude oil to China through the Northern Sea
Route in 2023, up from one trial voyage in 2022. As sea ice melts due to climate
change, Arctic waters are an increasingly attractive shipping route between the
Atlantic and Pacific. The Arctic thoroughfare can cut travel time for vessels sailing
between Asia and Europe.


https://www.theglobeandmail.com/topics/russia/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/topics/arctic/

Strider said the number of private-sector investors in Kremlin-backed special
economic zones in the Arctic increased to more than 4,000 in 2023, from
approximately 230 in 2016.

The Russians have built modern military bases in their Arctic region and are building
a new fleet of 13 polar icebreakers, while China has two medium-strength
icebreakers and is building an even larger, more powerful vessel.

Beijing’s activities in the Far North are becoming of increasing concern to
Washington and Ottawa. Beijing’s designs on minerals in Canada’s North in part
prompted the development of a joint U.S.-Canada strategy to reshape global critical
mineral supply chains and reduce reliance on China. Beijing has moved
aggressively in recent years to tighten its control of rare earth minerals, which are
crucial for manufacturing high-tech and military products.

In December, 2020, Ottawa rejected a takeover of an Arctic gold mine that would
have given a Chinese state-controlled company a foothold in the Northwest
Passage. Ottawa turned down Shandong Gold Mining Co. Ltd.’s purchase of junior
miner TMAC Resources Inc. over concerns about national security in the Arctic.

The mine site is a little more than 100 kilometers from a NORAD North Warning
System radar station in Cambridge Bay, Nunavut, part of a chain of installations
across the North that gather information and transmit it to military operation centers.

“China Is Determined To Push Its Way Into the Arctic,” Daniel Kochis, The
Heritage Foundation, 11 August 2023 [2]
https://www.heritage.org/asia/commentary/china-determined-push-its-way-the-arctic

Overview:
Key Takeaways:

1. On Friday, August 4, eleven Chinese and Russian naval vessels sailed near

the U.S. Aleutian Islands in Alaska.

China has been ramping up its efforts to push its way into the Arctic for years.

3. Russia must now rely upon China to provide the technology and funding to
develop energy and mining projects in its Arctic region.

N

On Friday, August 4, eleven Chinese and Russian naval vessels sailed near the
U.S. Aleutian Islands in Alaska, leading the Navy to dispatch four destroyers and a
P-8 maritime patrol aircraft to monitor the formation. “This is unprecedented,”
remarked U.S. Senator Dan Sullivan (R-AK), “not just for Alaska, but for America to
have 11 warships jointly being operated by the Chinese and Russians—who are
increasingly working together—essentially doing freedom of navigation and
navigation operations incursions into Alaska’s area.”

Current & Relevant Information:



https://www.heritage.org/asia/commentary/china-determined-push-its-way-the-arctic

The Arctic in Focus

The U.S. is an Arctic nation as much as it is an Atlantic or Pacific one. To defend
American sovereignty in the high north, policymakers must not only do more to raise
public awareness of security threats but also work to ensure that the U.S. is properly
resourced to defend its national sovereignty. One immediate step that would help on
both counts is for the Select Committee on the Chinese Communist Party to hold a
public hearing on the threat from China in the region.

After all, this weekend's joint flotilla is not the only recent blinking red wake up call
for the U.S. in the Arctic. In July, China’s Polar Research Institute made the
startling announcement that it plans to deploy listening devices “on a large scale in
the Arctic Ocean,” having successfully field-tested the technology. That’s a serious
cause for concern, considering that China has long utilized its supposed “scientific”
work in the high north as a smokescreen for increasing its military awareness there.

In 2018, for example, China’s Polar Research Institute sought to purchase or lease
an airport at Kemijarvi, in Finland’s Lapland region. The proposal was nixed after
local authorities inquired as to the Ministry of Defense’s views. Chinese plans called
for an extension of the runway to operate research flights to the north pole.
Kemijarvi’'s mayor explained: “The flight route would have also made observations
possible over the Arctic Ocean and the Northeast Passage, which is an area of
interest to both China and Russia.” Furthermore, the flight path would have taken
Chinese planes conveniently over the Rovajarvi firing range, Finland’s main artillery
range (and the largest in Europe) which just happened to be located west of
Kemijéarvi.

Not long after that incident, in 2019 the U.S. Department of Defense warned that
“civilian research could support a strengthened Chinese military presence in the
Arctic Ocean,” and even went as far as to say that this “could include deploying
submarines to the region as a deterrent against nuclear attacks.” This warning
directly reflects research published in Chinese journals on submarine operations in
the Arctic, including one article titled: “Peridynamic Model for Submarine Surfacing
through Ice.”

That’s why these new Chinese listening devices caused so much alarm: They will
almost certainly be used to track American and allied submarines. Consider that the
once secret sound surveillance system—a series of underwater acoustic arrays for
tracking Soviet submarines that gave the U.S. and its allies a crucial edge during
the Cold War—was “built under the cover of civilian oceanographic research.” China
seems to be taking a page out of the same book.

The truth is, China has been ramping up its efforts to push its way into the Arctic for
years. Last fall, at around the same time that Chinese spy balloons were starting
reconnaissance over Alaska, Canada found four Chinese spy buoys in their Arctic


https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.scmp.com%2Fnews%2Fchina%2Fscience%2Farticle%2F3226755%2Fchina-plans-massive-listening-programme-north-pole-after-declaring-success-arctic-test-underwater&data=05%7C01%7CVictoria.Coates%40heritage.org%7C5e29bd9078af48e21dce08db93bd6f86%7Ccbd93b4867ea46759ee84178b273204a%7C0%7C0%7C638266214076792123%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C7000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=1ZI3aEJ4613A%2FdfZQlbxLtJZVdgtc2LdTkIUoUyD%2B%2FQ%3D&reserved=0
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fyle.fi%2Fa%2F3-11820411&data=05%7C01%7CVictoria.Coates%40heritage.org%7C5e29bd9078af48e21dce08db93bd6f86%7Ccbd93b4867ea46759ee84178b273204a%7C0%7C0%7C638266214076792123%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C7000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=U8gdY3yTpneTRps%2FnvhfYsMBZLrJCXh7I4fw1BaWp%2Bo%3D&reserved=0
https://www.19fortyfive.com/2022/11/the-world-responds-nato-aircraft-carriers-are-getting-close-to-russia-in-arctic/
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.heritage.org%2Fasia%2Freport%2Fus-policymakers-should-remain-wary-chinese-ambitions-the-arctic&data=05%7C01%7CVictoria.Coates%40heritage.org%7C5e29bd9078af48e21dce08db93bd6f86%7Ccbd93b4867ea46759ee84178b273204a%7C0%7C0%7C638266214076792123%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C7000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=Ko%2B8JqFtqayfyUOObCgMPbvj9C186FuFRNv%2BR0W7G0A%3D&reserved=0
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.navylookout.com%2Flistening-to-the-ocean-the-secretive-enablers-in-the-underwater-battle%2F&data=05%7C01%7CVictoria.Coates%40heritage.org%7C5e29bd9078af48e21dce08db93bd6f86%7Ccbd93b4867ea46759ee84178b273204a%7C0%7C0%7C638266214076792123%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C7000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=V9wpI0ECqgGN2PuGjXScfeBVw8P2jTrDOMO4vcNC8Qs%3D&reserved=0

waters. These buoys could have been being utilized to map the seabed, monitor ice
thickness, or monitor submarine activity.

My organization raised concerns at the time over Chinese ambitions in the Arctic.
But the Biden Administration didn’t heed our warnings. Now, Washington’s passive
approach combined with the rapidly expanding gulf between China and its junior
partner Russia seems to have convinced Xi that the time is ripe to push for a greater
presence in the Arctic.

But that doesn’t change the fact that China’s closest point to the Arctic Circle is more
than 800 nautical miles away. Which is to say that China, despite it's absurd

claims to be a “near-Arctic state, is naturally limited by the simple fact that it is not an
Arctic nation. Because of this, Beijing has utilized a scatter shot approach to
increasing its activity in the Arctic region: trying everything from scientific
cooperation (whether genuine or not) and becoming an observer in the Arctic
Council in 2013 (the world’s primary multilateral forum concerned with the Arctic
region) to seeking out Arctic investments and building new icebreakers (China
already has double the number of icebreakers as the U.S).

These efforts have produced mixed results. Power in the Arctic Council rests with
member states not observers, and the forum itself faces an uncertain future after
Russia’s second invasion of Ukraine. On the scientific road to the Arctic, China has
likewise stumbled, only recently beginning to again send personnel to research
stations located in Norway’s Svalbard archipelago, and Karholl, Iceland after a
lengthy hiatus. Finland and Sweden recently ended scientific cooperation with China
in their northern regions; similarly a 2017 Chinese proposal to build a satellite dish
antenna ground station in Greenland went nowhere. In 2020, the Canadian
government ended an attempted Chinese takeover of the Hope Bay gold mine in the
Nunavut territory over security concerns. Chinese investments in nearly all the Arctic
nations have fallen flat.

The glaring exception is investment in the Russian Arctic. For Beijing, all roads to
Arctic influence run through Moscow, and over the past decade China has spent
nearly $90 billion investing in Arctic resource extraction, mostly with its neighbor to
the north. So far, however, The Arctic is one of the areas where Russia has been
able to retain “the upper hand in its dealings with China,” and remains “wary of
allowing China undue access to a region it deems critical to national security.”

But as the war against Ukraine drags on, Moscow’s position is deteriorating by the
day. Blocked from working with western companies, Russia must now rely upon
China to provide the technology and funding to develop energy and mining projects
in its Arctic region. In return, Beijing reaps a multitude of rewards: a reliable stream
of cheap energy, political influence in Moscow, and |ucrative construction contracts
for Chinese companies. All that adds up to an invaluable toe hold in the Arctic for
Beijing.


https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.voanews.com%2Fa%2Freports-canada-found-retrieved-spy-buoys-in-arctic%2F6985742.html&data=05%7C01%7CVictoria.Coates%40heritage.org%7C5e29bd9078af48e21dce08db93bd6f86%7Ccbd93b4867ea46759ee84178b273204a%7C0%7C0%7C638266214076792123%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C7000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=wQT1EETY4FZ5i7CDiayM7Zp9Zwe0jtEw4iDHaX6pt0Y%3D&reserved=0
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.heritage.org%2Fasia%2Freport%2Fus-policymakers-should-remain-wary-chinese-ambitions-the-arctic&data=05%7C01%7CVictoria.Coates%40heritage.org%7C5e29bd9078af48e21dce08db93bd6f86%7Ccbd93b4867ea46759ee84178b273204a%7C0%7C0%7C638266214076792123%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C7000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=Ko%2B8JqFtqayfyUOObCgMPbvj9C186FuFRNv%2BR0W7G0A%3D&reserved=0
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.heritage.org%2Fasia%2Freport%2Fus-policymakers-should-remain-wary-chinese-ambitions-the-arctic&data=05%7C01%7CVictoria.Coates%40heritage.org%7C5e29bd9078af48e21dce08db93bd6f86%7Ccbd93b4867ea46759ee84178b273204a%7C0%7C0%7C638266214076792123%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C7000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=Ko%2B8JqFtqayfyUOObCgMPbvj9C186FuFRNv%2BR0W7G0A%3D&reserved=0
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.wsj.com%2Farticles%2Famericas-military-falls-behind-russia-china-race-for-melting-arctic-2a71dfac&data=05%7C01%7CVictoria.Coates%40heritage.org%7C5e29bd9078af48e21dce08db93bd6f86%7Ccbd93b4867ea46759ee84178b273204a%7C0%7C0%7C638266214076792123%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C7000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=0yrz%2BW3R5MWwXE9gAkB7ukVDhd2jdR1%2Ft5owthljWb8%3D&reserved=0
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.wsj.com%2Farticles%2Famericas-military-falls-behind-russia-china-race-for-melting-arctic-2a71dfac&data=05%7C01%7CVictoria.Coates%40heritage.org%7C5e29bd9078af48e21dce08db93bd6f86%7Ccbd93b4867ea46759ee84178b273204a%7C0%7C0%7C638266214076792123%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C7000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=0yrz%2BW3R5MWwXE9gAkB7ukVDhd2jdR1%2Ft5owthljWb8%3D&reserved=0
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.voanews.com%2Fa%2Fchina-begins-to-revive-arctic-scientific-ground-projects-after-setbacks-%2F6860756.html&data=05%7C01%7CVictoria.Coates%40heritage.org%7C5e29bd9078af48e21dce08db93bd6f86%7Ccbd93b4867ea46759ee84178b273204a%7C0%7C0%7C638266214076792123%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C7000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=4DiyIUHDbpEP0zNkapVAi4JDhZkVoq5jEjOlYsJmQ7k%3D&reserved=0
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.heritage.org%2Fasia%2Freport%2Fus-policymakers-should-remain-wary-chinese-ambitions-the-arctic&data=05%7C01%7CVictoria.Coates%40heritage.org%7C5e29bd9078af48e21dce08db93bd6f86%7Ccbd93b4867ea46759ee84178b273204a%7C0%7C0%7C638266214076792123%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C7000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=Ko%2B8JqFtqayfyUOObCgMPbvj9C186FuFRNv%2BR0W7G0A%3D&reserved=0
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.voanews.com%2Fa%2Fchina-begins-to-revive-arctic-scientific-ground-projects-after-setbacks-%2F6860756.html&data=05%7C01%7CVictoria.Coates%40heritage.org%7C5e29bd9078af48e21dce08db93bd6f86%7Ccbd93b4867ea46759ee84178b273204a%7C0%7C0%7C638266214076792123%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C7000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=4DiyIUHDbpEP0zNkapVAi4JDhZkVoq5jEjOlYsJmQ7k%3D&reserved=0
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cbc.ca%2Fnews%2Fcanada%2Fnorth%2Fcanada-china-tmac-1.5851305&data=05%7C01%7CVictoria.Coates%40heritage.org%7C5e29bd9078af48e21dce08db93bd6f86%7Ccbd93b4867ea46759ee84178b273204a%7C0%7C0%7C638266214076792123%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C7000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=QDQ7GIqlb%2BNvaVcUV94aGKmKrXj0oEiGp%2FUDyBoun98%3D&reserved=0
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.highnorthnews.com%2Fen%2Fputin-and-xi-discuss-further-deepening-arctic-partnership&data=05%7C01%7CVictoria.Coates%40heritage.org%7C5e29bd9078af48e21dce08db93bd6f86%7Ccbd93b4867ea46759ee84178b273204a%7C0%7C0%7C638266214076792123%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C7000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=TInH3f%2FiRhzWx2YtIOefVOTU58HtBLvBgOBxVY%2FAlkw%3D&reserved=0
https://www.heritage.org/asia/report/us-policymakers-should-remain-wary-chinese-ambitions-the-arctic
https://www.heritage.org/asia/report/us-policymakers-should-remain-wary-chinese-ambitions-the-arctic
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.highnorthnews.com%2Fen%2Fputin-and-xi-discuss-further-deepening-arctic-partnership&data=05%7C01%7CVictoria.Coates%40heritage.org%7C5e29bd9078af48e21dce08db93bd6f86%7Ccbd93b4867ea46759ee84178b273204a%7C0%7C0%7C638266214076792123%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C7000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=TInH3f%2FiRhzWx2YtIOefVOTU58HtBLvBgOBxVY%2FAlkw%3D&reserved=0

This latest incident in the Aleutian Islands and the Polar Institute’s plans to install a
series of listening devices only underscores what we already knew: China is feeling
bullish about its ability to push its way into the Arctic. During this scorching hot
August, U.S. policymakers would do well to sit up and take notice of what’s going on
in the ice-cold north.

“China’s Increasing Role in the Arctic,” Luke Coffey, The Heritage Foundation, 11
February 2020 [3] https://www.heritage.org/global-politics/report/chinas-increasing-
role-the-arctic

Summary:

America’s interests in the Arctic region will only increase in the coming years. As
other nations devote resources and assets in the region to secure their national
interests, America cannot afford to fall behind. The U.S. must champion an agenda
that advances its national interest and devotes the required national resources to the
Arctic region. With the focus on China’s dubious and aggressive claims of
sovereignty in the South China Sea, massive infrastructure investments in Central
Asia and Africa, and trade war with the U.S., it is easy to overlook another aspect of
Beijing’s activities in the Arctic. The Administration must continue to monitor China’s
activity in the region, promote economic freedom in the Arctic, and refuse to
recognize China’s self-proclaimed status as a “near Arctic-State.”

Key Takeaways:

1. The U.S. cannot afford to fall behind in the Arctic and should pursue an Arctic
agenda that advances growing U.S. national interests and thwarts Chinese aims.
2. China seeks to be an Arctic actor for many reasons: to access new shipping
routes, increase economic influence, and lay the groundwork for future military
activity.

3. The Trump Administration should continue to raise awareness of China’s
guestionable ambitions in the region and check Beijing’s efforts to increase its
regional influence.

Current & Relevant Information:

America’s interests in the Arctic region will only increase in the coming years. As
other nations devote resources and assets in the region to secure their national
interests, America cannot afford to fall behind. The U.S. must champion an agenda
that advances its national interest and devotes the required national resources to the
Arctic region. With the focus on China’s dubious and aggressive claims of
sovereignty in the South China Sea, massive infrastructure investments in Central
Asia and Africa, and trade war with the U.S., it is easy to overlook another aspect of
Beijing’s activities in the Arctic. The Administration must continue to monitor China’s
activity in the region, promote economic freedom in the Arctic, and refuse to
recognize China’s self-proclaimed status as a “near Arctic-State.”
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“Near Arctic State”

In the simplest terms, China sees the Arctic region as another place in which to
advance its economic interests and expand its diplomatic influence. As a non-Arctic
country, China is mindful that its ambitions in international Arctic institutions are
naturally limited, but this has not stopped Beijing from increasing its economic
presence in the region.

China’s Arctic strategy published in 2018 offers a useful glimpse into how Beijing
views its role in the region. Running 5,500 words in its English translation, the
strategy is littered with all the Arctic-related buzzwords, such as “common interests
of all countries,” “law-based governance,” “climate change,” and “sustainable
development.” The irony is not lost on observers of the South China Sea, where
China has shunned international norms to claim sovereignty, or the fact that China is
the world’s largest emitter of greenhouse gases.

Even though China’s closest point to the Arctic Circle is more than 800 nautical
miles away, Beijing refers to itself as a “near Arctic State”—a term made up by
Beijing and not found in the lexicon of Arctic discourse. In fact, extending Beijing’s
logic to other countries would mean that Belarus, Estonia, Germany, Ireland,
Kazakhstan, Latvia, Lithuania, the Netherlands, Poland, and the United Kingdom are
also “near Arctic” states. These are hardly the countries that one imagines when
thinking about the Arctic. As Secretary of State Mike Pompeo has said: “There are
Arctic states, and non-Arctic states. No third category exists. China claiming
otherwise entitles them to exactly nothing.”

China’s Dubious “Near Arctic State” Claim

Atlantic

Ocean Mohe City:

China’s
closest point
to the Arctic

SOURCE: Heritage Foundation research. IB5036 & heritage.org

China’s Motivation



But even with its self-professed and exaggerated role in the Arctic, China does have
legitimate interests in the region. After all, China is a global trading nation with the
world’s second-largest economy. It holds a permanent seat on the U.N. Security
Council. China is motivated to be an Arctic actor for five primary reasons:

1. New Shipping Routes. China is unique in modern times in being a continental
power that is almost entirely dependent on the sea for food and energy New sea-
lanes in the Arctic have the potential to play an important role when it comes to
diversifying China’s import dependencies.

2. Economic Influence. China sees itself as a global power, and the Arctic is
just another region in which to engage. China hopes to complement its Belt and
Road Initiative (BRI)—a vast trading network being constructed by China on the
Eurasian landmass and beyond—Dby investing in and constructing major
infrastructure projects along the emerging sea-lanes in the Arctic.

3. Scientific Research. Whether it is for China’s sea-based nuclear deterrent,
natural resource extraction, or commercial shipping, research on polar high-
altitude atmospheric physics, glacial oceans, bioecology, and meteorological
geology is important for China’s strategic interests. As a signatory of the
Svalbard Treaty, China is allowed to conduct scientific research on Svalbard and
has done so since 2004 at its Arctic Yellow River Station located in Ny Alesund.
China has a total of eight scientific research stations in the Arctic.

4. Laying the Groundwork for Future Military Activity in the Region.
Currently, China’s military involvement in the Arctic is limited. The People’s
Liberation Army Navy has never sailed into Arctic waters. However, the director
of the Norwegian Intelligence Service, Lieutenant General Morten Haga Lunde,
stated recently that “in the long term, we must be prepared for a clearer Chinese
presence also in our neighboring areas.” The Pentagon recently warned “that
China could use its civilian research presence in the Arctic to strengthen its
military presence, including by deploying submarines to the region as a deterrent
against nuclear attacks.”

5. Access to Minerals, Fishing, and Other Natural Resources. China also
sees the Arctic region as a way to satisfy its growing demands for energy and
food. China is a significant investor in Russia’s Yamal liquefied natural gas (LNG)
project. Beijing received the first shipment of Yamal LNG in July 2018 and will
import 3 million tons of Yamal LNG every year beginning in 2019. The dietary
needs of China’s growing population can be met partly by increased fishing in the
Arctic region.

For now, however, China’s primary motivation in the Arctic is economic. In its Arctic
strategy, China also coined the term “polar silk road.” The goal of the Polar Silk
Road is to compliment China’s BRI by investing in and constructing major
infrastructure projects along the emerging sea-lanes in the Arctic.



America’s Backyard

China is also becoming more involved in America’s backyard with an eye to
investing in Greenland and Iceland, although it must be pointed out that in the case
of Greenland, China’s role is often greatly exaggerated. For example, China has a
license for only one mine in Greenland.

The Chinese embassy in Reykjavik can accommodate a staff of up to 500 people,
underscoring the importance that China places on its presence in Iceland. The U.S.
embassy in Reykjavik has about 70 people. In 2013, tiny Iceland, with a population
of slightly more than 330,000 people (the population size of a small Chinese town),
became the first European country to sign a free trade agreement (FTA) with China.
However, Iceland has so far refused formal membership in China’s BRI.

Raising Awareness

The Trump Administration has used every available opportunity on the international
stage to raise awareness of Chinese ambition in the Arctic. During a recent trip to
Iceland, Vice President Mike Pence made Chinese economic activity in the Arctic
one of the focal points of his visit. During the 2019 Arctic Council Ministerial meeting,
Secretary Pompeo devoted a sizable amount of his speech to highlighting the threat
that China poses to U.S. interests in the region, saying that “the United States and
Arctic nations welcome transparent Chinese investment that reflect economic
interests, not national security ambitions.” To build on this awareness, the U.S.
should:

» Continue to raise awareness of China’s questionable ambitions. China has
declared itself a “near Arctic state”—a made-up term that previously did not exist
in Arctic discourse. The U.S. should work with like-minded partners in the Arctic
Council to raise legitimate concerns about China’s so-called Polar Silk Road
ambitions.

* Check China’s desire to influence the Arctic Council. The U.S. should make
sure that China does not try to exceed what it is allowed to do under its status as
an observer in the Arctic Council.

* Keep an eye on China’s activities in America’s backyard. So far, China’s
motivation in Greenland and Iceland seems to be more about economics and
less about security, but considering the massive debt that China has left in Sri
Lanka, Djibouti, and elsewhere, it is only reasonable to question China’s
motivations in the Arctic.

* Promote economic freedom in the Arctic. Economic freedom spurs
prosperity, respect for the rule of law, jobs, innovation, and economic
sustainability in the Arctic region. Most important, economic freedom can help to
keep the Arctic stable and secure. It should be the focal point of broader U.S.
engagement in the region.



Preparing for Peace

The U.S. needs to champion an agenda that advances the U.S. national interest and
devotes the required national resources to the region. These measures are not
preparations for armed conflict. They are preparations for a peaceful future. With the
Arctic becoming increasingly important for economic and geopolitical reasons, now
is not the time for the U.S. to turn away from its own backyard.

“China, Russia Quietly Expanding Arctic Partnership, Says Panel,” John Grady,
US Navy Institute News, 11 October 2022 [4]
https://news.usni.org/2022/10/11/china-russia-quietly-expanding-arctic-partnership-

says-panel

Overview:

China is subtly installing a larger presence in the Arctic through an extensive
partnership with Russia in areas ranging from multi-use ports and airfields to energy
extraction, Arctic security experts said Tuesday.

The partnership also includes scientific research and sharing intelligence,
surveillance and reconnaissance data. However, this increased interest and activity
has not yet led to China establishing a base in Russia.

Current & Relevant Information:

Beijing’s attention remains focused on Taiwan and the South China Sea, said
Liselotte Odgaard, a professor at the Norwegian Institute for Defense Studies. China
has “little interest in establishing a military presence” in the Arctic, at least for now,
she said.

Marc Lanteigne, an associate professor at UiT the Arctic University of Norway, said
China still is a newcomer to the Arctic and is learning by joining other nations in
many activities in the region. Beijing “wants very much an open Arctic” where it can
seek out business for the Polar Silk Road that goes beyond Russia and ensure a
supply of liquified natural gas.

But the effects of the pandemic and economic headwinds that Beijing is facing have
caused a slowdown in basic operations in the region, he added.

“The Arctic is not the South China Sea,” where China has historic ties and bases,
and where Beijing’s territorial claims have been more aggressive, Lanteigne said at
the Hudson Institute event.

“China would be more than willing to help” Russia in developing a region that it sees
as its top economic and security priority by building deep water ports and rail hubs
and digitizing the waters for commerce and defense, Odgaard said.
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But when China looks at the Northern Sea route now, Beijing sees “too much sea
ice” to make it immediately valuable for commercial use, she said. To date, China
has not scheduled any transits using the route for the coming year.

The panelists compared an open Northern Sea route to the Suez or Panama canals
— if free of ice that would cut weeks off shipping times from Asia to Europe.

Odgaard said the two nations have “taken the first step in integrating satellite
navigation systems” that have great value militarily. The sharing of intelligence is
important for Russia to get better control of entry to the Barents Sea and for
Moscow’s Northern Fleet submarine movements to and from the Atlantic.

However, even in an era of closer cooperation between the two powers, Lanteigne
doubted Moscow would allow China to base submarines in Russia’s Arctic.

‘I don’t think you’ll find a Chinese military base” in the Russian Arctic, Mike Pompeo,
former secretary of state, said during the question and answer session following his

keynote remarks. But Pompeo didn’t rule out a shared presence with the Kremlin in

the future.

Kay Bailey Hutchison, former United States permanent representative to NATO
during the Trump administration, said China is “quietly” establishing itself as a “near-
Arctic state” and wants a seat at the table in deciding the region’s future. “This is part
of a strategy,” similar to one Beijing employed in the South China Sea, to advance
territorial ambitions far from the mainland.

The panelists noted there are other nations — Japan, South Korea, Singapore,
France and the United Kingdom — that have similar long-term economic and military
interests in the Arctic but do not fall within its geographic boundaries.

None of those countries are members of the Arctic Council. Eight nations, including
the United States and Russia, make up the council. When Sweden and Finland are
admitted to NATO, all but Russia will belong to the security alliance.

The panelists agreed that this changes the security situation in the Arctic, particularly
in light of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February and China’s increasingly bellicose
actions threatening Taiwan. The region is also the subject of a newly-released
American strategy to complement NATO’s. The strategy calls for an increased U.S.
military presence in Alaska and in NATO nations, expanded military exercises and a
commitment to rebuilding its icebreaking fleet.

But how quickly NATO nations can respond with equipment needed to operate in the
Arctic is an open question.

“We need Arctic frigates; we need submarines; we need aircraft” to demonstrate
NATO’s commitment, Odgaard said.
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“We need rules of law in the region” that apply to Russia and China as well as
democratic nations, Pompeo said. The rules emphasize respect for other nations’
sovereignty and transparency. “We can lead in the Arctic; we have done it before.”

1. Military and Security:

“The Three-Fold Path of the Snow Dragon: China’s Influence Operations in the
Arctic,” Christopher Barich, Journal of Indo-Pacific Affairs, 3 October 2022 [5]
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/JIPA/Display/Article/3171142/the-three-fold-path-of-the-
snow-dragon-chinas-influence-operations-in-the-arctic/

Abstract:

This article argues that, since 2013, China’s involvement in Arctic affairs has
accelerated, and Beijing has begun to assert its political and economic ambitions
more formally in its white papers, Vision for Maritime Cooperation Under the Belt
and Road Initiative, China’s Arctic Policy, and China’s National Defense in the New
Era. Simultaneously, China has been conducting influence operations targeting
Arctic governance regimes, scientific research, and economic investment in pursuit
of long-term strategic objectives. These Chinese influence operations utilize the
strategy of the “three warfares”—public opinion warfare, psychological warfare, and
legal warfare—to set the conditions such that the consequences, the attainment of
long-term strategic objectives, are a natural outcome from its engagement. China’s
three warfares strategy is designed to cultivate influence through governance,
scientific, and economic vectors to construct, support, and set the conditions for the
emergence of political power and lay the groundwork for future operations in the
Arctic.

Current & Relevant Information:

In 2005, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) first released public statements
indicating its aspiration to become a polar great power with the ability to project
influence and power globally from the Arctic to Antarctica. In 2013, Chinese
president Xi Jinping announced the One Belt, One Road initiative, an ambitious
transnational infrastructure investment and construction program that has since
become known as the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). In 2017, the PRC published
Vision for Maritime Cooperation Under the Belt and Road Initiative, laying out
Beijing’s intention to establish a maritime economic passage to link mainland China
to Europe via the Arctic Ocean. In 2018, the PRC announced its ambition to
establish a trans-Arctic shipping route, called the Polar Silk Road (PSR), as part of
the BRI. In 2020, Beijing assessed the Arctic region as a “global strategic
commanding heights” and an important passage of “geostrategic value.” The PRC
utilizes the “three warfares” strategy—public opinion warfare, psychological warfare,
and legal warfare—to conduct influence operations in the Arctic. For the North, the
Chinese enterprise of influence operations focuses on three overlapping Arctic areas
of interest: the participation in Arctic affairs and governance, scientific research
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activities and expeditions, and economic investment in critical infrastructure along
the PSR. The purpose of these influence operations is to promote narratives of
China as an important stakeholder in Arctic affairs, committed to scientific
collaboration, research and exploration in the Arctic, and investment in the economic
development and prosperity of all Arctic states and that China should be considered
an equal partner as a near-Arctic state. These international and domestic narratives,
propagated through repetition and presence, aim to secure Beijing a greater political
economic advantage, to secure and maintain access to Arctic natural resources, and
to shape and align Arctic states to China’s interests. The purpose of this article is to
frame Chinese influence operations in the Arctic through the concept of the three
warfares strategy and understand how these operations serve China’s Arctic
narratives, support wider political and economic interests, and further advance long-
term security and development strategic objectives. To that goal, the article will
provide essential context involving official positions and policies, followed by an
introduction of how China employs the three warfares into its priority Arctic national
interests.

Key Policies and Positions
China’s Defense Strategy

In 2019, the PRC published the China’s National Defense in the New Era white
paper, outlining defensive national security policies and key objectives in order to
safeguard China’s sovereignty, security, and development interests. Three key
national defensive aims in the white paper are of particular importance for
understanding Chinese influence operations in the Arctic: (1) the safeguarding of
maritime rights and interests, (2) safeguarding overseas interests, and (3) supporting
economic and sustainable development. According to the white paper, the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) established development milestones for People’s Liberation
Army (PLA) to achieve that involve requirements to improve strategic capabilities by
2020, complete modernization by 2035, and transform into a “world-class” military by
the centennial founding of the PRC in 2049.

The PLA is not an institution outside of the CCP, such as the military in the United
States system is, rather the PLA an extension of the Party. The PLA function is to
protect and preserve the dominance of the CCP inside China, to pursue the Party’s
directives and interests, and to achieve the CCP’s strategic objectives. In the white
paper, the CCP has identified overseas interests as a crucial part of China’s national
interests. The mission of the PLA is to effectively protect the security, rights, and
interests of overseas Chinese citizens, organizations, and institutions by addressing
deficiencies in overseas operations and support, build maritime forces, develop
overseas logistical facilities, and enhance capabilities to accomplish CCP strategic
objectives. According to the PRC, the PLA also conducts overseas support
operations focused on vessel protection, maintains the security of strategic sea lines
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of communication, provides overseas noncombatant evacuation operations, and
protects maritime rights throughout the globe.

China’s Arctic Strategy

In 2018, the PRC published China'’s Arctic Policy white paper, outlining China’s
policy goals, principles, policies, and positions on Arctic affairs, governance and
international cooperation, scientific exploration, and exploitation of resources. The
white paper describes China as an important stakeholder in Arctic affairs; committed
to scientific collaboration, research, and exploration in the Arctic; and invested in the
economic development in all Arctic states and asserting China should be considered
an equal partner as a near-Arctic state. Changing conditions in the Arctic, claims the
white paper, have a direct impact on China’s climate, ecological environment, and
economic interests; thus, Beijing proposes China should have rights and privileges
in the Arctic analogous to those nations having territories within the Arctic Circle.
The PRC assessed the current situation in the Arctic “goes beyond its original inter-
Arctic States or regional nature, having a vital bearing on the interests of States
outside the region and the interests of the international community as a whole, as
well as on the survival, the development, and the shared future for mankind.”

According the Arctic Narratives and Political Values: Arctic States, China, and NATO
report, the PRC assesses Arctic issues have global implications and international
impacts, and “States from outside the Arctic region do not have territorial sovereignty
in the Arctic, but they do have rights in respect of scientific research, navigation,
overflight, fishing, laying of submarine cables and pipelines in the high seas and
other relevant sea areas in the Arctic Ocean, and rights to resource exploration and
exploitation in the Area, pursuant to treaties such as UNCLOS [United Nations
Convention of the Law of the Sea] and general international law.” Thus, Beijing holds
Arctic exploration, exploitation, and development of Arctic natural resources as key
strategic objectives for China’s future energy, economic, and development needs,
while portraying China as having “shared interests with Arctic States and a shared
future with the rest of the world in the Arctic.”

Polar Silk Road

In 2013, President Xi announced the ambitious and global initiative currently referred
to as the BRI. The PRC stated goal of the BRI is to promote policy coordination, the
connectivity of infrastructure and facilities, “unimpeded” trade, financial integration,
and “people-to-people bonds.” China encourages countries along the BRI routes to
“align their strategies,” to further “pragmatic cooperation”, and to build “unobstructed,
safe and efficient maritime transport channels.” The BRI promotes cross-border
marine spatial planning to establish common principles, implement technical
standards, and for the PRC to provide technical assistance to partner countries.

In 2013, China was approved for observer status by the Arctic Council. Since 2013,
China’s involvement in Arctic affairs has accelerated, and Beijing has begun to
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assert its political and economic ambitions more formally in published government
documents. In 2017, the PRC published Vision for Maritime Cooperation Under the
Belt and Road Initiative, which stated Beijing’s priority to establish a maritime
economic passage to link China to Europe via the Arctic Ocean. In 2018, the China’s
Arctic Policy white paper announced the establishment of the PSR as part of the
BRI. The PSR focuses on the development of two Arctic shipping routes: the
Transpolar Sea Route (TSR), bisecting the Arctic Ocean from the Chukchi Sea to
the Greenland Sea, and, most predominately, the Northern Sea Route (NSR) along
the northern coast of Russia from the Chukchi Sea to the Barents Sea. Three
strategic objectives for the PSR aim to achieve, to include “sustaining economic
development,” “[d]efending national sovereignty, security, and development
interests,” and “[rleforming the global system to align with PRC interests.”

Sino-Arctic Shaping Efforts
China’s Influence Operations in the Arctic

According to the Army Techniques Publication 7-100.3: Chinese Tactics, the PRC
strategic objectives can be understood in two basic categories: security and
development. The PLA’s security objectives include protecting the CCP, defending
China’s territorial sovereignty, and deterring attacks against China, Chinese peoples,
and Chinese interests by state and nonstate actors. The PLA development
objectives include the protection of PRC economic interests, ensuring freedom of
navigation for Chinese military and civilian vessels, procuring natural resources, and
establishing new markets. The PRC influence operations in the Arctic are best
understood through the three warfares strategy to support, reinforce, and achieve
the PRC strategic objectives.

According to Stephan Halper in China: The Three Warfares, a report to the Office of
the Secretary of Defense, these warfares are three mutually reinforcing strategies
focused on public opinion warfare, psychological warfare, and legal warfare. Public
opinion warfare represents information operations designed to support PRC
interests and operations by shaping public discourse, influencing political positions,
and building international sympathy. Psychological warfare is defined as information
operations targeting a specific audience intended to influence that audience’s
behavior and are integrated deception operations into conventional and
unconventional warfare. Legal warfare comprises information operations using
domestic and international laws, rules, and norms designed to support PRC political
and economic interests through valid legal frameworks and unbalance potential
opponents. These Three Warfare strategies are indirect methods are designed to
influence a targeted population’s perceptions, assessments, and decision making, to
facilitate actions by the targeted population that are favorable to China’s long-term
strategic objectives.
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In 2005, the PRC first released public statements indicating its aspiration to become
a polar great power with the ability to globally project influence and power from the
Arctic to Antarctica. According to leading China polar expert Anne-Marie Brady,
“China’s thinking on the polar regions and global oceans demonstrates a level of
ambition and forward planning that few, if any, modern industrial states can
achieve.” In 2020, the PRC published Science of Military Strategy, identifying the
two polar regions as belonging to the “global strategic commanding heights” and as
passages of important geostrategic value. In the Arctic, establishing the presence of
the PRC and maintaining access to the region are key political and economic goals
Beijing aspires to reach as long-term strategic objectives by 2049.

The Three Warfares in the Arctic

Since the introduction of the three warfares into the PLA lexicon in 2003, this
strategy has advanced considerably and a useful theoretical framework for analyzing
China influence operations in the Arctic. According to a recent report by the China
Aerospace Studies Institute, Propensity, Conditions, and Consequences: Effective
Coercion Through Understanding Chinese Thinking, the Chinese strategic approach
to strategy is to set the conditions such that the consequences, the attainment of
long-term strategic objectives, are a natural outcome from the inherent potential of
the situation. China’s engagement in the Arctic is designed to cultivate influence
through governance, scientific, and economic vectors, in order to build political
power and lay the groundwork for future operations in the region. The three warfares
are intended to construct, support, and set the conditions for the emergence of
political power. This slowly emerging political power allows for the long-term
development of forms of control—coercive capability, consensual inducements, and
pursuit of legitimacy—in the Arctic.

Geopolitical

China’s three warfares strategy represents a tool meant to facilitate global Sino
ambitions through specialized regional application, including the Arctic. Beijing’s
fundamental position on its need to be an equal governance actor in the Arctic exists
through its global equities (great-power access) and concerns (climate-change
impacts). Chinese global and Arctic legitimacy cannot be separated according to the
regime, which presents advantageous geopolitical circumstances for China. China’s
ability to effectively compete in various sectors throughout the world allows Beijing to
set conditions for additional influence that is often difficult to contest. For example,
the PSR policy involving the Arctic is largely an extension of the multiregional BRI.

The three warfares strategy is most pronounced in the geopolitical arena, by
penetrating bilateral and multilateral institutions, governance regimes, and decision
making to facilitate positive legal, psychological, and public opinion effects to set
conditions for China’s long-term strategic objectives in the Arctic. Since 2013, Beijing
has increased China’s participation in Arctic affairs and governance as an observer
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to the Arctic Council; as a partner in the Arctic Circle Forum, hosting the
organization’s annual assembly in Shanghai in 2019; as a member of the Arctic
Economic Council; as chair of the Pacific Arctic Group, organized under the
International Arctic Science Committee; as a full member of the North Pacific Coast
Guard Forum; and through China’s permanent seat on the UN Security Council.
China’s engagement in organizations, inside and outside the Arctic region, facilitates
the building of bilateral and multilateral relationships that provide opportunities for
generating influence and political power. In 2018, the Agreement to Prevent
Unregulated High Seas Fisheries in the Central Arctic Ocean (the CAO agreement)
was negotiated and implemented among the Arctic coastal states of Canada,
Denmark, Norway, Russia, and the United States and non-Arctic states with distant-
water fishing capacity, China, the European Union, Iceland, Japan, and South
Korea, aligning with Chinese policy positions and preferences outlined in China’s
Arctic Policy white paper. The CAO agreement is an example of legal warfare setting
conditions for future operations in the Arctic with psychological and public opinion
effects enabling those future operations. China’s participation and ratification of the
CAO agreement consolidated Beijing’s long-term position in Arctic fisheries regimes
and prevented restrictions on Chinese marine scientific research, while nurturing its
environmental profile and strengthening perceptions of China as a power that can
legitimately pursue scientific advance in the Arctic.

Additionally, China gains leverage as a responsible fisheries actor in the Arctic for
the purposes of offsetting and/or distracting from other contested regions. At the
very least, China establishes the official position of the state, which allows Beijing to
maintain a position that Chinese-involved illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU)
fishing violations are a substate actor issue. China’s membership to the agreement
yields other three warfares benefits, too. Through a multitude of working groups,
task forces, and expert groups, Beijing is able to conduct influence operations
targeting the bilateral and multilateral decision-making regimes that have positive
psychological and public opinion effects that promote China’s near-Arctic state
narrative, legitimize the PRC’s participation in Arctic affairs as an important
stakeholder, and shape the policy discussions to achieve Chinese interests. As far
as Chinese society is concerned (public opinion), the regime is successfully fulling
its duties as required by the self-proclaimed Middle Kingdom. Contrary to popular
(Western) belief, most Chinese are generally satisfied with the geopolitical
performance of Beijing. The Arctic regional pursuits of China—geopolitically—
continue to fit within the larger national sentiment also. Lastly, China’s strongest
psychological warfare component geopolitically manifests through its consistent use
of “peace” overtones involving its interests. Such a premise presents difficulties for
competitors to respond with counternarratives—by design. For the Arctic and its
notable characteristic of cooperation, China’s “peaceful” pursuits could be
particularly problematic for the West.

Scientific Research
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The three warfares strategies are the most subtle in the realm of scientific research,
by maintaining China’s presence in the Arctic region through expeditions, facilities,
and collaboration with Arctic states, Beijing slowly develops positive psychological
and public opinion effects inside and outside the region to set the conditions for legal
participation in the geopolitical arena and support China’s long-term strategic
objectives in the Arctic. Public opinion, legal, and psychological aspects of the three
warfares strategy have been shaped by mostly contemporary Arctic-related
developments. In 1993, China purchased an icebreaker from Ukraine, upgraded the
vessel for polar conditions, and named it the Xue Long, translated as the Snow
Dragon. In 1999, China launched its first national scientific research expedition to
the Arctic into the Bering and Chukchi Seas. In 2019, a second polar-capable
icebreaker, the domestically built Xue Long 2, entered into service, and China is
reportedly planning to build a third polar-capable icebreaker. Since 1999, the
Chinese National Arctic Research Expeditions (CHINARE) have conducted 12
expeditions into the Arctic, with the Xue Long and Xue Long 2 as the primary
research vessels. In 2004, China built its first Arctic research center, the Yellow
River Station, in Ny-Alesund, Norway. Since 2004, China has built a satellite ground
receiving station in Kiruna, Sweden, in 2010; a second remote-sensing satellite
ground station near Kiruna in 2016; and the China—Iceland Arctic Science
Observatory station in Karhdll, Iceland, in 2018. Additionally, China unsuccessfully
pursued scientific research stations in Canada and Greenland.

China’s scientific development interests invest heavily in bilateral and multilateral
cooperation, focusing significantly in forums that allow for non-Arctic state
participation, that can bolster China’s image as an extra-regional Arctic power
protecting the common interest, raise its environmental profile, and legitimatize its
participation in the Arctic governance regimes. Public sentiment and academic
commentary within the PRC highlights the importance of China as a scientific and
technological power that must play an active, preemptive, and vigilant role in
exploration, exploitation, development, and governance in Arctic affairs. China’s
science diplomacy is an example of psychological and public opinion warfare setting
conditions for future operations in the Arctic with legal effects enabling legitimization
for those future operations. Through scientific exploration and cooperation, Beijing
can conduct influence operations utilizing its scientific expedition platforms and
research facilities to normalize China’s presence in the Arctic, to gain acceptance or
indifference from Arctic states to its presence in the region, and to solidify the PRC’s
self-narratives as an important stakeholder and near-Arctic state.

Gaining increased access into the Arctic for scientific purposes remains an important
regime endeavor and facilitates other access goals. However, China also knows
how to establish its own access and influence. The opening of the China—Nordic
Arctic Research Center (CNARC) in Shanghai is an excellent example. This institute
allows China to attract international participation while having significant control over
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agendas and interests. The organization also helps to strategically improve China’s
legitimacy and need to be an Arctic governance actor.

Public opinion warfare is relatively straight forward. Negative climate-change
impacts on China allow Beijing to pursue scientific access with almost default
Chinese social acceptance and support as a natural expectation. As a result,
psychological and legal warfare are areas where China might maintain more focus
and resourcing.

Economic

Through the BRI, specifically the PSR policy in the Arctic, China’s three warfares
strategy represents a complex challenge to Arctic states with significant investment
needs relative to their development strategies and the most direct tool for China to
set conditions for influence and build political power. Beijing advocates for the
exploration, extraction, and exploitation of Arctic resources by Arctic and non-Arctic,
and China is best situated to leverage its advantages of capital, technology, and
domestic market to develop these resources.

The three warfares strategies are the most acute in China’s investments in critical
infrastructure and resource extraction industries, by providing well needed capital to
Arctic state development, incentivizing and solidifying cooperation, maintaining
access to resources and routes along the PSR, and facilitating the emergence of
Arctic state asymmetric dependency on China in support of Beijing’s long-term
strategic objectives in the Arctic.

Since establishing the PSR in 2018, Beijing has increased its utilization of a
multitude of economic tools, most particularly foreign direct investment, to advance
China’s interests and influence in the Arctic region. In the CNA report, Exploring the
Relationship between China’s Investment in the Arctic and Its National Strategy,
such investments have concentrated heavily in resource extraction industries of oil,
natural gas, minerals, and rare earth elements and critical transportation
infrastructure—namely tunnels, bridges, rail, and port and airport facilities. Through
private PRC-based companies and state-owned enterprises, China can provide
guidance and regulations to encourage, restrict, or prohibit particular investments
and to ensure consistency with Chinese national interests and long-term strategic
objectives. These investment projects have either been completed or attempted in
multiple Arctic states, particularly Norway, Iceland, and Greenland, but most
predominately in Russia. China has made significate investments in Russia’s oil and
gas industry, such as Yamal LNG, a liquified natural gas facility along the NSR, and
China continues to be Russia’s primary foreign investor following Russia’s invasion
of Ukraine in early 2022. Aside from Russia, China has concentrated its influence
operations efforts on the smaller Arctic states of Iceland and Greenland. Since 2008,
both countries were particularly politically and economically vulnerable to foreign
investment: the Icelandic economy fell into deep economic depression following the
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global financial crisis, and Greenland adopted the Self-Government Act, allowing for
greater autonomy to negotiate agreements with foreign states, independent of the
Kingdom of Denmark. China has been developing bilateral commercial and
economic relations within Iceland and Greenland, investing in joint energy and
minerals exploitation and taking advantage of Iceland’s bankrupt finances and
Greenland’s ambitions to gain independence from Denmark.

China’s economic investments in Arctic state’s critical infrastructure and resource
extraction industries are examples of psychological and legal warfare setting
conditions for the emergence of asymmetric dependency between underdeveloped
Arctic states and China with positive public opinion effects by advancing the image
of China as important stakeholder, invested in the common good, and reliable
partner in the Arctic. China’s economic investments allow Beijing to conduct
influence operations that have long-lasting structural impact by leveraging economic
investment power to cultivate dependency on China for Arctic states’ future
development strategies, to secure and maintain access to Arctic resources along the
PSR, to promote China as a trusted partner and its near-Arctic state narratives, and
to legitimize China’s participation in Arctic affairs and governance.

Conclusion

Since 2005, China has aspired to become a polar great power and has proven its
ambition to project influence and power globally from the Arctic to Antarctica.
Through the BRI and the PSR, Beijing has utilized elements of the three warfares
strategy to conduct influence operations in the Arctic region, focusing on three
overlapping Arctic areas of interest to promote China’s increasing role and
participation in Arctic affairs and governance, its leadership in scientific research
activities and expeditions, and its economic investment in critical infrastructure along
the PSR. The goals of Chinese influence operations are to propagate and promote
China as an important stakeholder, scientific expert, trusted partner, and near-Arctic
state; to shape Arctic states’ perceptions of China’s intentions; and to secure greater
political and economic position to meet long-term strategic objectives by 2049.

The use and effectiveness of the three warfares strategy, as applied to the Arctic
region, remain uncertain given these remain relatively early in their development.
Given emergent globalization circumstances, the pace of China’s interests pursued
through influence strategies seems nominal perhaps. At the same time, Chinese
state-related behavior in the Arctic remains under close scrutiny from the West. This
consideration to the Three Warfares in the Arctic hopefully provokes interest to
follow the topic and maybe even continue studies and research on ways in which to
understand Chinese Arctic influence methods and goals.

“Intensifying U.S.-China security dilemma dynamics play out in the Arctic:
Implications for China’s Arctic strategy,” Camilla T. N. Sgrensen, Arctic
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Yearbook, 2019 [6] https://arcticyearbook.com/images/yearbook/2019/Scholarly-
Papers/21 AY2019 Sorensen.pdf

Abstract:

The U.S., Russia and China are all assigning higher strategic priority to the Arctic
and are strengthening their diplomatic and military presence and activities in the
region. For the U.S. and Russia, it links up with the growing security tension in the
surrounding regions, e.g. the North Atlantic Ocean and the Baltic Sea region.
However, the deepening great power competition with China also increasingly drives
Washington’s diplomatic and military offensive in the region. For China, it is a
guestion about ensuring access to Arctic sea routes and resources, e.g. energy,
minerals and fisheries, and making sure that China gets a say in Arctic governance.
The so-called “Arctic exceptionalism” — i.e. the Arctic as a low-tension region, where
the great powers, despite conflicts in other regions, continue to cooperate and
refrain from political and military coercion to get their way — is under pressure. This
article analyzes how Arctic politics and security are increasingly intertwined with
global security developments that are dominated by intensifying U.S.-China security
dilemma dynamics. It further discusses the implications for China’s Arctic strategy
pointing to how recent developments make it even more difficult for China as the
only great power without Arctic territory to ensure its access to and influence in the
region. Seen from the perspective of numerous Chinese Arctic scholars, this
underlines the growing importance of strengthening China’s economic and strategic
cooperation with Russia in the region.

Current & Relevant Information:

Introduction: Arctic politics and security through a prism of “great power
competition”

The above excerpts from the U.S. Secretary of State Pompeo’s speech to the Arctic
Council Ministerial Meeting in Finland in early May of 2019 give a clear indication of
how the Trump Administration increasingly views the Arctic as yet another arena for
great power rivalry outlined as the overall frame for U.S. security policies in the
National Security Strategy from December, 2017 (White House, 2017). In recent
months, the U.S. has strengthened its focus on the Arctic, both diplomatically and
militarily. The June 2019 updated Arctic strategy from the U.S. Department of
Defense is presented as a strategy for the Arctic region “in an era of strategic
competition” (DoD, 2019b: 2). That is, Washington increasingly sees Arctic politics
and security through a prism of “great power competition,” and it is China, in
particular, that Washington points to as the main great power competitor. The
strategy warns about creeping Chinese attempts to use investments and other
economic leverage points to gradually increase China’s role and influence in the
Arctic, which is threatening regional stability. As stated in the strategy “China is
attempting to gain a role in the Arctic in ways that may undermine international rules
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and norms, and there is a risk that its predatory economic behavior globally may be
repeated in the Arctic” (DoD, 2019b: 6). The annual report on China’s military power
from the U.S. Department of Defense to Congress, published in early 2019, also for
the first time includes a special section on “China in the Arctic” which warns “Civilian
research could support a strengthened Chinese military presence in the Arctic
Ocean, which could include deploying submarines to the region as a deterrent
against nuclear attacks (DoD, 2019a: 114).

These recent official U.S. statements and documents combined with the ongoing
“securitization” in Washington of almost all dimensions of the bilateral U.S.-China
relationship, from student exchanges and cultural programs to trade and joint
business and research projects, decrease the room of maneuver for China in the
Arctic. The U.S. is concerned about the Russian military build-up in the Arctic, which
in itself arguably would have led to an increasing U.S. military presence in the
region. However, it is the growing Chinese presence and interests in the region that
have led to the comprehensive upgrading of the U.S. diplomatic approach to the
Arctic, which is illustrated by the significant increase of high-level visits to the region
in recent months and the reopening of a permanent U.S. diplomatic presence in
Greenland, announced in early June 2019 (GoG, 2019).

The rising U.S. worries come on the background of the development of a more
confident, proactive and sophisticated Chinese diplomacy in the Arctic over the
recent decade. The region has moved up the Chinese leaders’ foreign and security
policy agenda and is assigned increasing strategic importance. The key here is that
in Beijing’s perspective, the Arctic has become more closely linked with its ability to
realize China’s economic reform agenda and great power ambitions.

This article analyzes how Arctic politics and security are increasingly intertwined with
global security developments that are dominated by intensifying U.S.-China security
dilemma dynamics. It further discusses the implications for China’s Arctic strategy,
pointing to how recent developments make it even more difficult for China as the
only great power without Arctic territory to ensure its access to and influence in the
region.

In terms of theory and analytical approach, the analysis draws on defensive
neorealism with its focus on states as the main actors in an anarchic international
system (Waltz, 1979). The structure of the international system, i.e. the distribution
of relative power capabilities among the great powers, combined with geostrategic
conditions, set the overall room of maneuver for states. All states seek to maximize
their security by strengthening their relative economic and military power and enter
alliances. The security dilemma as coined by John Herz (1951: 3-4) is the central
analytical concept. It catches a situation, where a state’s attempt to increase its own
security has the effect of decreasing the security of other states. More specifically,
the security dilemma refers to vigorous action-reaction dynamics between two
states, where the steps by one state to increase its security, e.g. by building up its
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military, creates similar responses by another state, setting off another response by
the first state, and then again by the second and so on. This stimulates a “negative
spiral” of deteriorating relations with growing security tension, power competition,
escalating arms races, and potentially conflict and war (e.g. Jervis, 1976). The
ultimate sources of the security dilemma are anarchy — i.e. the lack of a higher
authority in international politics — and states’ uncertainty and fears about each
other’s intentions under anarchy.

The key is that such security dilemma dynamics are playing out in the Arctic. They
are visible in all bilateral relations among the three great powers, but with the most
consequential dynamics being found in relations between the U.S. and China, which
strongly link up with the deepening great power competition between the two states.
Russia is increasingly positioning itself with Beijing even though Moscow still has
strong concerns about the implications of a stronger and more ambitious China. As
argued below, this is a result of not only the Western sanctions against Russia since
the Russian annexation of the Crimea in 2014, but also an awareness among
Chinese leaders of the potential for adverse security dilemma dynamics and the
need for countering “China threat” perceptions and reassuring Russia and other
Arctic states (Hsiung, 2018). It reflects how Beijing continuously seeks to strike a
balance between assertiveness and reassurance in its Arctic diplomacy. Thus, there
are multifaceted and crosscutting security dilemma dynamics currently at play in the
Arctic, where some are linked to the deepening U.S.-China great power competition
and others have certain regional origins. The other Arctic states are to different
degrees and in different ways caught between the U.S. as a close ally and traditional
security guarantor, China as prospective economic partner, and Russia as an
important Arctic neighbor that they need to cooperate with to address the many
complex challenges evolving in the region as the ice melts.

The article presents its analysis in three steps. The first section analyzes China’s
Arctic strategy, the drivers behind and how Beijing seeks to implement the strategy
(i.e. China’s evolving Arctic diplomacy). Seen from Washington, China’s entrance
into the Arctic and the development of a more confident, proactive and sophisticated
Chinese diplomacy in the region has begun to threaten regional stability. This
activates and further fuels the U.S.-China security dilemma dynamics in an Arctic
political and security context. Specifying such dynamics, the second section takes a
closer look at the U.S. response and what it prescribes regarding how the Arctic
states should deal with China in the Arctic. The third and last section discusses the
implications for China’s Arctic strategy, also including analyses and debates on this
from Chinese Arctic scholars. Several of these Chinese Arctic scholars underline the
growing importance of strengthening China’s economic and strategic cooperation
with Russia in the region as a way for Beijing to respond to what they increasingly
assess as a more threatening U.S.
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“Are Russia and China Teaming Up to Control the Arctic?,” Daniel Cusick,
Scientific American, 3 January 2024 [7]
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/are-russia-and-china-teaming-up-to-control-
the-arctic/

Overview:

Worried Pentagon officials are resetting U.S. Arctic policy and training in response to
China and Russia’s plans.

Current & Relevant Information:

More aggressive posturing by Russia and China in the fast-melting Arctic is raising
red flags for the Pentagon.

Russia is working to quickly flex its muscle in the region through a partnership with
China to build infrastructure along the Northern Sea Route, one of two major
shipping lanes across the Arctic. That agreement, announced exactly a year after
Russia invaded Ukraine, was viewed by experts as a signal that Russia and China
increasingly share economic interests in the icy polar region.

Then in August, a fleet of 11 Russian and Chinese warships sailed from the Sea of
Japan through the Bering Strait into the Pacific Ocean, passing close to the U.S.-
held Aleutian Islands off the Alaskan coast. The Russian news agency Interfax said
the ships were conducting "joint anti-submarine and anti-aircraft exercises."

‘Russia has a heavy emphasis on the Arctic, and over half of it is in Russian
territory,” Iris Ferguson, deputy assistant secretary of Defense for Arctic and global
resilience, said in an interview with E&E News. “| don’t want to suggest they don’t
have a place there. But we are concerned about increasing levels of investment in
Arctic military capabilities."”

Those realities require a reset of U.S. Defense Department policies in the Arctic
region, including “changes in how we’re training and equipping [U.S. forces] and
rethinking the kinds of operations we need to have there,” Ferguson said. Elements
of those changes will be laid out in DOD's Arctic strategy, expected to be released
this month.

The document will replace a 2019 version released three years before Russia
invaded Ukraine, effectively alienating itself from seven partner Arctic nations: the
United States, Canada, Norway, Sweden, Finland, Denmark and Iceland. Experts
noted China does not have territory in the Arctic but seeks access and influence in
the region, something it hopes to advance through its Russian alliance.

Diplomatic relations among Arctic countries are often handled through the eight-
member Arctic Council, whose chairmanship rotates every two years. Russia
chaired the council from 2021 to 2023 and was shunned after its Ukraine invasion.
Norway assumed the chairmanship in May.
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The Biden administration is strengthening its focus on the region by creating senior
positions to oversee Arctic policy, including the one held by Ferguson, who assumed
the role last year. It also created a senior State Department position and named
Mike Sfraga, chair of the U.S. Arctic Research Commission, to be ambassador-at-
large. The Senate has yet to confirm his nomination.

After the Russia-China war game off Alaska last summer, U.S. Marines joined
roughly 4,000 NATO-affiliated troops for a military exercise in the Baltic Sea. The
November exercise was led by Finland, its first since joining NATO.

It came as Congress authorized $200 million in infrastructure spending at military
bases in Alaska, where experts say climate warming is placing additional stress on
aging facilities, which often date back to the World War Il era.

The largest Alaska item in the National Defense Authorization Act is a $107.5 million
runway extension at Joint Base EImendorf-Richardson, home to 22,000 military
personnel and the Alaskan Command, including the North American Aerospace
Defense Command.

The Army was awarded $34 million to build new housing at Fort Richardson near
Fairbanks. Eielson Air Force Base, south of Fairbanks, will receive $9.5 million to
build a new dormitory to replace old, substandard, energy-sucking barracks. Eielson
also is home to the Air Force's 354th Fighter Wing, nicknamed the “lcemen,” with
two combat-ready squadrons of F-35A Lightning Il fighter jets to patrol the polar
region.

Ferguson said the infrastructure projects will be designed and built to account for
climate warming impacts like thawing permafrost. She added that her office provides
new levels of coordination among individual branch services, each of which has its
own Arctic climate action plan.

“Honestly, creating a crossroads for everyone to go to within the [Defense]
department is pretty significant,” she said. “Prior to the establishment of our office,
our outside partners didn’t have a place to go when they wanted to talk Arctic issues.
Fortunately, the bulk of our partners are highly geopolitically aligned and have high
levels of military capability.”

Erin Sikorsky, director of the Center for Climate and Security and the International
Military Council on Climate and Security, said in an interview that the risk of open
hostilities between the U.S. and Russia or China is unlikely. But tensions could rise
over issues of territorial encroachment in a region shared by eight countries.

“The overarching risk | see is a warming Arctic is a busier Arctic,” Sikorsky said.
“The backdrop to that is the increased geopolitical competition between NATO and
Russia or the U.S. and China. | worry that the increased presence in the Arctic —
both of military and commercial actors — increases the risk of accidents that could
spill over into hotter conflicts.”
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She also noted that with NATO expansion into the region, prompted by Russia's
invasion of Ukraine, joint training exercises between allied forces will occur more
regularly, increasing the risk of engagement with adversaries. Finland joined NATO
last year, and Sweden is awaiting approval.

“It's important to not create a self-fulfilling prophecy of conflict,” Sikorsky said. “We
should make sure the signals that we’re sending to our competitors and adversaries
are not ones where we want to see the Arctic as a place to fight over.”

Matthew Hickey, associate director for the DOD-affiliated Ted Stevens Center for
Arctic Security Studies, said in an interview that all changes in the Arctic —
environmental and geopolitical — occur against a backdrop of “norms, rules and
laws,” and that the opening of new shipping routes is one way climate change will
test those norms.

He agreed that a more crowded Arctic would foster more competition for resources
and routes, which in turn could stoke tensions between rival countries. A robust
defense strategy that accounts for climate change alongside geopolitics will aid the
Pentagon in its readiness mission.

“We can see through the monitoring of our acute and pacing threats the connection
between a changing environment and geopolitical consequences, and the need to
potentially elevate the importance of the Arctic," Hickey said. "In some respects,
we’re well-equipped to do that. In other areas we might consider improving upon our
existing infrastructure.”

“Northern Expedition: China’s Arctic Activities and Ambitions,” Rush Doshi,
Alexis Dale-Huang, and Gaogi Zhang, Foreign Policy at Brookings, April 2021 [8]
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/FP_20210412 china_arctic.pdf

Summary:

This report explores China’s internal discourse on the Arctic as well as its activities
and ambitions across the region. It finds that that China sometimes speaks with two
voices on the Arctic: an external one aimed at foreign audiences and a more cynical
internal one emphasizing competition and Beijing’s Arctic ambitions. In examining
China’s political, military, scientific, and economic activity — as well as its coercion
of Arctic states — the report also demonstrates the seriousness of China’s
aspirations to become a “polar great power.” China has sent high-level figures to the
region 33 times in the past two decades, engaged or joined most major Arctic
institutions, sought a half dozen scientific facilities in Arctic states, pursued a range
of plausibly dual-use economic projects, expanded its icebreaker fleet, and even
sent its naval vessels into the region. The eight Arctic sovereign states — Canada,
Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden, and the United States —
exercise great influence over the Arctic and its strategically valuable geography.
China aspires to be among them.
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1. China seeks to become a “polar great power” but downplays this goal
publicly. Speeches by President Xi Jinping and senior Chinese officials with
responsibility for Arctic policy are clear that building China into a “polar great power”
by 2030 is China’s top polar goal. Despite the prominence of this goal in these texts,
China’s externally facing documents — including its white papers — rarely if ever
mention it, suggesting a desire to calibrate external perceptions about its Arctic
ambitions, particularly as its Arctic activities become the focus of greater
international attention.

2. China describes the Arctic as one of the world’s “new strategic frontiers,”
ripe for rivalry and extraction. China sees the Arctic — along with the Antarctic,
the seabed, and space — as ungoverned or under governed spaces. While some of
its external discourse emphasizes the need to constrain competition in these
domains, several others take a more cynical view, emphasizing the need to prepare
for competition within them and over their resources. A head of the Polar Research
Institute for China, for example, called these kinds of public spaces the “most
competitive resource treasures,” China’s National Security Law creates the legal
capability to protect China’s rights across them, and top Chinese Communist Party
(CCP) officials have suggested China’s share of these resources should be equal to
its share of the global population.

3. Chinese military texts treat the Arctic as a zone of future military
competition. Although several externally facing Chinese texts downplay the risk of
military competition in the Arctic, which would likely be harmful to Chinese goals,
military texts take the opposite perspective. They note that, “the game of great
powers” will “increasingly focus on the struggle over and control of global public
spaces” like the Arctic and Antarctic and argue that China “cannot rule out the
possibility of using force” in this coming “scramble for new strategic spaces.”
Chinese diplomats describe the region as the “new commanding heights” for global
military competition too while scholars suggest controlling it allows one to obtain the
“three continents and two oceans’ geographical advantage” over the Northern
Hemisphere.

4. Chinese texts make clear that its investments in Arctic science are intended
to buttress its Arctic influence and strategic position. Although externally facing
messaging indicates China’s desire to pursue scientific research for its own benefit
and for global welfare, China’s top scientific figures and high-level CCP members
are clear that science is also motivated by a drive for “the right to speak,” for
cultivating China’s “identity” as an Arctic state, and for securing resources and
strategic access. China’s polar expeditions and various research stations assist
Beijing with its resource extraction, with Arctic access, and with acquiring experience
operating in the Arctic climate.

5. China supports existing Arctic governance mechanisms publicly but
complains about them privately. Several Chinese texts indicate frustration with

27



Arctic mechanisms and concern that the country will be excluded from the region’s
resources. Official texts suggest gently that the region’s importance now transcends
“its original inter-Arctic States,” while scholars once feared Arctic states would
launch an admittedly unlikely “eight-state polar region alliance” or institutionalize the
Arctic Council in ways that “strengthen their dominant position” at China’s expense.
These texts stress China’s pursuit of “identity diplomacy,” namely, terming China a
“near-Arctic State” because it is affected by climate change. They also indicate an
interest in pushing alternative Chinese governance concepts — in some cases to
supplement and other cases to run outside the Arctic Council — including a “Polar
Silk Road” and China’s “community with a shared future for mankind,” though
specifics are often lacking.

6. Accommodating China’s Arctic ambitions rarely produces enduring
goodwill. Norway was the first country to allow China to build an Arctic science
station and Sweden was the first worldwide to allow China to build its own
completely Chinaowned satellite facility. Both these efforts, which were richly praised
by China at the time, did not protect either country from later economic coercion and
harsh condemnation by China. In both cases, China punished these countries not
only for the actions of their governments but also for the independent actions of their
civil societies, which were to award Chinese dissident Liu Xiaobo the Nobel Peace
Prize and to investigate China’s kidnapping of Swedish citizen Gui Minhai. Efforts by
both Norway and Sweden to reverse the slide — with Sweden keeping relatively
quiet about the rendition of its citizen and Norway vigorously backing China’s pursuit
of Arctic Council observer status — were only met with restrictions on Norwegian
fish exports and colorful threats of coercion against Sweden.

7. Arctic dependence on trade with China is often overstated, and trade flows
are smaller than with other powers. Chinese economic statecraft is feared by
some in the Arctic and around the world, but the region’s dependence on China is
remarkably small. For the five smallest Arctic economies — Sweden, Norway,
Denmark, Finland, and Iceland — China accounts for an average of only 4.0% of
their exports, less than the United States (6.2%) and far less than the NATO and EU
economies excluding the United States (70.3%).

8. China has invested significantly in Arctic diplomacy to boost its regional
influence. China has sent high-level figures — at the levels of president, premier,
vice president, foreign minister, and defense minister — to visit Arctic countries other
than the United States and Russia 33 times over the last 20 years. Beijing lobbied
heavily to become an Arctic Council observer, became a strong presence at many
other regional Track Il fora, and launched its own diplomatic and Track Il regional
efforts, including a China-Russia Arctic Forum and the China-Nordic Arctic Research
Center, to deepen relations with governments and sub-national actors.

9. China’s military profile in the Arctic has increased, and its scientific efforts
provide strategic advantages too. China has dispatched naval vessels to the
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Arctic on two occasions, including to Alaska and later to Denmark, Sweden, and
Finland for goodwill visits. It has built its first indigenously produced icebreaker, has
plans for more conventional heavy icebreakers, and is considering investments in
nuclear-powered icebreakers too.

10. China’s scientific activities in the Arctic give it greater operational
experience and access. China has sent 10 scientific expeditions into the region on
its Xuelong icebreaker, generally with more than 100 crew members, that officials
acknowledge give it useful operational and navigational experience. China has also
established science and satellite facilities in Norway, Iceland, and Sweden while
pursuing additional facilities in Canada and Greenland — with its facility in Norway
able to berth more than two dozen individuals and provide resupply. Finally, China
has used the Arctic as a testing ground for new capabilities whether related to
satellites coverage, fixed-wing aircraft, autonomous underwater gliders, buoys, and
even an “‘unmanned ice station” configured for research.

11. China’s infrastructure investments in the Arctic sometimes appear dual-
use. Several Chinese infrastructure projects that have little economic gain have
raised concerns about strategic motivations and dual-use capabilities. These include
efforts by a former Chinese propaganda official to purchase 250 square kilometers
of Iceland to build a golf course and airfield in an area where golf cannot be played
and later to buy 200 square kilometers of Norway’s Svalbard archipelago. Chinese
companies have also sought to purchase an old naval base in Greenland; to build
three airports in Greenland; to build Scandinavia’s largest port in Sweden; to acquire
(successfully) a Swedish submarine base; to link Finland and the wider Arctic to
China through rail; and to do the same with a major port and railway in Arkhangelsk
in Russia.

12. China’s commodity investments in the Arctic have a mixed track record.
Despite some important successes, a large number of Chinese investments have
failed. For example, a major Chinese firm abandoned a Canadian zinc mine, refused
to pay creditors, and left local governments to pay to clean up an environmental
disaster. Another firm disappointed in its investment later sued, saying it had
overpaid. In Greenland, a Chinese conglomerate abandoned its iron mine after
running into legal trouble in China. In Iceland, a Chinese company withdrew from an
Arctic exploration partnership due to poor initial resource estimates.

Current & Relevant Information:

INTRODUCTION

In 2010, on the sidelines of a major Chinese political conclave often referred to as
the “Two Sessions,” retired Chinese naval Rear Admiral Yin Zhuo made a
remarkably candid set of statements about China’s Arctic ambitions.
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‘I have said on many occasions that China’s population accounts for one-fifth of the
world’s population, so can’t we get a fifth of the interests in the Antarctic and Arctic?”
Yin asked. After all, “this is the common heritage of mankind, so everyone has a
share,” he explained, citing a concept in international law applied to various parts of
the global commons, including Antarctica, the moon, and the deep seafloor. In Yin’s
imagination, China’s share would be lucrative. The Arctic and the Antarctic are “very
rich in various resources” and their “sea lanes will also be important in the future.” To
claim these interests, Yin warned, China would have to struggle hard: “if you do not
defend it, do not fight for it, then you have no say... We cannot leave it all to others;
the Chinese people have rights there.”

Yin Zhuo’s belief that China has “rights” to perhaps one-fifth of the Arctic could be
dismissed as the remarks of one of China’s retired military hawks who are known to
sometimes overstep their bounds. But Yin Zhuo — the son of a Long March veteran
and high-ranking military political commissar — made these comments as a member
of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference which was meeting as
part of the “Two Sessions.” His comments were part of an interview with state
media, one that — even today — is published on one of the main websites of
China’s State Council Information Office. Even if Yin overstepped his bounds, his
views on the Arctic also find expression in Chinese texts.

This report explores China’s internal discourse on the Arctic as well as its diplomatic,
military, scientific, and economic efforts across the region. It notes that China
sometimes speaks with two voices on the Arctic: one aimed at foreign audiences
that emphasizes science and cooperation and an internal, often cynical voice that
emphasizes the Arctic as a frontier for resource exploitation and competition
between the great powers, with science and diplomacy often serving supporting
roles for Beijing’s military and economic ambitions.

With respect to China’s Arctic behavior, the report stresses China’s attempts at
coercion of Arctic states and notes the limited dependence of most states on trade
with China relative to trade with Europe and the United States. It also traces China’s
diplomatic investments, reflected in dozens of high-level visits and efforts to join and
create Arctic multilateral bodies. It explores China’s military efforts, both its
occasional dispatching of surface vessels into the Arctic as well as its testing of dual-
use platforms and its pursuit of Arctic access. It looks closely at China’s scientific
activities, noting the ways that they enhance China’s diplomatic influence, help
China cultivate an Arctic identity, and can sometimes be useful securing resources
and strategic access. Finally, the report surveys China’s economic investments and
its pursuit of the “Polar Silk Road.”

The Arctic has often been at the center of great power politics, as Chinese political
figures continue to stress. Many of the countries, islands, and coastlines so
important in World War Il and the Cold War are still geostrategically important today,
with China now maneuvering for greater influence within them. During World War |I,

30



Germany considered occupying Iceland and in fact set up secret facilities on
Greenland and Norway’s Svalbard archipelago. The allies occupied all three, with
Greenland and Iceland continuing to host NATO bases during the Cold War and
Svalbard remaining free of military installations to reassure the Soviet Union.
Meanwhile, the entire region was critical to American and Soviet satellites, the
intercontinental ballistic missiles both superpowers would send over it in the event of
a nuclear conflict, and the nuclear submarines they dispatched to travel under it.

Today, as new economic and strategic opportunities follow the warming of the Arctic,
China is seeking its own Arctic influence. It has established science stations in
Svalbard (along with other countries) as well as in Iceland; sought them in Canada
and Greenland; built satellite facilities in Sweden; sent over 10 expeditions in the
region; and significantly increased its economic and political influence across the
region. The eight Arctic sovereign states — Canada, Denmark, Finland, Iceland,
Norway, Russia, Sweden, and the United States — exercise great influence over the
Arctic and its strategically valuable geography. China, in pursuit of status as a “polar
great power,” wishes to be among them.

CHINA’S MILITARY ACTIVITIES

China’s Arctic military behavior suggests that strategic motivations underlie some of
its Arctic activism. These interests are likely long-term, particularly because an Arctic
military conflict in the near future is unlikely. After primarily focusing on scientific
research activities over the last few decades, Beijing is increasing its investment in
regional military capabilities that enhance its status as a “near-Arctic state” and
protect its growing security and commercial interests in the Arctic.

Part of Beijing’s interest is of course related to environmental changes in the Arctic,
especially melting ice, that have increased China’s appetite to explore and take
advantage of the Arctic’s strategic and commercial benefits. Many Chinese sources
have expressed an interest in exploring the region’s strategic waterways, especially
those that would benefit China’s shipping industry. By using the Northern Sea Route
along the Russian and Norwegian coasts, China could “reduce the amount of time
needed to move commerce out of China to European markets ‘by half.”” The Central
Arctic route, which also interests Chinese scholars, could be open much sooner.
Chinese Arctic scholars have also expressed concerns over the developing security
competition in the Arctic, especially between Arctic countries like the United States
and Russia. And although Chinese sources have argued that Chinese activities in
the Arctic are solely for scientific research and environmental preservation, its Arctic
behavior is sometimes more complex. The dispatch of People’s Liberation Army
Navy vessels to the region, the establishment of Chinese satellite receiving stations,
the deployment of new military technologies in the region, and the possible pursuit of
Arctic access all suggest strategic motivations may guide China’s behavior. These
developments signal China’s interest in potentially using its military to protect its
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commercial interests and scientific research opportunities — both of which legitimize
China’s need to be involved in the Arctic.

PLAN visits and icebreaker construction

The Chinese military has become increasingly confident in its own Arctic capabilities,
as seen in People’s Liberation Army Navy decision to dispatch vessels to both the
U.S. and Arctic countries. In September 2015, the PLAN sent vessels to U.S. waters
off the coast of Alaska. Considered the “first ever incursion by Chinese navy boats
into the Arctic region,” the group included “three surface combatants, an amphibious
warship and a fleet oiler” and had just finished participating in a joint military exercise
with the Russian military off of Russia’s Pacific coast and the Sea of Japan.

A few weeks after the Chinese fleet entered Alaskan waters, PLAN Fleet Task Force
also visited several Arctic countries, including Denmark, Sweden, and Finland, for
goodwill visits. The fleet, which included “the guided-missile destroyer Jinan, the
guided-missile frigate Yiyang and the comprehensive supply ship Qiandaohu,”
demonstrated China’s enhanced naval capabilities and its interest in the Arctic.

In addition, China has invested in building an icebreaker fleet. The development and
deployment in 2018 of the Xuelong 2, China’s first domestically-built icebreaker,
demonstrates China’s sustained interest in Arctic presence. China has engaged in
more than 10 Arctic expeditions using these icebreakers, allowing it to not only test
and demonstrate the effectiveness of its technology, but to also bolster its standing
as a “near-Arctic state.” There are also some indications that China is considering
investment in nuclear-powered icebreakers, with some possibility that this capability
aside, the civilian design experience and assistance for this project could be
transferred to military vessels too. For example, China National Nuclear Corporation
(CNNC) issued a tender for providing services on China’s first nuclear-powered
icebreaker, and went into detail about the vessel’s purpose and requirements.
Shanghai Jiaotong University, which has a naval and nuclear engineering program,
appears to have won the contract. And others have suggested that the icebreaker
will be constructed at China’s Jiangnan Shipyard, which also built the Xuelong 2.
Meanwhile, even as China determines when and how to pursue this capability, it
continues to invest in conventional heavy icebreakers.

Dual-use activities

While finding opportunities to cooperate with other Arctic states in research and
environmental protection, China has also used these engagements to test its new
military technologies in the Arctic environment. Several ostensibly civilian activities
may have military implications. In 2007 for example, China’s BeiDou Navigation Test
Satellite System (BDS) test satellite was launched and was “capable of being
received in polar regions.” In 2014, China used its BeiDou Navigation Satellite
System to rescue the Xuelong vessel as it was working to rescue a Russian
research vessel in Antarctica. As Anne-Marie Brady writes, “A polar-orbiting Chinese
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military satellite, part of the BeiDou system, was used to identify ice conditions to
guide Xuelong’s passage through the ice floes. The SOA and PLA jointly
coordinated Xuelong’s successful exit from its ice trap.” In 2015, China launched an
effort to build a satellite ground station in Sweden; in 2017, it sought to do so in
Greenland. In addition, China’s first polar-observing satellite Ice Pathfinder (BNU-1)
began its first Arctic observation mission in June 2020 after in-orbit testing in 2019.
According to Chinese state media, the satellite “is expected to achieve full coverage
of the Arctic in seven days,” supports Chinese Arctic expeditions, and reduces
reliance on foreign satellites for data.

China has also tested a range of different possibly dual-use assets within the region
that go beyond its routine dispatching of its main icebreaker — the Xuelong — to the
region to acquire useful skill in operating within the Arctic climate. For example, in
2008, China also developed and deployed “underwater robots” that would help
predict sea ice changes during one of its Arctic expeditions. In 2012, China deployed
buoys in the Arctic for the first time to observe air-sea interactions in the Norwegian
Sea. During the 2015-2016 Xuelong expedition to Antarctica, China also tested the
Xueying-601, a “fixed-wing aircraft designed specifically for polar flights” in both
Antarctica and the Arctic. In November 2015, China revealed its first semi-
submersible drilling platform, the Viking Dragon, that was suitable for Arctic
conditions. The Viking Dragon was built for Norway by CIMC Raffles Offshoring
Engineering Co., Ltd. China deployed the Haiyi autonomous underwater glider, and
installed China’s first “unmanned ice station in the region” during its ninth expedition
in 2018. It debuted its oceanographic research vessel Xiangyanghong 01 during its
next expedition, the following year.

Finally, as the report discusses in greater depth elsewhere, China has also
demonstrated an interest in establishing scientific and other facilities in the region
that might help it maintain Arctic access. China’s Yellow River Station in Norway’s
Svalbard archipelago can accommodate over 25 people, and there have been some
relatively low-level disagreements between China and Norway regarding Beijing’s
use of this facility. A few years after it was constructed, propaganda official-turned-
billionaire businessman Huang Nubo tried to purchase land in Iceland for a resort
and airfield; failing in this, he turned to Svalbard and finally to Norway itself — all for
projects that made little economic sense but would have transferred unprecedently
large tracks of land to a state-linked company. In Sweden, China built its first
completely China-owned remote sensing satellite data receiving station, covering
Europe and the Arctic. In Iceland, China later built a major Arctic station that may
well be expanded. And in Greenland, Chinese mining company General Nice Group
attempted to purchase an abandoned naval base. Fearful of potentially jeopardizing
their country’s relationship with the United States, Danish officials ultimately rejected
General Nice Group’s offer. Yet it has been reported that China discreetly launched
a satellite ground receiving station in Greenland just a year later.
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“China as an Arctic Great Power: Potential Implications for Greenland and the
Danish Realm,” Camilla T.N. Sgrensen, Danish Defence Policy Brief, February
2018 [9] https://www.fak.dk/globalassets/fak/dokumenter/publikationer/-china-as-an-
arctic-great-power---2018-.pdf

Abstract:

In late January 2018, China released its long-awaited White Paper on China’s Arctic
Policy. It represents the culmination of the development of a more confident,
proactive and sophisticated Chinese diplomacy in the Arctic. Beijing has intensified
its efforts in establishing substantial and extensive relations with all Arctic actors and
has gradually increased the presence and influence of China in the Arctic
institutions. An increasing number of Chinese investments and infrastructure
projects take place in the Arctic, propelled primarily by a growing Chinese interest in
Arctic resources and Arctic sea routes, which are now officially included in the
maritime part of President Xi Jinping’s prestige project, the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI). The policy brief analyses China’s Arctic White Paper focusing on the potential
implications for Greenland and the Danish Realm. The policy brief concludes that
China’s increasing presence in the Arctic constitutes a challenge as well as an
opportunity depending on whether Copenhagen and Nuuk succeed in establishing
open, respectful and constructive dialogue and cooperation.

Current & Relevant Information:

These years, China appears on the international scene as an ever more confident
great power. President Xi Jinping speaks of a ‘new era’ for China as a great power
marking the end of the traditional ‘keeping a low profile’ guideline for Chinese foreign
and security policy. China pursues great power responsibility and seeks to play a
more active role in addressing and solving international conflicts and global
challenges. However, the expectation on the part of China is that China in return
attains great power influence and respect.

Domestic Driving Forces and a Visionary Chinese Leader

China’s development is driven by strong domestic concerns and considerations.
China’s increasing dependence on imports of energy and natural resources has
been the main factor causing China to enter into economic agreements and strategic
partnerships to an unprecedented degree with countries in e.g. Africa, Latin and
South America, Central Asia and the Middle East. The current restructuring of the
Chinese economy, where Chinese-driven innovation and technological development
are at the top of the agenda, also drives the expansion of Chinese investments in
and acquisition of foreign companies. The new tendencies in Chinese foreign and
security policy are also to be traced back to President Xi Jinping, who as an unusual
proactive and visionary Chinese leader is more willing than his predecessors to use
economic and military tools to demonstrate and secure what Beijing considers
legitimate Chinese spheres of interest. With President Xi Jinping, China has begun
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to present Chinese ideas and solutions and to launch new comprehensive Chinese
initiatives. The most ambitious of these initiatives is the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI). With this initiative, China positions itself in the lead of efforts to generate
regional and global economic growth and development by funding and establishing
large-scale infrastructure projects such as high-speed train connections, modern
roads and ports, oil and gas pipes as well as communication networks and cables.
The BRI specifically aims to secure better and faster transport and communication
connections between China and Europe, but also to the Middle East and Africa.

Increasing Strategic Significance of the Arctic

This ‘new era’ for China as a great power is also evident from the country’s
ambitions and diplomatic behavior in the Arctic. China’s first Arctic White Paper
released in late January 2018 states that China, due to its status, size and proximity
to the Arctic, has legitimate interests in the region and should therefore be respected
and included as an important stakeholder. Furthermore, it emphasizes that the Arctic
should not be regarded as a demarcated region but has global implications and
international impacts, and therefore it is not up to the Arctic states solely to establish
the rules and norms for the future development of and access to the region and its
resources. Non-Arctic states like China also have a legitimate role to play and a right
to engage in Arctic research, navigation, overflight and a series of economic
activities such as resource extraction, fishery, cabling and piping. These are new
directions. Previous Chinese official speeches and documents on the Arctic have
taken a more modest and reluctant stance and underplayed China’s ambitions in the
region. This played an important role in reducing the concern among the Arctic
states and in 2013 paving the way for China’s membership of the Arctic Council as
an observer state. However, among Chinese Arctic scholars and in internal Chinese
documents characterizing the Arctic as a ‘common good’ has long been prevalent.
November 2014 saw the first indications of how China’s more confident and
ambitious foreign and security policy also included the Arctic. For the first time,
President Xi Jinping characterized China as a ‘polar great power’ and directly linked
the country’s ambitions in the polar regions, i.e. Arctic and Antarctica, to China’s
goal of becoming a maritime great power. In his speech at the 19th Party Congress
in October 2017, President Xi Jinping further underlined Beijing’s goal to obtain
world-class military might by 2050 including a Chinese navy capable of operating
globally. With the opening of China’s first overseas military naval base in the East
African country of Djibouti in August 2017, this is gradually beginning to materialize.
The release of China’s first Arctic White Paper should be seen in light of these
developments. It shows how the Arctic has moved up the Chinese leaders’ foreign
and security policy agenda and is assigned increasing strategic significance.

“China's Intentions in The Arctic Are Unclear - And That is a Growing Concern,”
Trine Jonassen, High North News, 20 October 2024 [10]
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https://www.highnorthnews.com/en/we-are-unclear-about-chinas-intention-arctic-and-
growing-consern

Overview:

“When | first attended the Arctic Circle Assembly conference, the tone and content
were different than now. The focus on security in the Arctic has become much
stronger”, says Admiral Rob Bauer, head of NATO's military committee. Now he
warns about China's unclear, two-faced and increasing activity in the Arctic and the
worrying Sino-Russian ties.

As Chair of the NATO Military Committee since June 2021, military advisor to the
NATO Secretary General and the North Atlantic Council (NATO's principal political
decision-making body), Admiral Robert Bauer (61) is the alliance's top military
authority.

At least until January [2025], when he retires after 44 years of service.

For the third executive year, Robert Bauer - or Rob - was invited to the Arctic Circle
Assembly in Reykjavik, Iceland, to share the latest insights on NATO in the Arctic.

Current & Relevant Information:

Butting heads

Bauer is not known to hold back, as at the 2022 edition of the conference when he
very publicly butted heads with the Chinese ambassador to Iceland, He Rulong, who
objected to Bauer's suspicions about China's increased presence in the Arctic.

“Two years ago, the Chinese ambassador to Iceland accused me of paranoia and
arrogance when | predicted at this conference that China would enter the Arctic
Ocean. And as it turns out, unfortunately, it was an accurate prediction,” Bauer says
from the stage.

"He hasn't spoken up since. It's fascinating”, Bauer comments as he sits back with a
cup of coffee after the speech and Q&A.

A clear military aspect

Rob Bauer hasn't softened to China since then. In fact, he is not happy with being
right in his predictions.

“‘My message remains unchanged. There is increased cooperation between Russia
and China in this region that has a clear military aspect to it,” Bauer says.

Chinas actions speak for themselves.

In early October, China's coast guard vessels entered the Arctic Ocean for the first
time patrolling the waters with Russian ships.

36


https://www.highnorthnews.com/en/we-are-unclear-about-chinas-intention-arctic-and-growing-consern
https://www.highnorthnews.com/en/we-are-unclear-about-chinas-intention-arctic-and-growing-consern

Just last month, China joined Russia in the Ocean 24 exercise across the Arctic
Oceans.

More Sino-Russian cooperation

"This Sino-Russian mission underlines the growing and worrying cooperation
between Beijing and Moscow also in the Arctic”, says Admiral Bauer.

Russia is also increasingly cooperating with China on minerals and shipping routes,
which could affect stability in the region.

And in June, Russia's state nuclear agency Rosatom and China's NewNew shipping
announced a partnership to establish a year-round container shipping line along the
Northern Sea route.

Unclear intentions

The North Atlantic Treaty Organization sees China as a growing challenge as
China's defense grows in the number of capabilities in general, but also in the Arctic.

"It's not clear what China's intentions are. They're not transparent about it," Bauer
says with a frown as to emphasize the concern.

He adjusts his already perfectly stiff cuffs, which shine white against the black and
heavily decorated Dutch navy uniform. The bright blue NATO badge hangs close to
the admiral's heart.

"China talks about itself as a near-Arctic state, which is fascinating. You need quite a
lot of imagination to say you're near the Arctic if you're China. But that's what they
call themselves," comments Bauer.

Fast growing military

For a long time, China was only scientifically interested in the Arctic. The military
aspect is something new.

"We don't understand why they are in the Arctic. If you don't understand why a
nation with a growing military — and China's military is growing rapidly, including
nuclear weapons — is here, that's worrisome. It is also not entirely clear why they
grow so quickly. So that worries the alliance."

You say you don't know why China has increased its presence in the Arctic. What
exactly are your concerns?

"Conflicts in one region have global consequences. That is why the conflict in
Ukraine draws attention in nations such as New Zealand, Australia, Japan, South
Korea. They understand that what is happening in Ukraine with Russia can happen
anywhere. The violation of a sovereign state and internationally recognized borders
can also happen in their region, and they are very concerned about the capabilities
and the increasing aggressiveness of China, says Rob Bauer, leaning forward.
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"Look at what China is doing to the Philippines. China's behavior is not reassuring.
There are more and more nations concerned about what China is doing, such as
harassing ships in the South China Sea

All the right answers
When put on the spot, China has the perfect answers.

"China is saying the right things, that they will abide to international rules and
respect sovereignty. But if you look at their behavior, there are several examples of
them not living up to those rules. China is growing in space and becoming more
assertive. So even if we are not physically close to each other, there are serious
concerns about what the Chinese are doing, why they are doing it, and if the
waterways open up in the Arctic and China operates more in the Arctic with Russia,
that means they are physically getting much closer to us. And their ability to reach us
relatively quickly through the Arctic is then a possibility."

Conflict over recourses

The NATO officer also takes into account climate change and ice-free Arctic waters.
If this happens, resources may become more accessible, such as moving fish
stocks, oil, gas and minerals.

Are we talking war on resources?

"It is doubtful that Russia will allow us to sail through their sea route. But if it is an
international passage, Russia cannot control it in the same way as their territorial
waters. If they allow China but not the rest of the world, it creates tensions due to
lost equal opportunities.”

He makes it clear that China is not a threat, it is a concern. Russia, for its part, is
categorized as a clear threat.

NATO knew

If only a few saw the invasion of Ukraine coming, the defense alliance will make sure
that no one will be unprepared going forward.

Since the war, the NATO members have ramped up its defense spendings and
welcomed Sweden and Finland to the alliance.

NATO were not surprised by the attack, as they observed the Russian military build-
up at the Ukrainian border before 24 February 2022. And they knew within a window
of three hours when the attack was going to happen.

Responded swiftly

“A number of nations could not believe that Putin was going to attack Ukraine. But a
majority of the allies expected the invasion to happen", says Bauer, recalling the
alliance's quick response on the fatal night.
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"NATO responded to the attack within an hour, and by then we had an agreement on
how to react. 40,000 troops came under the Supreme Allied Commander Europe
(SACEUR).

Like a wolf raising its bristles to scare off an intruder, NATO had hundreds of planes
and ships out in no time.

“We were able to show Putin that he should not attack us. And Russia has not
attacked NATO in the last 75 years, so deterrence works. And that's what the
alliance is all about, to make sure we keep our citizens safe. Preferably without
fighting, but if necessary we will", says the alliance officer, lowering his voice.

“No one can afford to be surprised again.”
Prepare for reality
What has changed since the invasion of Ukraine?

"The change we have seen in NATO in the last couple of years is the realization that
it is not enough to talk about it. The big change after February 24, 2022 is that many
people saw the world as they wanted it to be. And for the first time in decades,
people understood that that's not how it works. You cannot plan for the world you
dream of. You have to respond to reality.”

The reality today is that Nordic allies invest deeply in their capabilities and
equipment. This means that jets and ships can better patrol the skies and seas in
the Arctic.

Perfect timing

This week, during the NATO defense ministers' meeting in Brussels, 13 allies
launched the North Link initiative. Four weeks ago, the chiefs of defense in
Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden signed the Nordic defense concept.

According to the admiral, this could not have come at a better time as Russia
continues to ramp up its military presence in the Arctic:

"Which is home to the Northern Fleet's nuclear submarines, missile facilities,
airfields, radar stations and troops. Russia's largest force is stationed on the Kola
Peninsula, which shares a border with Norway and Finland.”

Critical undersea infrastructures

There is also a new Critical Undersea Infrastructure Coordination Cell (CUI) at
NATO headquarters in Brussel in place. Bauer explains that this is not a NATO
command, but works through coordination and cooperation with the private sector.

NATO have also established a Maritime Centre for Security of Critical Undersea
Infrastructure within NATO’s Maritime Command (MARCOM) in Northwood, UK.
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The center is dedicated to the security of thousands of miles of undersea energy
pipelines and cables, which are vulnerable to attacks aimed at disrupting energy
supply, global communications and economic activity.

“We will get a better overview of the activities that are ongoing. If you know what the
norm is, you spot deviations when there is a different pattern.”

Not automatically an act of war

Does NATO's involvement mean that damage to underwater infrastructure can be
seen as an act of war?

“Not automatically. For that to happen, you need to understand who did it. Attribution
is important, and not easy. If it is a nation, you must be able to prove it. Is it an
accident or on purpose? All these things are important before you declare war.”

So is Russia really a threat to the Nordic countries?

In September, Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov said that Russia is fully ready
to defend its interests in the Arctic region.

Not automatically an act of war

Does NATO's involvement mean that damage to underwater infrastructure can be
seen as an act of war?

“‘Not automatically. For that to happen, you need to understand who did it. Attribution
is important, and not easy. If it is a nation, you must be able to prove it. Is it an
accident or on purpose? All these things are important before you declare war.”

So is Russia really a threat to the Nordic countries?

In September, Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov said that Russia is fully ready
to defend its interests in the Arctic region.

The minister said that NATO is increasingly interested in the Arctic region, "claiming
that the North Atlantic Alliance also has its own interests there, due to the
geographical location."”

Lavrov acknowledges that Norway — as a founding member of NATO — must keep
an eye on the region.

"However, the Arctic is not the territory of the North Atlantic alliance.”
Bauer's response is that NATO will also defend its interest in this region.
It is a tit for tat game of strength and deterrence.

Numerous military exercises

Over the past few years, the defense alliance has practiced extensively in the Arctic.
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Admiral Bauer mentions the doubled number of ships patrolling the North and the
Baltic Sea, increased intelligence sharing and a range of protective military activities
carried out through the Joint Expeditionary Force.

"Canada and the Nordic countries plan to create a hew Arctic security dialogue to
coordinate defense, intelligence and cyber threats."

And the United States, Canada and Finland have announced their intention to build
new polar icebreakers through the Icebreaker Collaboration
Effort, commonly referred to as the ICE Pact.

Finally, the Pentagon has updated its Arctic strategy, focusing on exercising
American presence in the region and training with allies and partners.

However, Rob Bauer emphasizes that NATO does not want war with Russia.

"But because they are the biggest threat, we have made all our plans based on
those threats and to be ready."

War or no war?

The question everybody who lives in the High North wants to know is, should we
worry about an attack from Russia?

"Putin says it's ridiculous that he would attack NATO. So why is NATO so worried?
Well, he also said he wouldn't attack Ukraine, and he did. He said he wouldn't attack
Crimea, and he did. He said he would not attack Georgia. And he did. What Putin
says and what he does are two different things."

Bauer pauses. The admiral does not come across as a man who gesture much, but
now he raises his hands as to make a visually clear point.

"We know through a treaty text that we received at NATO headquarters in December
2021 that Russian ambitions are much greater than Ukraine. Putin basically wants to
return to the 1997 borders in terms of spheres of influence, which would mean that
all the nations that have since joined the alliance - the Baltic states, Poland,
Slovakia, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria - would be second-ranked NATO members,
and we would not be allowed to have foreign troops in these countries. We would
only be able to train there once a year with a brigade for two weeks with other
forces.”

He leans back and rests his hands on the armrests of the chair.

"Of course we have said that it is not going to happen because these nations are
members of NATO and they have the same rights as all other nations. But that is
what Putin wants. It is not a theory. No, we are not at war, but Russia is our biggest
threat and you should believe this because Putin has shown us many times what he
is willing to do.”
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“Further talks with Russia will serve no purpose. Putin only understands power and
strength.”

Nuclear saber-rattling

The Russian president has resorted to a pattern of nuclear saber-rattling that is of
Western concern. But how do we know when it’s the real thing?

In the July 2024 Washington Summit Declaration, NATO declared that as long as
nuclear weapons exist, NATO will remain a nuclear alliance.

“That means you have to be willing to use it if necessary. But it is a weapon of last
resort because we have agreed with Russia and China that the nuclear war will
never be fought. And will never be won. That's the problem. If that taboo is broken
by someone, we have a serious problem as a planet.”

New nuclear doctrine

Recently, Russia changed its nuclear doctrine "in response to Western intervention
in the escalating war in Ukraine," as Russian Deputy Foreign Minister Sergey
Ryabkov said in September.

“The Russian doctrine covers the use of tactical nuclear weapons, and they talk
about it almost every week now. If you repeatedly threaten to use nuclear

weapons and you don't do it, it loses power after week four, and maybe sooner. The
problem with nuclear weapons, though, is that when they hit, it's pretty bad. So we
have to take this very, very seriously”, says a serious Bauer, before loosening the
mood:

"But the good news so far is that it's rhetoric and we haven't seen anything that
forces us to change our nuclear power strategy."

Tough choices

As mentioned, Admiral Bauer does not hold back. And the clearly spoken Dutch
officer also has a clear message for the European population, which has the
potential to set back the work on climate.

The question of a self-sufficient Europe, free from dependence on China's minerals.
That means some tough choices have to be made.

China largely controls the mineral resources we need for energy and the green shift.
But what happens if these resources become unavailable to Europe?

"We all want to save the planet, and I'm not being cynical about this. We all want to
get rid of fossil fuels. But nobody dares to go for nuclear energy, which | think we
should discuss, but ok. There are renewable energies like wind, water and solar
power. However, 95 percent of the rare earth materials and components we need for
renewable energy are in the hands of China," explains Bauer.

42



From the stage, he points to the dependence on Russian gas and what happened
when the economic sanctions kicked in after the war.

"Then we had a serious problem. We thought we had a contract with the Russian
state-owned gas company Gazprom. But we didn't. We had a contract with Putin. So
if we think we have a contract with Chinese companies, we are naive. Because
when we have changed our energy sources to renewable energy in five to seven
years because we want to save the planet..."

Bauer looks at the crowd inside Harpa's concert hall who are almost sitting on top of
each other to hear the admiral's speech.

"Then we are seriously fu... Yes."

And the crowd goes wild. Well, as wild as a crowd of mostly well-dressed and well-
behaved politicians, scientists and economists can go.

After the applause and laughter die down, Robert Bauer offers a solution to the
dilemma he just painted. Although it may not be popular.

"Rare earth materials are not necessarily that rare. They are found, for example, in
nations such as Canada, Sweden, Finland and Norway. We could mine them
ourselves, but then we will ruin the planet. We must understand the consequences
of this discussion. | am not saying that this is the best option, but if we are
completely dependent on China, it is not good. And we can become less dependent
on China because we have these minerals in our part of the world. But to do that, we
have to accept that it has a consequence for the climate.

"So it is difficult."

“Arctic security: evolution of Arctic security dynamics and prospect for a security

regime in the Arctic,” Deng Beixi, Advances in Polar Science, 23 September 2016

[11]

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Beixi_Deng/publication/330039203 Arctic_security
evolution of Arctic_security dynamics and prospect for a security regime _in_the

Arctic/links/5¢c2b36c2a6fdccfc70752e6e/Arctic-security-evolution-of-Arctic-security-

dynamics-and-prospect-for-a-security-regime-in-the-Arctic.pdf

Abstract:

The security dynamics in the Arctic since the Cold War has transitioned from
militarization, to de-militarization, and to re-militarization. Under the circumstances of
ongoing globalization and climate change, the Arctic states have accorded priority to
the enhancement of military capacities in the region, with a view to safeguarding
sovereign rights, ensuring navigation security of Arctic waterways, responding to
contingencies and guaranteeing civil security. Such military capacity-building
measures are otherwise interpreted as initiatives to resume arms race in the Arctic,
which would be contributive to the security dilemma. Subject to the structural
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competition of the U.S. — Russia rivalry, there has long been an absence of a
security regime in the Arctic. Nevertheless, the build-up of security regimes in the
Arctic constitutes a major concern for the Arctic states, as well as for some extra-
regional stakeholders. In the Arctic regional context, the ever-intensifying institutional
cooperation in the domains of nontraditional and civil security lays the cornerstone
for establishing confidence-building measures, and gives rise to the consensus that
maintaining cooperation in the Arctic will be mutually rewarding for all.

Current & Relevant Information:

Implications of Arctic security for China

China, as an Arctic extra-regional state, has no conflicts of interest with the Arctic
states in terms of sovereignty, sovereign rights and jurisdictions in the Arctic region.
However, this does not mean that the security situation in the Arctic is unrelated to
China. On one hand, as a potential user of Arctic resources and sea routes, China is
seeking regional peace and stability for its engagement in Arctic development
cooperation. On the other hand, with China being a state situated in the mid-
latitudes of Northern Hemisphere, the weaponry (e.g. missile defense systems and
nuclear submarines) and military installations that both Russia and the U.S. have
deployed in the Arctic, impose deterrence against China. The absolute advantages
of Russia and the U.S. in terms of Arctic air supremacy and mastery of the strategic
channels (e.g. the Bering Strait) pose challenges as well to China’s potential
commercial use of Arctic sea routes. In addition, as an official statement of China’s
Arctic policy still appears to be vague, China’s engagement in Arctic issues tends to
be labeled as “China’s emerging threat” or “China’s hunger for Arctic resources” with
the hypothesis that China is unsatisfied with its observer status within the Arctic
Council, and China is therefore thought likely to become a revisionist power
attempting to transform the current Arctic order and to re-allocate rights and the
interests in the Arctic. Accordingly, while paying close attention to the development
of Arctic security dynamics, China should wisely participate in the multilateral
cooperation in low politics and non-traditional security such as SAR, and prevention
of marine oil pollution in the Arctic. In doing so China can build mutual trust with the
Arctic states and contribute to shaping a stable political environment favorable to
China’s engagement in sustainable and cooperative Arctic development.

“China’'s Interests in the Arctic: Opportunities and Challenges Examining the
implications of China's Arctic policy white paper,” Nong Hong, Institute for China-
America Studies, March 2018 [12] http://chinaus-icas.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/03/2018.03.06-China-Arctic-Report.pdf

Summary:

The geopolitical landscape of the Arctic today is a significant departure from the
great power politics of the Cold War. Apart from traditional Arctic states, far more
international organizations and non-Arctic states are showing an increased interest
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in the Arctic. This report explores the growing interests of China in the Arctic and
examines the motivations behind its involvement in the region. China’s interests
range from participating in Arctic governance, promoting bilateral diplomacy in the
Arctic area, accessing potential resources, exploiting shipping opportunities and
undertaking polar research. Thus far, China’s involvement in the Arctic has been
fairly low-profile. Since obtaining observer status on the Arctic Council in 2013,
China has modestly bolstered its bilateral relations with Arctic states and participated
in the development of resources in the region.

The State Council Information Office of China published a white paper titled "China's
Arctic Policy" on January 26, 2018. China’s policy goals in the Arctic are shaped by
four key principles—to understand, protect, develop and participate in the
governance of the Arctic. In order to realize these policy goals, the white paper
emphasizes the need for “respect, cooperation, win-win result and sustainability.”
These policy goals and principles are reflected in the respective areas that China
has shown interest in, which are analyzed in this report.

China’s Arctic white paper is the result of policymakers’ careful deliberation. It also
reflects the longstanding expectations of researchers, countries and international
organizations involved in Arctic governance. The recent expansion of China’s role
has invited international suspicion of its intentions in the Arctic, especially from
council member states. China’s new white paper spells out its intentions for the
Arctic and should relieve some concerns over its transparency and commitment to
international law.

China’s Arctic strategy is only just beginning to unfold and still faces many
challenges, including the Arctic states’ disputes over territorial sovereignty, vigilance
among certain countries, the natural environment in the Arctic region and China’s
technological constraints. Nevertheless, with China’s newly released Arctic policy
white paper, China has emphasized a key theme—cooperation.

Current & Relevant Information:

Introduction

The geopolitical landscape of the Arctic today is a significant departure from the
great power politics that existed in the region during the Cold War. The supremacy
of the military presence and security interests of the two superpowers during that
time have now been replaced by the multiple political interests of the eight North
Pole states, dominated mainly by the military and security interests and naval
capacity of Russia, Canada, the United States, Norway and Denmark. Through the
llulissat Declaration in 2008, these five Arctic coastal states (the Arctic Five) have
asserted the predominant role in addressing both territorial issues and emerging
issues related to resource development in the Arctic region (Yeager, 2008).
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The exclusivity of Arctic governance has been challenged by the activities of states
from outside the region, such as the United Kingdom, France, Germany, China,
Japan, South Korea and India; these states are taking a special interest in many
aspects of the Arctic that focus on scientific research, shipping and resource
development. Estimated oil and gas reserves in the continental shelves of the
northern seas and visions of new trans-Arctic sea routes are also attractive to
transnational corporations that are increasingly interested in the potential
commercial value of Arctic energy resources (Robinson 2007: 21). This report
explores the growing interests of China in the Arctic and examines the nature of its
interests and motivations in wanting to maintain its involvement and presence in the
region. China’s interests range from participating in Arctic governance and
accessing potential resources to exploiting shipping opportunities and undertaking
polar research.

Vigilance among Arctic states

China has actively sought to have a say in Arctic affairs through multilateral and
bilateral means. Unfortunately, China’s intentions have been met with suspicion by
Arctic states. China’s application to become a permanent observer of the Arctic
Council was rejected three times before being approved, which demonstrates the
vigilance of the Arctic states, especially the five coastal states bordering the Arctic
Sea.

Of the five coastal states, the most vigilant are Russia and Canada. These two
states seek to control the northern and north-western sea lanes respectively, but
China has yet to recognize their rights over these two lanes (Jakobson 2013).
Russia in particular has shown serious bias against China’s attempts to join the
Arctic Council. Ever since Russia planted its flag on the Arctic seabed in 2007,
China has paid a great deal of attention to the region. In 2012, after China’s
icebreaker Xue Long (Snow Dragon) finished its fifth scientific survey in the Arctic
region, it returned to Shanghai through the northern sea lane of the Arctic, which
runs along the Russian coast. Because this sea lane has been emblematic of
Russian influence, it is natural that the expansion of China’s influence would invite
vigilance from Russia.

China’s growing interest in the Arctic has enhanced the vigilance of the Russian
military, which is highly sensitive to security issues. In a rare public warning to China
in 2010, Russian Navy Commander Admiral Vladimir Vysotsky said “We are
observing the penetration of a host of states which...are advancing their interests
very intensively, in every possible way, in particular China,” and stressed that Russia
would increase its military presence in the Arctic to defend Russia’s interests
(Reuters 2010). In 2012, Russia resumed its live-fire drills in Arctic waters. In
February 2013, Russian President Vladimir Putin remarked in a conversation that
Russia’s interests in the Arctic were under threat and necessitated enhanced military
actions. In September 2013, Russia announced that it would reopen a military base

46



in the New Siberian Islands and resume its former permanent military presence
there.

Canada also harbors suspicions against China, which are equal to if not greater than
those of Russia. In 2012, an opinion poll conducted by the Asia Pacific Foundation
of Canada showed that only 12 percent of Canadians had a favorable impression of
China, and 29 percent had an unfavorable impression. Although Canadian officials
do not show vigilance against China, the Canadian academic community has shown
suspicion. Professors David Wright and Rob Huebert from University of Calgary and
Victor Suthren from the Canadian War Museum are concerned about China’s stance
on Arctic affairs. For example, they assume that China believes the Arctic is open to
the international community and does not acknowledge Canadian sovereignty over
northwestern sea lanes. Canada is also suspicious of China’s desire for resources,
sea lanes and strategic positions in the Arctic region; China’s accelerated pace of
military modernization suggests the possibility that China might enhance its military
presence in the region. Commodore Tyrone Pile, Commander of the Canadian Fleet
Atlantic, was quoted by the Calgary Herald as saying that the Chinese Navy would
soon have twice as many submarines as the U.S. Navy, leading the newspaper to
ask whether Canada was prepared to defend its Arctic sovereignty (Lackenbauer
and Manicom 2013: 3-5).

Interestingly, Canada is the Arctic state that seems the most concerned about what
China’s Arctic policy white paper will mean for them. Canadian experts say that
China’s Arctic policy is attempting to tread a line between respecting the sovereignty
of Arctic nations like Canada and the United States, and leaving room to benefit from
disputes under international law. Language used in the white paper—such as
“respect for international law”—is viewed by scholars like Robert Huebert and
professor Frédéric Lasserre of Université Laval to be an attempt to articulate limits
on member states’ sovereignty.

Even non-coastal states in the Arctic are suspicious of China. Iceland has rejected a
Chinese businessman’s attempts to buy its land twice, suspecting that he might build
a harbor there even though Iceland was assured that the land would be used to build
a golf course (The Disaffected Lib 2013). The attitudes of Iceland and Russia signal
that China will encounter many challenges in future efforts to take part in Arctic
affairs.

Still, the white paper sends a positive signal to Chinese researchers and policy
practitioners who now have clear strategic guidance. The international community,
including Arctic Council member states, have welcomed the transparency and
increased confidence China shows in participating in Arctic governance. As China
experiences rapid military and economic growth, suspicions regarding its global
strategic intentions as it moves towards the Arctic are unavoidable. The white paper
integrates the Chinese narrative into Western discourse, defining itself as an
important stakeholder. This narrative has won recognition and respect from the
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international community and serves to reduce concerns from the Arctic Council
member states (Hong 2018).

Conclusion

China’s interests range from participating in Arctic governance affairs, promoting
bilateral diplomacy in the Arctic area and accessing potential resources to exploiting
shipping opportunities and undertaking polar research. Thus far, China’s
involvement in the Arctic has been fairly low-profile. Since obtaining observer status
on the Arctic Council in 2013, China has modestly bolstered its bilateral relations
with Arctic states and participated in the development of resources in the region.

The recently published white paper titled "China's Arctic Policy" implies that the
policy goals on the Arctic are shaped by four key principles—to understand, protect,
develop and participate in the governance of the Arctic. In order to realize these
policy goals, the white paper emphasizes the need for “respect, cooperation, win-win
result and sustainability.”

China’s Arctic strategy is only just beginning to unfold and still faces many
challenges, including the Arctic states’ disputes over territorial sovereignty, vigilance
among certain countries, the natural environment in the Arctic region and China’s
technological constraints. Nevertheless, with China’s newly released Arctic policy
white paper, China has emphasized a key theme—cooperation.

2. Geopolitical Environment:

“The New Geopolitics of the Arctic: Russia’s and China’s Evolving Role in the
Region,” Stephanie Pezard, The RAND Corporation, 26 November 2018 [13]
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/testimonies/CT500/CT500/RAND_CT500.

pdf

Overview:

Chairperson Levitt, Deputy Chairperson O’Toole, Deputy Chairperson Laverdiére,
and other distinguished members of the committee, thank you very much for the
opportunity to appear before you this afternoon. | am a Senior Political Scientist at
the RAND Corporation, where | have conducted research and authored several
publications on the Arctic, with a focus on the geopolitical implications of the region’s
changing physical environment. While RAND’s research does not address specific
policy recommendations for the Canadian government, my goal for today is to
provide the committee with information to support its decision-making.

My contribution today will focus on two changes that have altered the geopolitical
environment in the Arctic over the past five to ten years. One change is the
increased assertiveness of one Arctic nation, Russia, in the region. The second
change is the rising presence of non-Arctic states—including, but not limited to,
China—in a part of the world that used to be almost exclusively of interest to Arctic
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states. | will examine the origins and implications of both developments, focusing on
the challenges—and, at times, opportunities—that they pose to Arctic states and to
Canada in particular.

Current & Relevant Information:

China’s Role in the Arctic: What Impact Can So-Called “Near-Arctic States”
Have on the Region?

NATO'’s renewed, albeit still cautious, interest in the Arctic is yet another example of
what Arctic states might see as a growing trend in the region—the increased interest
of non-Arctic states in Arctic issues. The most powerful and significant of these
newcomers is China.

To be fair, China’s interest in polar issues is not new. China has a strong track
record of research and scientific expeditions in Antarctica since the 1980s, and in
the Arctic since the 1990s. Its range of interests in the Arctic has since widened and
is becoming more focused on extractive, commercial, and shipping domains. In
2017, 11 of the 27 vessels that transited through the NSR originated from or were
going to a Chinese port. In January 2018, China issued its first Arctic policy, which
highlights in its very first paragraph China’s most fundamental belief when it comes
to the region: The Arctic is a global issue that cannot be left to Arctic states alone.
China describes itself as a “Near Arctic State,” a term that it defines as “one of the
continental States that are closest to the Arctic Circle.” China also makes clear that it
sees the Arctic as an area of economic and investment potential, envisioning a
“Polar Silk Road” integrated to its larger Belt and Road Initiative.

So far, China has remained within the boundaries of existing treaties and principles
regulating Arctic affairs, and its Arctic Strategy reaffirms the authority of these rules.
Increased Chinese interest also presents precious opportunities for Arctic
communities, many of which are in dire need of investment and infrastructure. Yet
this interest also raises various concerns. Based on China’s aggressive behavior in
the South China Sea, China might similarly try to impose its own interpretation of
maritime international law in other regions, if the stakes are high enough. In addition,
China’s large investments need to be secured, and economic involvement might
eventually lead to some form of military presence. China’s political leverage through
economic investments might have destabilizing consequences, for instance on the
delicate Greenland-Mainland Denmark relationship—last March, Greenland
shortlisted a Chinese company to develop three of its airports, to the dismay of the
Danish government—or in relation to environmental or labor regulations. Chinese
investments in certain areas, such as communications, media, and new
technologies, potentially create opportunities for undue political influence or
uncontrolled transfers of sensitive data or technologies. For example, China’s
construction of an observatory for northern lights in Iceland has raised concerns that
the facility might be used for surveillance, rather than research.
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So far, Arctic nations have cautiously welcomed China’s willingness to play a larger
role in the Arctic. China has been an observer state to the Arctic Council since 2013,
and it has joint projects with several Arctic nations—particularly Russia, Canada,
Greenland, Norway, and Iceland—some of which are at the exploration or
prospecting stages. Chinese investments are so far relatively modest, with the
exception of the Yamal LNG project with Russia.

Arctic nations are also setting limits. In 2011, Iceland blocked the sale of a large plot
of land to a Chinese investor; in 2016, Denmark declined to sell a vacant naval base
in Greenland to a Chinese mining company; and in that same year, a projected
Chinese resort in Svalbard, under Norwegian sovereignty, was canceled. Each
Arctic state—often under public pressure—is setting its own limits when it comes to
welcoming Chinese presence.

Russia’s approach toward China shows a similar mix of interest and caution. China
is a key investor in Russia’s Yamal LNG project, and Chinese funds are particularly
welcome, as Russia has been shunned by some of its more traditional investors
since its annexation of Crimea. Russia also welcomes Chinese interest in
developing port infrastructure along the NSR. Yet Russia is also very much intent on
keeping the NSR under its control. This may eventually create tensions with China,
as China sees the NSR as one element of the Belt and Road Initiative and will
resent obstacles to its free use of the route (the alternative route, the Northwestern
Passage along the northern shore of Canada, is not considered a viable
replacement because of poor navigation conditions and a lack of infrastructure).
While Russia and China are formally allies through the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization, Russia remains wary of China’s military power on its southern border
and, as an Arctic nation, is irritated by the intrusion in Arctic affairs of non-Arctic
states, as evidenced by its long-standing reluctance to grant observer status to
these countries in the Arctic Council.

Because of the economic and military power that China commands, the level of
concern triggered by its interest in the Arctic is without equivalent. However, it is not
the only non-Arctic state to develop an Arctic policy and look for a deeper
commitment to the region. Most other observer states to the Arctic Council have an
Arctic strategy, a polar strategy, or at least some official guidelines regarding their
Arctic policy. Most recently, in September 2018, the United Kingdom released a
Defense Arctic strategy that highlights a closer training relationship with Norway and
intensified surveillance of submarine activity in the Arctic. India is now investing in
Russia’s extractive industry in the Arctic. It remains to be seen whether, like China,
these non-Arctic nations see themselves as “near Arctic states” that cannot leave
the leadership of a strategic region to eight nations only; and whether they might find
it advantageous to coalesce as a group of like-minded countries to seek more
political and decisional weight both within the Arctic Council and in other
international fora.
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So far, the approach of Arctic states has been to coopt non-Arctic states rather than
exclude them. Most have been eventually accepted as observer states in the Arctic
Council, and they are participating in the development of new rules for the Arctic. For
instance, China—along with Japan and South Korea, as well as the European
Union—nhas participated in the discussions that eventually led to prohibiting
commercial fishing in the Central Arctic Ocean. Yet Arctic nations have made clear
that the broader legal background for such development should remain the United
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea and other existing principles of
international law. As stated in the 2008 llulissat Declaration, they reject the
development of new international rules specifically for the Arctic—an equivalent of
the Antarctica Treaty—as such a treaty would require painful negotiations and would
likely be less advantageous for them than the current system.

To conclude, | would highlight what | see as perhaps the biggest change occurring in
the Arctic, and the one that is of most significance for Canada and other Arctic
states: The Arctic, which used to be the ultimate periphery, is slowly but surely
turning into a center—a center of economic activity and investment, a shipping hub,
a transit point between areas of strategic interest, and a military chokepoint. The
Arctic connects Russia’s oil and gas industries to Asian markets; China’s
manufactured goods to European markets; and Russia’s Northern Fleet to the
Atlantic sea lanes and, further south, the Mediterranean. This is not a projection but
the current situation, and these trends will only become more pronounced over time,
as the NSR becomes more routinely navigable; communications and maritime
awareness improve; and, eventually, a brand-new Transpolar Route opens. Canada
and other Arctic states face the key challenge of balancing their sovereign interests
against the ever-growing interest of non-Arctic nations.

“The New Geopolitics of the Arctic: Russia, China and the EU,” Andreas
@sthagen, Wilfried Martens Centre for European Studies, April 2019 [14]
https://euagenda.eu/upload/publications/untitled-212267-ea.pdf

Abstract:

The Arctic is changing. Facing challenges driven by resource demands, changing
power relations and climate change, the top of the world demands the attention of
European states and EU officials. This paper examines the main geopolitical issues
in the Arctic, such as the development of the region’s energy resources, the
underlying potential for conflict and the increasing presence of China in the region. It
argues that to unpack the region’s complexities, we need to recognize the variability
within the Arctic across a range of issues and to differentiate different levels of
analysis: the international and the regional. Furthermore, this paper argues that the
EU’s approach to the north suffers as a result of a general deficiency in EU external
policies, namely incoherence and a multitude of voices and opinions. To have a
more effective Arctic policy, the EU needs to distinguish between the different levels
outlined here, raise awareness of the issues facing the Arctic among its member
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states and politicians, and better communicate the relevance of the Union to Arctic
states. The EU must view the Arctic primarily as a long-term strategic priority and as
an area of growing geopolitical importance.

Current & Relevant Information:

Introduction

In 2006—7, researchers, policymakers and the media alike began making a range of
claims about the future of the Arctic. Climate change is accelerating the melting of
the ice in the north. Coupled with high oil prices and positive estimates of the
region’s hydrocarbon resources, this led to the Arctic being portrayed as both the
world’s new energy frontier and the northern ‘shortcut’ to Asia. As the Arctic littoral
states—Denmark (Greenland), the US, Russia, Norway and Canada—placed the
north on their domestic and foreign policy agendas, and non-Arctic states such as
Japan, France, Germany and China expressed interest in the region, predictions
were made that the Arctic would become the next arena for geopolitical conflict.

Since then world events have taken a turn. The fall in the price of oil and gas
transformed hopeful Arctic resource projects into unprofitable ventures. Russian ice-
breaker levies and high operating costs turned trans-Arctic shipping into a long-term
prospect. The focus shifted to northern industries that were already profitable, such
as mining, tourism and fisheries. Simplistic predictions about an Arctic ‘boom’ turned
into equally simplistic forecasts of an Arctic ‘bust’. However, as Russia’s relationship
with the ‘West’ deteriorated in 2014 over Ukraine and later Syria, headlines warning
of an imminent confrontation in the Arctic reappeared. This time it was not the
region’s resources that were fueling a scramble: it was the region’s growing strategic
importance for NATO, Russia and even China. The result of these predictions,
however, tuned out to be the same: Arctic states have been, and still are, placing
pieces on the chessboard in advance of an imminent geopolitical conflict in the
north.

However, studies were quick to point out that many of the Arctic predictions were
largely inaccurate, whether they had been made before or after Russia’s annexation
of Ukraine’s Crimea region in 2014. Over the past decade scholars have produced
more balanced depictions of the dynamics both within the region as a whole and
among the various actors with a stake in the Arctic. Moreover, foreign ministries in
Arctic states have been particularly active in emphasizing the ‘peaceful’ and
‘cooperative’ traits of the region. Even China—an actor prompting a sense of
skepticism and uncertainty in northern countries—has played according to the Arctic
‘rule book'. It has reiterated the primacy of the United Nations Convention on the
Law of the Sea (UNCLOS); and in its White Paper on the Arctic, it emphasizes the
importance of cooperation. Finally, those inhabiting the Arctic region—indigenous as
well as non-indigenous peoples—have been demanding the right to partake in
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decision-making forums concerned with Arctic development and have been insisting
that there should be less talk about geopolitics and quick business opportunities.

There thus seems to be a multitude of actors, layers and levels at play—the situation
warrants further unpacking. The main question this paper asks is, what are the
geopolitical characteristics of the Arctic region? By extension, how accurate are the
predictions of conflict in and over the Arctic? What is the role of China in all this?
And what do these developments entail for the EU and for its ambitions to be an
Arctic actor? To answer these relatively large questions in a limited amount of
space, a few key points will be made. First, we need to divide the analysis into
different levels. This means that, instead of treating all issues as interrelated and
part of one picture, we have to differentiate the systemic (international) level from its
regional (Arctic) counterpart. In this way we will be able to disentangle some of the
arguments already mentioned. Second, when examining issues within each level,
we need to recognize the inherent variability of the region. The paper will show that
when we think of Arctic security, it makes more sense to divide the area into
subregions: The North American Arctic, on the one hand, and the Eurasian Arctic,
on the other. Finally, it is not possible to boil down the dynamics of the Arctic to an
antithesis between conflict and non-conflict.

What about China?

There have been a great many reactions from Arctic states and Arctic actors to
China’s involvement in the top of the world since 2007—8. How can we explain
China’s involvement in the north, and what are its interests in the Arctic?

These questions have three dimensions: two are region-specific and one is
connected to the systemic level described in the previous section. First, China has a
considerable research presence in the Arctic, particularly on Svalbard; moreover, it
is investing in research equipment and infrastructure destined for the Arctic. This
research is mainly focused on natural science and utilizing the Arctic—as many
scientists are—as a testing ground for climate predictions and for examining the
effects of human activities further south. In a country with ambitious research
agendas, a wide range of scholars and researchers are pushing for China to
become involved in the Arctic for such purposes.

Second, China has stated economic interests in the north. These range from
ensuring it has an advantageous position in the development of the Northern Sea
Route, to investing in infrastructure projects and extractive industries. China’s One
Belt One Road initiative has an Arctic dimension known as the ‘Ice Silk Road’. It
entails exploring how northern sea-lanes, in tandem with rail capacity, can add to the
country’s world trade links. The Chinese ‘Silk Road Fund’ and the China National
Petroleum Corporation have 9.9% and 20% stakes, respectively, in the large-scale
Yamal Liquefied Natural Gas project in Arctic Russia. This ties Russia and China
closer together in the development of Arctic gas resources. As well as long-term
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prospects and strategic investments, immediate economic prospects are
undoubtedly of relevance to China’s Arctic endeavor.

Finally, China’s involvement in the Arctic also concerns its position as an emerging
superpower. As China continues to assert its influence on the world stage, the Arctic
will be only one of many regions where presence and interaction are components of
an expansion of power in both soft and hard terms. Ensuring Chinese interests,
ranging from businesses to opinions on developments related to the Law of the Sea,
is a natural part of this expansion, just as it has been for the US over the last half-
century. Limited tension between Arctic actors and China might arise, but the Arctic
is still predominantly a harsh and challenging domain where the Arctic states will
retain their primacy. What is more likely is that the impact of conflicts elsewhere,
including those involving China, would spill over into the Arctic. This would be due,
not to the Arctic’s resources or to internal power struggles, but to the strategic
importance of the Arctic and the importance it holds for some NATO countries and
for Russia.

However, Chinese officials have made few comments on the importance of the
Arctic to China. References have been made to China as a ‘near Arctic state’, a
situation which demands involvement. At the same time, China is not accepted as
an Arctic state and has largely been excluded from regional politics. It has pursued a
low-profile approach to the region focused on cooperation—often bilateral—with the
Arctic states. In tune with policy documents in all circumpolar states, Beijing has
emphasized principles such as cooperation, win—win results and sustainability. In
late 2016, Norway and China resumed normal diplomatic relations, which had been
in limbo since the Nobel Peace Prize Committee awarded the prize to Chinese
dissident Liu Xiaobo in 2010. China has also taken steps to strengthen relations with
all Nordic countries over the last decade. The Arctic has similarly been a component
in Beijing’s efforts to expand relations with both Russia and Canada in recent years.

With the White Paper launched in the spring of 2018, China signaled its desire to be
taken seriously as an Arctic actor, even though it is not an Arctic state in
geographical terms. China is now entering a new phase of its northern endeavor,
emboldened by its international stature and relationship with Russia. It remains to be
seen exactly how this will translate into concrete policies or actions, such as those
connected to One Belt One Road. Relations between Arctic countries and those
non-Arctic countries that are present in the region are thus likely to be significantly
affected by the broader ongoing power shift in the international system, that is, the
rise of China. In the short-to-medium term, relations between the two sets of
countries are likely to be shaped more by developments outside the region than by
those within it. And in the Arctic, Russia and—increasingly—China hold central
positions.

Especially relevant are the questions of China’s adherence to UNCLOS and how it
views the role of this international regime in relation to its own Arctic interests. So far
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UNCLOS has been the strongest guarantee of mutual interests in a cooperative
region, supporting the interests of the Arctic states themselves. Challenges to this
regime could arise from developments in high-seas fisheries and/or protected
marine areas, overlapping continental seabed claims or the increasingly common
discussions on the status of Arctic sea-lanes. Such challenges could spur questions
about the flexibility and adaptability of UNCLOS in a context characterized by
changing power dynamics and climatic change. Here China plays a key role.

Conclusion

The Arctic will keep growing in importance to northern states and the international
community for two intertwined reasons: (1) the unremitting disappearance of the
Arctic sea ice will allow for more activity, and (2) some of the world’s greatest
powers are investing in, and focusing on, the region. However, the dynamics of this
region cannot be boiled down to the mutually exclusive options of conflict or no
conflict. A race for Arctic resources or territory is highly unlikely in the foreseeable
future, despite the territorial land grabs that have been occurring in other parts of the
world. Thus, it is not the influence of geography on politics that has the potential to
cause conflict in the Arctic.

At the same time, the region’s growing importance within the international system is
becoming increasingly apparent. In this regard the Arctic stands as an arena where
the US, Russia and China interact with the EU. Here the EU has several roles to
play. It can ensure that its member states and institutions are aware of the
complexities of the region, whether these relate to the livelihoods of indigenous
peoples or to Russia’s (and other Arctic states’) military investments. The EU should
only involve itself in the Arctic in a regional (and non-threatening) manner. Beyond
this, the EU needs to recognize the increasing importance of the Arctic within the
international system and the role the Union plays in shaping the region. This it can
do by setting clear visionary goals in line with its own interests as the world’s second
largest economy, after China.

“Chinese scientists are increasingly shaping the future of the Arctic amid China’s
rising presence,” Mathieu Landriault, The Conversation, 5 June 2024 [15]
https://theconversation.com/chinese-scientists-are-increasingly-shaping-the-future-of-
the-arctic-amid-chinas-rising-presence-230509

Overview:

Scientists are playing a significant role in the Arctic region, helping to educate the
world about its unique ecosystem along with the ongoing geopolitical positioning by
Arctic and non-Arctic states.

Scientific research has been central in helping determine the boundaries of the
continental shelf in the Arctic region to establish which states can exploit any natural
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resources found in the area. Arctic states are spending millions trying to document
their territorial claims.

The scientific data has been presented to experts at the United Nations Commission
on the Limits of the Continental Shelf, who have then issued their recommendations
to states in an effort to ascertain who owns what.

Scientific research in polar regions has also been used by non-Arctic states like
China, India and South Korea to vie for observer status on the Arctic Council, the
primary forum of co-operation in the region.

Furthermore, the sustained presence of China, India and the United Kingdom in
Svalbard — a territory in the high Arctic under Norwegian sovereignty but open to
scientists from countries that are parties to the Svalbard Treaty — is the most
obvious illustration of this interest by non-Arctic states in the region.

Current & Relevant Information:

Chinain the Arctic

Global attention on the Arctic has intensified amid global warming, particularly since
2007. China is among the countries that have received the most amount of
attention for its interest in the Arctic.

Its emergence as a global superpower, its impressive development of polar
technology — including icebreakers — and its creation of an official Arctic
policy have raised eyebrows about China’s Arctic ambitions.

Chinese activity in the region has focused on the central Arctic Ocean, which is
considered international waters beyond any state’s jurisdiction. This allows non-
Arctic states like China to become more engaged than they can in the rest of the
Arctic.

China has signed and ratified an international agreement that prohibits commercial
fisheries in these waters until at least 2037. Science is at the heart of this
moratorium — scientists assess if sizeable fish stocks can be harvested from these
waters and if so, they help develop sustainability guidelines to ensure the
abundance of these stocks.

As China prepares to embark on its 14th annual Arctic expedition this summer, it's
important to understand how Chinese scientific research is evolving in the region.

China’s Arctic science

The rise of China since the early 2000s as a major Arctic science producer has
continued well into the 2020s. Using Web of Science — a bibliometric database
used to measure, evaluate and track scientific research — we can see the growing
presence of Chinese scientists publishing on the Arctic region.

56


https://www.un.org/depts/los/clcs_new/clcs_home.htm
https://www.un.org/depts/los/clcs_new/clcs_home.htm
https://arctic-council.org/about/observers/
https://discoveringthearctic.org.uk/science/arctic-science/svalbard-science/
https://discoveringthearctic.org.uk/science/arctic-science/svalbard-science/
https://www.jus.uio.no/english/services/library/treaties/01/1-11/svalbard-treaty.html
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2010.02.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2010.02.004
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/JIPA/Display/Article/2820750/chinas-polar-silk-road-implications-for-the-arctic-region/
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/JIPA/Display/Article/2820750/chinas-polar-silk-road-implications-for-the-arctic-region/
https://doi.org/10.31374/sjms.196
https://doi.org/10.31374/sjms.196
https://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/international/arctic-arctique-eng.htm
https://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/international/arctic-arctique-eng.htm
https://polarjournal.ch/en/2023/07/24/china-on-its-13th-arctic-expedition/

There’s been a five-fold increase of Chinese scientists in the percentage of total
scientific articles on the Arctic from 2000 to 2024. This increase has occurred
concurrently with a significant decrease in the proportion of scientists from the
United States, and to a lesser extent Canada, publishing on the topic.

As we look for areas of particular focus within the Arctic Ocean, two locations stand
out: the central Arctic Ocean and Gakkel Ridge, a mountainous formation on the sea
floor.

Increased Chinese scientific publications on both topics are the result of its annual
Arctic expeditions. For the central Arctic Ocean, the increase is eight-fold (from one
per cent to eight per cent) and six-fold for Gakkel Ridge (from two per cent to 12 per
cent).

Both the central Arctic Ocean and Gakkel Ridge are critical to Chinese geopolitical
interests. For the central Arctic, the potential establishment of a regional fisheries
management organization is central to China’s scientific research, which aims to
gather additional knowledge about this little-known ecosystem.

Lifting the moratorium on commercial fisheries in the central Arctic Ocean is
dependent on establishing sustainable guidelines to ensure the long-term health and
survival of fish stocks in this area.

The Gakkel Ridge possesses hydrothermal vents that could contain vast amounts of
critical minerals. This part of the sea floor has been contested, with Russia arguing
it'’s a continuation of its continental mass.

Some have speculated that part of the Gakkel Ridge could become a site of mineral
exploitation by non-Arctic states, including China. As of the first half of the 2020s,
China is now the fourth country generating the most knowledge on this part of the
Arctic region.

Little western involvement

This scientific research is produced in a peculiar fashion, with little engagement with
western publications and scientists.

According to Scopus, a database encompassing scientific articles, 45 per cent of
articles by Chinese scientists on the Central Arctic ocean are published in outlets run
or sponsored by Chinese research institutes, especially the Chinese Society for
Oceanography and the Polar Research Institute of China.

This corresponds to similar findings by researchers Mayline Strouk of the University
of Edinburgh and Marion Maisonobe of University Paris Cité. They have determined
that China, as well as other non-Arctic states like India and South Korea, has
pursued an approach of scientific autonomy, limiting any collaboration with scientists
from other countries.
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That’s also reflected in the authorship of scientific papers. About 65 per cent of
articles published by a Chinese author on the central Arctic Ocean from 2010 to May
2024 were authored solely by Chinese researchers, with no co-authorship or
participation from non-Chinese researchers.

A minority of articles were written by a multinational team of scientists that included
one Chinese author, indicating that Chinese scientists did not seek to involve non-
Chinese researchers in their work.

This was the case even before some western countries like Canada restricted some
areas of scientific co-operation with Chinese scientists.

This number is particularly high considering China participated in the Mosaic
Expedition alongside scientists from 19 other countries in 2019.

The expedition generated a wealth of knowledge and insights as the research vessel
remained for a whole year in the central Arctic Ocean, immobilized by a thick ice
cover. This multi-national endeavor didn’t result in any changes to Chinese Arctic
scientific research, which remained mostly authored only by Chinese scientists for
Chinese-run publications.

Implications for Arctic states
What does this mean for Arctic states?

Simply put, the need to invest in Arctic science is critical as new players are
becoming increasingly dominant when it comes to research about the region.

The presence of Arctic states in scientific publications is declining. That means
important knowledge is escaping Arctic nations, and scientific priorities are
increasingly reflecting the interests of foreign nations located outside the region.

Countries like China are conducting scientific research without involving scientists
from other countries. This is ominous, since science is supposed to be an open,
transparent and collaborative enterprise — not exactly hallmarks of the Chinese
regime.

Investing in scientific research on the central Arctic Ocean is particularly important,
since rules and legal regimes that will apply there will largely be guided by a fulsome
scientific understanding of the region.

“Northern Expedition: China’s Arctic Activities and Ambitions,” Rush Doshi,
Alexis Dale-Huang, and Gaoqi Zhang, Foreign Policy at Brookings, April 2021 [16]
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/FP_20210412 china_arctic.pdf

Summary:

This report explores China’s internal discourse on the Arctic as well as its activities
and ambitions across the region. It finds that that China sometimes speaks with two
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voices on the Arctic: an external one aimed at foreign audiences and a more cynical
internal one emphasizing competition and Beijing’s Arctic ambitions. In examining
China’s political, military, scientific, and economic activity — as well as its coercion
of Arctic states — the report also demonstrates the seriousness of China’s
aspirations to become a “polar great power.” China has sent high-level figures to the
region 33 times in the past two decades, engaged or joined most major Arctic
institutions, sought a half dozen scientific facilities in Arctic states, pursued a range
of plausibly dual-use economic projects, expanded its icebreaker fleet, and even
sent its naval vessels into the region. The eight Arctic sovereign states — Canada,
Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden, and the United States —
exercise great influence over the Arctic and its strategically valuable geography.
China aspires to be among them.

1. China seeks to become a “polar great power” but downplays this goal
publicly. Speeches by President Xi Jinping and senior Chinese officials with
responsibility for Arctic policy are clear that building China into a “polar great power”
by 2030 is China’s top polar goal. Despite the prominence of this goal in these texts,
China’s externally facing documents — including its white papers — rarely if ever
mention it, suggesting a desire to calibrate external perceptions about its Arctic
ambitions, particularly as its Arctic activities become the focus of greater
international attention.

2. China describes the Arctic as one of the world’s “new strategic frontiers,”
ripe for rivalry and extraction. China sees the Arctic — along with the Antarctic,
the seabed, and space — as ungoverned or under governed spaces. While some of
its external discourse emphasizes the need to constrain competition in these
domains, several others take a more cynical view, emphasizing the need to prepare
for competition within them and over their resources. A head of the Polar Research
Institute for China, for example, called these kinds of public spaces the “most
competitive resource treasures,” China’s National Security Law creates the legal
capability to protect China’s rights across them, and top Chinese Communist Party
(CCP) officials have suggested China’s share of these resources should be equal to
its share of the global population.

3. Chinese military texts treat the Arctic as a zone of future military
competition. Although several externally facing Chinese texts downplay the risk of
military competition in the Arctic, which would likely be harmful to Chinese goals,
military texts take the opposite perspective. They note that, “the game of great
powers” will “increasingly focus on the struggle over and control of global public
spaces” like the Arctic and Antarctic and argue that China “cannot rule out the
possibility of using force” in this coming “scramble for new strategic spaces.”
Chinese diplomats describe the region as the “new commanding heights” for global
military competition too while scholars suggest controlling it allows one to obtain the
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“three continents and two oceans’ geographical advantage” over the Northern
Hemisphere.

4. Chinese texts make clear that its investments in Arctic science are intended
to buttress its Arctic influence and strategic position. Although externally facing
messaging indicates China’s desire to pursue scientific research for its own benefit
and for global welfare, China’s top scientific figures and high-level CCP members
are clear that science is also motivated by a drive for “the right to speak,” for
cultivating China’s “identity” as an Arctic state, and for securing resources and
strategic access. China’s polar expeditions and various research stations assist
Beijing with its resource extraction, with Arctic access, and with acquiring experience
operating in the Arctic climate.

5. China supports existing Arctic governance mechanisms publicly but
complains about them privately. Several Chinese texts indicate frustration with
Arctic mechanisms and concern that the country will be excluded from the region’s
resources. Official texts suggest gently that the region’s importance now transcends
“its original inter-Arctic States,” while scholars once feared Arctic states would
launch an admittedly unlikely “eight-state polar region alliance” or institutionalize the
Arctic Council in ways that “strengthen their dominant position” at China’s expense.
These texts stress China’s pursuit of “identity diplomacy,” namely, terming China a
“near-Arctic State” because it is affected by climate change. They also indicate an
interest in pushing alternative Chinese governance concepts — in some cases to
supplement and other cases to run outside the Arctic Council — including a “Polar
Silk Road” and China’s “community with a shared future for mankind,” though
specifics are often lacking.

6. Accommodating China’s Arctic ambitions rarely produces enduring
goodwill. Norway was the first country to allow China to build an Arctic science
station and Sweden was the first worldwide to allow China to build its own
completely Chinaowned satellite facility. Both these efforts, which were richly praised
by China at the time, did not protect either country from later economic coercion and
harsh condemnation by China. In both cases, China punished these countries not
only for the actions of their governments but also for the independent actions of their
civil societies, which were to award Chinese dissident Liu Xiaobo the Nobel Peace
Prize and to investigate China’s kidnapping of Swedish citizen Gui Minhai. Efforts by
both Norway and Sweden to reverse the slide — with Sweden keeping relatively
quiet about the rendition of its citizen and Norway vigorously backing China’s pursuit
of Arctic Council observer status — were only met with restrictions on Norwegian
fish exports and colorful threats of coercion against Sweden.

7. Arctic dependence on trade with China is often overstated, and trade flows
are smaller than with other powers. Chinese economic statecraft is feared by
some in the Arctic and around the world, but the region’s dependence on China is
remarkably small. For the five smallest Arctic economies — Sweden, Norway,
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Denmark, Finland, and Iceland — China accounts for an average of only 4.0% of
their exports, less than the United States (6.2%) and far less than the NATO and EU
economies excluding the United States (70.3%).

8. China has invested significantly in Arctic diplomacy to boost its regional
influence. China has sent high-level figures — at the levels of president, premier,
vice president, foreign minister, and defense minister — to visit Arctic countries other
than the United States and Russia 33 times over the last 20 years. Beijing lobbied
heavily to become an Arctic Council observer, became a strong presence at many
other regional Track Il fora, and launched its own diplomatic and Track Il regional
efforts, including a China-Russia Arctic Forum and the China-Nordic Arctic Research
Center, to deepen relations with governments and sub-national actors.

9. China’s military profile in the Arctic has increased, and its scientific efforts
provide strategic advantages too. China has dispatched naval vessels to the
Arctic on two occasions, including to Alaska and later to Denmark, Sweden, and
Finland for goodwill visits. It has built its first indigenously produced icebreaker, has
plans for more conventional heavy icebreakers, and is considering investments in
nuclear-powered icebreakers too.

10. China’s scientific activities in the Arctic give it greater operational
experience and access. China has sent 10 scientific expeditions into the region on
its Xuelong icebreaker, generally with more than 100 crew members, that officials
acknowledge give it useful operational and navigational experience. China has also
established science and satellite facilities in Norway, Iceland, and Sweden while
pursuing additional facilities in Canada and Greenland — with its facility in Norway
able to berth more than two dozen individuals and provide resupply. Finally, China
has used the Arctic as a testing ground for new capabilities whether related to
satellites coverage, fixed-wing aircraft, autonomous underwater gliders, buoys, and
even an “‘unmanned ice station” configured for research.

11. China’s infrastructure investments in the Arctic sometimes appear dual-
use. Several Chinese infrastructure projects that have little economic gain have
raised concerns about strategic motivations and dual-use capabilities. These include
efforts by a former Chinese propaganda official to purchase 250 square kilometers
of Iceland to build a golf course and airfield in an area where golf cannot be played
and later to buy 200 square kilometers of Norway’s Svalbard archipelago. Chinese
companies have also sought to purchase an old naval base in Greenland; to build
three airports in Greenland; to build Scandinavia’s largest port in Sweden; to acquire
(successfully) a Swedish submarine base; to link Finland and the wider Arctic to
China through rail; and to do the same with a major port and railway in Arkhangelsk
in Russia.

12. China’s commodity investments in the Arctic have a mixed track record.
Despite some important successes, a large number of Chinese investments have
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failed. For example, a major Chinese firm abandoned a Canadian zinc mine, refused
to pay creditors, and left local governments to pay to clean up an environmental
disaster. Another firm disappointed in its investment later sued, saying it had
overpaid. In Greenland, a Chinese conglomerate abandoned its iron mine after
running into legal trouble in China. In Iceland, a Chinese company withdrew from an
Arctic exploration partnership due to poor initial resource estimates.

Current & Relevant Information:

INTRODUCTION

In 2010, on the sidelines of a major Chinese political conclave often referred to as
the “Two Sessions,” retired Chinese naval Rear Admiral Yin Zhuo made a
remarkably candid set of statements about China’s Arctic ambitions.

‘I have said on many occasions that China’s population accounts for one-fifth of the
world’s population, so can’t we get a fifth of the interests in the Antarctic and Arctic?”
Yin asked. After all, “this is the common heritage of mankind, so everyone has a
share,” he explained, citing a concept in international law applied to various parts of
the global commons, including Antarctica, the moon, and the deep seafloor. In Yin's
imagination, China’s share would be lucrative. The Arctic and the Antarctic are “very
rich in various resources” and their “sea lanes will also be important in the future.” To
claim these interests, Yin warned, China would have to struggle hard: “if you do not
defend it, do not fight for it, then you have no say... We cannot leave it all to others;
the Chinese people have rights there.”

Yin Zhuo’s belief that China has “rights” to perhaps one-fifth of the Arctic could be
dismissed as the remarks of one of China’s retired military hawks who are known to
sometimes overstep their bounds. But Yin Zhuo — the son of a Long March veteran
and high-ranking military political commissar — made these comments as a member
of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference which was meeting as
part of the “Two Sessions.” His comments were part of an interview with state
media, one that — even today — is published on one of the main websites of
China’s State Council Information Office. Even if Yin overstepped his bounds, his
views on the Arctic also find expression in Chinese texts.

This report explores China’s internal discourse on the Arctic as well as its diplomatic,
military, scientific, and economic efforts across the region. It notes that China
sometimes speaks with two voices on the Arctic: one aimed at foreign audiences
that emphasizes science and cooperation and an internal, often cynical voice that
emphasizes the Arctic as a frontier for resource exploitation and competition
between the great powers, with science and diplomacy often serving supporting
roles for Beijing’s military and economic ambitions.

With respect to China’s Arctic behavior, the report stresses China’s attempts at
coercion of Arctic states and notes the limited dependence of most states on trade
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with China relative to trade with Europe and the United States. It also traces China’s
diplomatic investments, reflected in dozens of high-level visits and efforts to join and
create Arctic multilateral bodies. It explores China’s military efforts, both its
occasional dispatching of surface vessels into the Arctic as well as its testing of dual-
use platforms and its pursuit of Arctic access. It looks closely at China’s scientific
activities, noting the ways that they enhance China’s diplomatic influence, help
China cultivate an Arctic identity, and can sometimes be useful securing resources
and strategic access. Finally, the report surveys China’s economic investments and
its pursuit of the “Polar Silk Road.”

The Arctic has often been at the center of great power politics, as Chinese political
figures continue to stress. Many of the countries, islands, and coastlines so
important in World War Il and the Cold War are still geostrategically important today,
with China now maneuvering for greater influence within them. During World War I,
Germany considered occupying Iceland and in fact set up secret facilities on
Greenland and Norway’s Svalbard archipelago. The allies occupied all three, with
Greenland and Iceland continuing to host NATO bases during the Cold War and
Svalbard remaining free of military installations to reassure the Soviet Union.
Meanwhile, the entire region was critical to American and Soviet satellites, the
intercontinental ballistic missiles both superpowers would send over it in the event of
a nuclear conflict, and the nuclear submarines they dispatched to travel under it.

Today, as new economic and strategic opportunities follow the warming of the Arctic,
China is seeking its own Arctic influence. It has established science stations in
Svalbard (along with other countries) as well as in Iceland; sought them in Canada
and Greenland; built satellite facilities in Sweden; sent over 10 expeditions in the
region; and significantly increased its economic and political influence across the
region. The eight Arctic sovereign states — Canada, Denmark, Finland, Iceland,
Norway, Russia, Sweden, and the United States — exercise great influence over the
Arctic and its strategically valuable geography. China, in pursuit of status as a “polar
great power,” wishes to be among them.

CHINA’S DIPLOMATIC ACTIVITIES

China has become more active in Arctic institutions to legitimize its role as a regional
power and build the foundation for future Chinese participation in Arctic affairs.
China describes itself as a “near-Arctic” country — a formulation it has selected for
itself that has no official standing within the region and its diplomatic institutions. To
justify its regional role, it has consistently emphasized how changing conditions in
the Arctic “have a direct impact on China’s climate system” as well as “China’s
economic interests in agriculture, forestry, fisheries, and oceans.” In recent years,
therefore, Beijing has significantly increased its participation in regional Arctic
dialogues and Track Il events, sent several high-level CCP officials to the region,
and integrated the Arctic with its most prominent foreign policy projects, like the Belt
and Road Initiative.
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Chinese sources often point to the country’s long history of diplomatic engagement
with Arctic states and institutions as a way of justifying China’s regional presence.
Both official and unofficial Chinese sources frequently highlight China’s signing of
the Spitsbergen Treaty in 1925 as the beginning of the country’s Arctic endeavors.
While the treaty allowed China to begin sending vessels for fishing and commercial
activities to the region, it has also been referenced as one of the primary documents
that authorizes China’s current research and commercial activities in the Arctic. After
1925, Chinese activities in the Arctic were limited for several decades. As China
Institute of International Studies (CIIS) assistant research fellow Liu Jin argues,
“China didn’t undertake any significant activities in the Arctic for more than 60 years
after 1925.”

High-level visits and the Arctic Council

Decades later, China eventually became more active in Arctic diplomacy. Liu Jin
notes that “as the reform and opening up policy proceeded in an all-round way and
the Arctic region’s desecuritization process unfolded after the Cold War, China
renewed its focus on the Arctic” and submitted an observer application to the Arctic
Council in 2007. China’s original application was denied in 2009 “largely because of
internal debates among the eight member governments on how to ensure that new
observers, including large entities such as China, Japan, and the European Union,
could participate as observers without changing the nature of the organization itself.”

Many Chinese scholars believed that non-participation in the forum was as good as
being shut out from the region. Beijing wanted the ability to shape the mechanisms
of Arctic governance too. Even Russia was seen as unwilling to assist China in
expanding its Arctic profile — to say nothing of the region’s other states. As Marc
Lanteigne writes, “Despite strengthening Sino-Russian economic and diplomatic
relations, the government of Vladimir Putin was nonetheless concerned that China’s
engagement with the Council would adversely affect Russian Arctic policy,” a view
also held by much of the Chinese Arctic policy community.

Despite this, China continued to pursue an active engagement strategy with Arctic
Council member countries between 2010 and 2013. A key component of this
strategy was high-level Chinese visits to the region. While U.S. officials have also
used high-level trips to engage Arctic countries, Beijing’s efforts have gone beyond
what one might ordinarily expect in the usual ebb and flow of diplomatic activity,
showing that the Arctic was a key strategic priority for China’s leaders.

In 2010 alone, several Chinese officials visited Arctic Council member countries for
high-level visits. For example, then-Vice President Xi Jinping visited Finland and
Sweden, then-President Hu Jintao visited Canada, and former Politburo Standing
Committee member He Guogiang visited Iceland to sign three bilateral economic
agreements. Driven by an interest in establishing economic ties with Greenland, Hu
also visited Denmark in 2012.
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China combined these visits with efforts to curry favor, sometimes quite successfully.
When Liu Qi, a member of the Politburo Central Committee, traveled to Iceland for a
high-level visit in 2010, Iceland’s president at the time, Olafur Ragnar Grimsson, is
reported to have said that “lceland’s government and people sincerely appreciate
China’s precious support to Iceland in dealing with [the] financial crisis” Former
Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao’s visit to Iceland in 2012 is argued to have jump-
started the two countries’ FTA negotiations — which became China’s first with a
European country — and led to a memorandum of understanding on “joint maritime
and Arctic scientific cooperation, including in the areas of climate change and marine
monitoring.” Observers at the time believed the China-lceland FTA would enhance
China’s regional influence and boost its candidacy for observer status in the Arctic
Council.

In May 2013, China’s high-level visits paid off, and Beijing officially became an
observer on the Arctic Council, along with India, Italy, Japan, Singapore, and South
Korea. Following the news, Foreign Ministry spokesman Hong Lei stated: “China
appreciates and welcomes the decision of the Arctic Council to accept China as an
official observer... The aforementioned decisions of the Council will help China to
strengthen exchanges and cooperation with relevant parties on Arctic affairs within
the framework of the Council, contribute to the work of the Council, and promote
peace, stability and sustainable development in the Arctic region.” A People’s Daily
article following the news also outlined China’s plans for Arctic cooperation,
including strengthening understanding and research of the Arctic, protecting the
Arctic environment, and carrying out sustainable development and utilization. Ocean
University of China researchers Sun Kai and Wu Junhan emphasized that the
change demonstrated that “China’s participation in Arctic affairs entered a new
stage, namely through ‘identity diplomacy’ of obtaining Arctic Council observer
status and obtaining the basic right to participate in Arctic affairs.”

China-led diplomatic efforts

Under President Xi, China has significantly built upon the efforts of the Hu
administration to become a more active player in Arctic diplomacy. While high-level
Chinese officials have made statements and released documents related to China’s
Arctic interests, they have also pursued more regional dialogues and positioned the
Arctic as a critical part of the Belt and Road Initiative. Each is worth briefly
considering below.

China has made greater efforts to enhance diplomatic relations with Arctic countries
and reform the Arctic governance system to its liking since joining the Arctic Council
as an observer. By taking part in regional dialogues, signing high-level agreements
with Arctic countries, and criticizing current Arctic governance mechanisms, China is
actively promoting policies that support and encourage greater Chinese participation
in Arctic governance. As Guo Peiging asserts, given changes in the Arctic situation,
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“the opportunity for China to make a breakthrough in the creation of the Arctic
international system is also taking shape.”

In recent years, China has helped establish and participate in several regional
dialogues on Arctic issues. China and Russia have both participated in the annual
China-Russia Arctic Forum, co-sponsored by Ocean University of China and St.
Petersburg State University since 2012. This dialogue has become an
institutionalized exchange platform between the two countries’ scholars and includes
in-depth discussions and exchanges on cooperation in the Arctic region. China also
established the China-Nordic Arctic Research Center (CNARC) in 2013 to promote
an awareness and understanding of Arctic issues and coordinate research among
member institutes throughout the region. Scholars like Marc Lanteigne believe these
Track Il initiatives have been used by China “as a means for further information
collection and as a means to further deepen relations with sub- and non-
governmental actors.” These Track Il initiatives allow Beijing to bypass some of the
restrictions of the Arctic Council, and Chinese engagement with the Polar Code (a
set of rules put adopted by the International Maritime Organization for ships
operating in polar waters) and the Central Arctic Ocean fishing ban (a ban on fishing
agreed to by nine states and the EU) sometimes occur through these fora. Together,
these efforts allow China to enhance its identity as a regional partner. In addition, in
2016, China, Japan, and South Korea also began having annual high-level
dialogues on Arctic issues “to promote exchanges on policies, practices, and
experience regarding Arctic international cooperation, scientific research, and
commercial cooperation,” though little tangible progress has emerged from them.

China has also signed high-level agreements with several Arctic countries. In 2015,
China’s National Development and Reform Commission (NDRC) signed an
memorandum of understanding on cooperation on the Northern Sea Route (NSR)
with Russia’s Ministry for Development of the Russian Far East. In April 2017, China
and Finland signed a joint declaration promoting cooperation in fields such as
maritime industry and environmental protection. In addition, China and Norway are
in the process of negotiating a free trade agreement, even after a six-year diplomatic
freeze that resulted from the Norwegian Nobel Committee awarding a Nobel Peace
Prize to Liu Xiaobo.

“Shaping China’s Engagement with the Arctic: Nationalist Narratives and
Geopolitical Reality,” Fuzuo Wu, Journal of Contemporary China, 15 September
2022 [17] https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10670564.2022.2124353

Abstract:

Nationalist narratives and geopolitical reality have played an opposite role in shaping
China’s engagement with the Arctic, with the former pushing it forward while the
latter pushing it back. Specifically, Chinese nationalist narratives on strong feelings
of love for and pride in the Chinese nation not only initiated but also facilitated
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China’s engagement with the Arctic. Moreover, the ‘China Dream’, an official
narrative put forward by the Chinese President Xi Jinping, has driven the country to
undertake proactive measures to engage with the Arctic, among others, including
self-ascribing China as a ‘Near-Arctic State’ and self-designating the ‘Polar Silk
Road’. In stark contrast, however, the geopolitical reality featured by Arctic countries’
policies to push back China’s activities in this region has stymied its ambition to
attain great power status in the Arctic.

Current & Relevant Information:

Introduction

China’s engagement with the Arctic can be traced back to 1925 when China, under
the Beiyang Government, joined the Spitsbergen Treaty at the invitation of France.
However, this treaty had been completely overlooked by the Chinese until 1991,
when Gao Dengyi, a Chinese atmospheric physicist, in a joint scientific exploration
to the North Pole with scientists from Norway, the former Soviet Union and Iceland,
was surprised to find the original text of this treaty in which China had been one of
the signatories in 1925. Thus, it is no surprise that the Arctic had not been on the
agenda of Chinese foreign policy until the mid-1990s, when China began to officially
engage with this region. Such engagement has been taken to ‘a new level since
2005.

Against this backdrop, the literature on China’s engagement with the Arctic and its
motivations for doing so has been growing. One argument is that China has potential
economic interests in the Arctic, such as shorter shipping routes and natural
resources, especially energy. For instance, Li Zhenfu points out that maritime
shipping routes have been an important motivation behind China’s engagement with
the Arctic. Similarly, Linda Jakobson argues that ‘The prospect of the Arctic being
navigable during summer months, leading to both shorter shipping routes and
access to untapped energy resources, has impelled the Chinese Government to
allocate more resources to Arctic research’. In the same vein, Gang Chen
underscores that “The melting of the ice in the Arctic Ocean attracts China because
an ice-free Arctic environment will not only provide shorter shipping routes but also
access to untapped energy and mineral resources’. By the same token, Marc
Lentigines argues that China’s engagement with the Arctic has been driven by this
region’s potentially lucrative raw materials, including fossil fuels, minerals and
metals, as well as the shorter shipping route, especially the Northeast Passage via
the northern Siberian coast once the ice melts as a result of global warming.

However, some scholars challenge the economic motivation argument. For instance,
to counter this, Christopher Weidacher Hsiung contends that China’s Arctic oil and
gas interests are modest due mainly to the challenges and high costs of oil and gas
production in this region and China’s increased import options across the world. To
challenge the shorter shipping-route argument, Linyan Huang et al. conducted a
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survey among Chinese shipping companies and found that these companies
seemed not to be interested in the Arctic shipping route because of four factors: 1)
the high investment cost of the purchase of ice-strengthened ships, 2) market
constraints like just-in-time and ship size that limit economies of scale, 3) the Arctic
market is too small to establish a profitable route to enable a quick return on
investment in ice-strengthened ships, and 4) physical risks and insurance costs.

Another point of view is that China has sought multiple goals in its engagement with
the Arctic. For example, Malte Humpert and Andreas Raspotni note that China’s
participation in Arctic affairs has been motivated by its desire to serve both economic
interests, such as resources and shorter shipping routes to Europe through the
Arctic, as well as its political interests in enhancing its influence over global affairs
through its participation in governing Arctic affairs. Likewise, David Curtis Wright
highlights that ‘China is interested in the Arctic primarily for its natural resources and
navigation routes’, in addition to the prospect of influencing Arctic affairs. Nong Hong
finds that “The interests of China range from participating in Arctic governance affairs
and accessing potential resources to exploiting shipping opportunities and
undertaking polar research’. Camilla Sgrensen and Ekaterina Klimenko identify four
drivers behind China’s engagement with the Arctic, that is, to build a solid Chinese
polar research capacity, to gain access to energy resources and minerals, to
develop Arctic sea routes, and to secure China a say in the evolving Arctic
governance regime. Similarly, P. Whitney Lackenbauer et al. explore China’s
multiple ambitions in the Arctic, such as scientific research, maritime shipping,
energy resources as well as political influence.

In contrast, other scholars argue that China has strategic interests in the Arctic
region. For instance, Wright focuses on the strategic dimensions of China’s Arctic
interests, with extensive translations from Chinese scholars writing from different
perspectives and directions. Rob Huebert sounds the alarm that East Asian
engagement, and especially that of China, with the Arctic has been motivated by a
desire to challenge the sovereignty of the Arctic countries such as Canada. Xia
Liping argues that the ice sheet melting in the Arctic could cause extreme weather
events and natural disasters in China, which would negatively impact on China’s
ecological security and food security. In the same vein, Anne-Marie Brady argues
that China has both traditional and nontraditional security interests in the polar
regions, including economic, political, military and strategic interests.

Still others argue that China seeks status in the Arctic. For example, Mia M. Bennett
argues that China, as ‘an extra-regional state’ of the Arctic, has been motivated not
only by economics but also other factors such as concern for global prestige.
Similarly, Brady underscores that China has been motivated by its desire to be a
‘polar great power’ in the international system.

Thus, the existing literature has largely focused on China’s national interests when
accounting for the rationale behind its engagement with the Arctic, be it economic
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benefits, influence over Arctic governance, national security or higher status.
However, the literature has ignored how China’s nationalist narratives—a domestic
factor and the geopolitical reality in the Arctic—an international factor have
interplayed to shape China’s engagement with the Arctic.

To answer this question, this article argues that China’s nationalist narratives and
the Arctic geopolitical reality have played an opposite role in shaping China’s
engagement with the Arctic, with the former pushing it forward while the latter
pushing it back. More specifically, Chinese nationalist narratives on strong feelings
of love for and pride in the Chinese nation not only initiated but also facilitated
China’s engagement with the Arctic. Moreover, the ‘China Dream’, an official
narrative put forward by the Chinese President Xi Jinping, has driven the country to
undertake proactive measures to engage with the Arctic, among others, including
self-ascribing China as ‘a Near-Arctic State’ and self-designating the ‘Polar Silk
Road’. In stark contrast, however, the geopolitical reality in the Arctic is that China
does not have any territorial sovereignty in this region, so the Arctic countries have
adopted policies to push back China’s activities, which has already stymied China’s
ambition to attain great power status in the Arctic.

To test this argument, the rest of this article proceeds as follows. It first explores how
nationalist narratives had initiated China’s engagement with the Arctic at the
beginning of the 1990s. Next, it displays how nationalist narratives not only paved
the way for, but also facilitated China’s official engagement with the Arctic from the
mid-1990s. Then, it details how the ‘China Dream’, an official narrative put forth by
the Chinese President Xi Jinping, has stimulated the country to undertake proactive
measures to engage with the Arctic since 2012. Furthermore, it examines how the
Arctic countries have pushed back China’s engagement with this region, followed by
a brief conclusion.

Conclusion

China’s nationalist narratives and the geopolitical reality in the Arctic have
interplayed to shape China’s engagement with the Arctic. On the one hand, Chinese
nationalist narratives not only initiated but also facilitated China’s engagement with
the Arctic. Especially, China’s proactive measures driven by the ‘China dream’, an
official narrative put forth by the Chinese President Xi Jinping, have already revealed
its revisionist intentions in this region, that is, not only to seek its rightful place in
Arctic governance but also to try to shape such governance in its own way. On the
other, however, due to the fact that China does not have any territorial sovereignty in
the Arctic, the eight Arctic countries have already become wary of China’s
engagement with this region to varying degrees. This wariness, and even suspicion,
has led the US and Russia, as well as the rest of the Arctic states, to take counter
measures to push back China’s attempts to participate in Arctic affairs, including
refuting its self-ascribed ‘a Near-Arctic State’ status as well as frustrating its efforts
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to obtain a footing in the Arctic. Thus, the Arctic geopolitical reality has largely
stymied China’s ambition to attain the status of an Arctic great power.

“The Nuances of Geopolitics in the Arctic,” Andreas @sthagen, North American
and Arctic Defence and Security Network Policy Brief, 7 January 2020 [18]
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/e651/bed811033¢c1c4193f0459d6e35623483d969.pdf

Abstract:

Few places have been the source of as much speculation, hype, and broad
statements as the Arctic region at the start of the 21st century. Propelled to the
agenda by flag-plantings and resource appraisals a decade ago, the Arctic continues
to lure researchers and journalists to venture northwards to “the next great game”.

Fortunately, with more attention comes more knowledge as well. Several scholars
have now debunked the notion of resource wars in the North, due to the sheer size
of the areas in question and the fact that the Arctic states already have ownership
over most of these areas, through the Law of the Sea regime. Moreover, the foreign
ministries of the Arctic states have highlighted the cooperative traits of the region: “in
the Arctic, we work together” to solve problems.

Nevertheless, notions of Arctic conflict and great power politics over the North Pole
keep emerging on the political and news agenda. Why is this so, if all is well up in
the High North?

Current & Relevant Information:

Chinain the Arctic

Unlike the case in the Cold War, China has now emerged as an Arctic actor. With
Beijing continuing to assert its influence on the world stage, the Arctic will be only
one of many regions where China’s presence and interaction are components of an
expansion of power in both soft and hard terms. China has been noted as a “near-
Arctic state,” a situation which demands involvement from Beijing.

However, China is not accepted as an Arctic state and has largely been excluded
from regional politics. Despite the inaccuracies of US Secretary of State Pompeo’s
warning in 2019 that Beijing’s Arctic activity risks creating a “new South China Sea,’
such statements highlight how the USA sees the Arctic as yet another arena where
the emerging systemic competition between the two countries is increasing.

“Securitise the volume: epistemic territorialisation and the geopolitics of China’s
Arctic research,” Trym Eiterjord, Taylor & Francis Online, 2024 [19]
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/21622671.2023.2179535

Abstract:

This paper examines the geopolitics of producing volumetric space. It looks at how
China, through its scientific presence in the Arctic, is acting as a territorializing actor
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in the region, and how circumpolar states, in response, are moving to securitize
these activities. First, the paper develops the concept of epistemic territorialization,
examining how scientific practices, remote sensing technologies, and the
environmental knowledge that they produce act to render atmospheric, oceanic and
subterranean volumes legible, and thus volumetric. The paper then maps China’s
efforts to acquire volumetric knowledge about the Arctic, before moving to consider
how these efforts are being perceived by Arctic states. It concludes with a synopsis
of the changing 21st-century political geography of geoscience in the Arctic,
demonstrating how regional perceptions of China’s growing presence in the Arctic
cast suspicion on the country’s scientific endeavors, in turn demonstrating how
geoscientific practices are territorializing in ways that work across both physical and
discursive registers.

Current & Relevant Information:

INTRODUCTION

In May 2019, in a sports arena in the northern Finnish city of Rovaniemi, straddling
the Arctic Circle, dignitaries from around the Arctic region gathered for a key Arctic
Council meeting. Taking the stage in Rovaniemi that day, then-United States
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo told his audience of foreign ministers and diplomats
that the Arctic was ‘entering a new age of strategic engagement’. The region, he
explained, was becoming an ‘arena of power and competition’, and the Arctic
Ocean, the region’s ‘centerpiece’, was rapidly taking on new ‘strategic significance’.
He went on to emphasize that the United States was seeking to work toward an
open and peaceful Arctic, a region in which ‘respect and transparency are the price
of admission’. Leading up to the meeting, however, a senior White House official had
told Reuters that Pompeo was travelling to northern Finland ‘amid

growing ... concern about China’s interests’ in the Arctic, and, more cryptically, that
‘Chinese actions’ in the region had ‘really focused everyone’s minds’. He elaborated:

Our Pentagon warned just last week that China could use its civilian research
presence in the Arctic to strengthen its military presence, ... including deployment of
submarines to the region as a deterrent against nuclear attack. We need to examine
these activities closely.

The former state secretary’s accusations revealed something critical about the
emerging geopolitics of not only the Arctic region, but the entire planet. Geopolitical
tensions between China and the United States are intensifying. China, aspiring to
the status of a global power, is expanding its presence into increasingly far-flung
places, through diplomatic overtures, trade and investment, and large-scale
infrastructure projects. Less attention has been paid, however, to China’s ongoing
efforts to acquire knowledge about remote and extreme spaces across the globe,
such as the deep seabed, high seas, and the polar regions. Like the United States
and the Soviet Union before it, China is mobilizing scientists and sensors in order to

71



study and monitor earthly volumes where new security and geoeconomic interests
are emerging. In recent decades, these interests have reached the Arctic, where the
country is fielding an increasingly sophisticated research program to study the
effects of climate change, and, to the growing concern of states bordering the Arctic
Ocean, survey for natural resources, develop new sea routes, and potentially
accumulate environmental knowledge in support of a future military presence, from
the Arctic’s atmosphere, through its icy surface to the seafloor.

This paper examines China’s scientific and technological attempts at ‘territorializing
aerial, maritime, and subterranean spaces’ in the Arctic, as well as exploring how
Chinese efforts to render the region volumetric is being perceived by the states that
ring the Arctic. By attending to how science and technology are at once productive
of, and subjected to, changing volumetric geopolitical imaginaries, this paper seeks
to better our understanding of the changing political geography of the geosciences
against the backdrop of great power competition in the 21st century. At the
conceptual level, it does this by recasting the Earth sciences within the framework of
‘volumetric geopolitics’, focusing on the politics and practices of knowing, sensing,
surveilling or otherwise producing volumetric space through scientific techniques,
with the aim to develop a conceptual point of departure for further research into the
co-constitutive relationship of geoscience and geopolitics.

In what follows, Section 2 sketches the entangled trajectories of geopolitical
competition and the Earth sciences in the 20th century. It focuses on how the Arctic
has come to be territorialized as a geostrategic and volumetric space by
foregrounding the Earth-sensing practices and infrastructures that, beginning with
the early Cold War period, were deployed both to open up and secure new
volumetric vectors of threat, and state military planners and operators’ growing need
for environmental knowledge about submarine, atmospheric and glacial spaces in
the Arctic. It seeks to demonstrate how geoscientific practices are territorializing in
ways that work across both physical and discursive registers. Section 3 builds on
this historical backdrop and introduces China as a scientific and geopolitical actor in
the Arctic by providing an outline of its regional research program and emerging
geopolitical and geoeconomic interests in the region. Section 4 contours the
geopolitics of sensing the Arctic, examining recent attempts by China to develop its
own ability to study, map and monitor the Arctic. Section 5 examines how the
entrance of China as a scientific-cum-geopolitical actor in the region has been
received. It maps circumpolar perceptions of the country’s growing scientific
presence, showing how this presence and the Arctic volume is being securitized.

Volumetric thinking is closely linked to the calculative practices and techniques that
produce, stabilize as well as contest territoriality across and through earthly
volumes. As Woon and Dodds argue, ‘the relationship between the Earth sciences
and vertical and volumetric understandings of national and international territory is
crucial to understanding future iterations of subterranean geopolitics ...’. The paper
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seeks to show that a volumetric perspective such as the one laid out in the following
sections helps direct our attention toward the various calculative practices that
constitute Arctic geopolitics. By examining the ways in which Arctic volumetric
spaces are taking on new strategic significance and becoming resecuritized as a
result of intensifying great power competition, this paper aims to inform further
research into the volumetric geopolitics of the Arctic.

CONCLUSIONS

This paper has sought to point to the importance of examining the epistemic
underpinnings of volumetric geopolitics, and to foreground the practices and
technologies that turn space legible. China is emerging as a new state actor wielding
scientific research as a political technology to (re)render Arctic volumes legible,
driven, in the eyes of many foreign observers, by an at times indistinguishable
mixture of environmental, geo-economic and military—strategic interests. It has
shown how the Arctic, when conceived of as a volumetric space, is being
territorialized and securitized. It has described in some empirical detail China’s
scientific footprint in the Arctic, and, by analyzing these activities through the lens of
epistemic territorialization, shed light on the changing geopolitics of Arctic science.
The paper has provided a snapshot of the perceptions that Arctic states hold
regarding China’s scientific presence in the region as a way to underline how the
changing geography of knowledge about the Arctic's earthly volumes amounts to a
form of epistemic territorialization.

Following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, however, circumpolar
cooperation has collapsed, with the seven remaining Arctic states deciding to pause
the work of the Arctic Council. Academic boycotts by European and North American
universities and research institutions against their Russian peers have all but frozen
research collaboration with the country. The war is also urging NATO further north,
with Finland having gained membership to the defense alliance and Sweden seeking
to do the same. At the same time, Russia’s militarization of its Arctic territories
continues. More work needs to be done to understand how renewed geopolitical
competition is impacting the ways in which international science is conducted in the
Arctic.

“Eurasian North: The Geopolitics of Russia and China in the Arctic,” Alexander
Dalziel, Macdonald Laurier Institute, June 2024 [20] https://macdonaldlaurier.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2024/06/20240529 Russia-China-in-the-Arctic-Dalziel PAPER-v7-

FINAL.pdf

Summary:

What should be our expectations of the China-Russia relationship in the Arctic?
Media tends to tout the “no-limits partnership” announced by President Xi Jinping
and President Vladimir Putin in 2022 and the vision of an exuberant strategic
relationship trending towards an anti-American alliance. Meanwhile, much of the
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specialist community is occupied with talking down this narrative, pointing to the
many inhibitors to the full flowering of the relationship. These studies voice well-
founded perspectives, and analysts of geopolitics will have little problem accepting
that China and Russia have different interests and goals — and that these diverge
profoundly at their deepest roots and in their ultimate aims.

But this should not hide that the overall China-Russia co-operation is trending
upwards and that this co-operation will likely include an expanding Arctic component
over the next decade. Many of their interests in the Arctic currently align and
reinforce one another. The Arctic is core to Russia’s rebalancing of its foreign politics
and trade towards China and Asia, both for the maritime route it provides and the
natural resources it contains, and core to Russian identity and influence. For China,
Russia’s Arctic is about diversification and global prominence, a place where it can
find more of the minerals and energy it needs for a resilient economy, develop transit
routes to lower dependence on other maritime choke points and where it can
express the politics of a “polar power” when its options to do so in the North
American and Nordic Arctics have dried up. Their co-operation mutually reinforces
both countries in their rivalry with the US; and as long as both see the US, Europe,
and Canada as adversaries, the Arctic will be a place where Russia and China will
negotiate an expanding relationship.

The thresholds to reverse the upward trajectory are high. To upset a mutual dynamic
in the Arctic, China will need to vigorously and forthrightly contest Russia’s narrative
of national sovereignty over the Northern Sea Route (NSR) and special status as a
circumpolar state. Similarly, to reject a growing Chinese commercial, investment,
and (bounded) state presence in the region, Moscow will have to begin to perceive
China as such a threat in the Arctic that it supersedes the current perception of the
United States and Europe as fundamental threats to Russia’s most central foreign
goals in Ukraine and Belarus. These appear extremely unlikely in the next ten years.

The current situation provides ample room for China and Russia to avoid the worst
outcomes and pursue very many pragmatic ones. Applying a geopolitical lens
resolves some of the questions that in other circumstances might plague the China-
Russia relationship. As a geopolitical bloc, shaped by their elites’ perceptions of
national interest and benefitting from political and geographical similarities and
complementary comparative advantages, China and Russia do not need a
maximally aligned relationship or one characterized by deep mutual trust. Deficits in
these areas will prevent a full alignment, but it will not prevent advancing their
highest-priority strategic needs. In pragmatic terms, they are likely to find many
points where their respective Arctic politics converge.

This paper will contend that those convergences are found in implications of
competition and conflict with Canada, the US, and their allies. The intersections are
strongest in the Northern Sea Route, where calculations in a still ice-strewn
waterway show a greater readiness to accept risk. While China has less need to buy
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Russian natural resources than Russia has reasons to sell them, the attractions of a
massive proximate Eurasian resource base resilient to geopolitical and security
shocks will be conducive to Russian opening of development offers and Chinese
follow-through on a greater number of investments in Russia’s north.

In short, China-Russia collaboration will be a growing component of Arctic
geopolitics and will almost certainly make their relationship stronger over the next
decade. For policy-makers in other northern circumpolar countries and beyond, this
will demand attention and calibrated response. The Arctic countries of North
America and Europe, their Indigenous peoples, and allies like Germany will need to
strive for integrated postures to ensure their Arctics are at a collective advantage in
this competition. As a consequence, the imperative of transatlantic security in the
Arctic will not just be a matter of defense but of extending a robust North America-
European economic cooperation.

Current & Relevant Information:

Introduction

The burgeoning China-Russia relationship will have a profound effect on Arctic
geopolitics. The deterioration of Russia’s relationships with the advanced
democracies and economies of the transatlantic and Indo-Pacific regions since
2014, much exacerbated by its full invasion of Ukraine in 2022, makes the Arctic
even more important to Russia’s readjustment of its trade and politics, and gives
China new openings in the Far North to articulate its polar politics. Building on efforts
over the last two decades, Russia’s aggression in Ukraine is forcing it to concentrate
more intensely on the economic potential and security of its Arctic reaches, and it is
granting China more strategic latitude in its development.

This occurs when the main protagonists of the defining strategic rivalries of our times
will all have a pronounced Arctic dimension. The competition of the US, China, and
Russia brings an increasing dose of hard-interest geopolitics to the Arctic, one that
includes the high-stakes geoeconomics of supply-chain security in a radical energy
transition, and a revolution in the digitization of business and society (Park and
Tiberghien 2023; Ciuriak 2023). The Arctic sees the US, China, Russia, and the
European Union (EU) all active in integrating the Arctic into geopoliticized
conceptions of supply and value chains, the “nearshoring” and “friendshoring” of
Western strategic parlance. Actors in strategic economic sectors, such as computer
and telecommunications hardware and non-carbon energy technologies, will find the
Arctic a potential secure source for critical minerals and rare earth elements (REES)
needed for their economic security, a factor that may tip the odds in favor of these
investments in what is otherwise an expensive environment for resource extraction.

This is the first of a three-part series that examines three core political geographies
of the Arctic and how they are interacting politically and economically over the next
ten years. These three geographies are a China-Russia Eurasian Arctic,
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characterized by a complex transactional relationship; a Nordic Arctic, integrated into
NATO and the EU defense and economic politics; and a North American Arctic at
the center of intersecting geopolitical contests (Huebert 2019). Across the papers,
not only the politics and security of these geographies will be explored, but also the
economic effects of the digital and decarbonization revolutions in them. At the end,
each paper will provide some high-level recommendations from a Canadian and
transatlantic perspective about Arctic geopolitics and potential lines of response.

The aim is to get readers thinking more geopolitically about Arctic issues, a lens
particularly important in Canada, where its Arctic has often been seen as a uniquely
North American space, exempted from the external world by ice, snow, and a politics
of exceptionalism. This is even more urgent with the publication of the 2024 defense
policy update in Canada, which puts the Arctic at the center of Canadian grand
strategy and places it clearly in the context of transatlantic relations as a “northern
flank” of the NATO alliance (Department of National Defence 2024). The Arctic,
disrupted by a rapidly warming climate and the attendant rises in ice melt and sea
level, will be a complex operating environment (Pincus 2024). However, the region is
becoming increasingly more accessible — more so than any other time in recent
human history — and the Arctic will fit into coming geopolitical developments more
dynamically and diversely than the last three decades. For non-Arctic countries like
Germany, who have relied primarily on scientific and research endeavors for their
Arctic policies, the implications of a dynamic Russia-China relationship in the Arctic
will call for creativity in how it pursues its own influence and interests in the region
(German Federal Government 2019).

| make two underlying assumptions in my assessment. First, geography matters.
The rise of a territorially massive geopolitical bloc stretching across the continuous
territory of the world’s largest and fourth-largest countries is a formidable
consideration, creating unparalleled strategic depth across the spectrum of their
national resources. The effectiveness of this bloc does not depend on the likelihood
of a linear, unified trajectory and shared policy foundation between the People’s
Republic of China (PRC) and the Russian Federation, but will be a process of active,
continual negotiation. Border disputes appear to have been resolved, and sharing a
long border now appears an asset to the relationship, not a detriment.

Second, transactional, non-alliance relationships can matter greatly in geopolitics.
Elements of the media frequently exaggerate the nature of China-Russia ties and
the extent to which this will lead to conflict in the Arctic (for a recent example, see
Euractiv 2024 and MSN 2024). | agree with the many assessments that China and
Russia’s announcement of a “no-limits” partnership in early 2022 has rhetorical
purposes and that strategic misalignments (see Section 3.3.2) in their relationship
are unlikely to be soon if ever overcome (for trenchant examples, see Lajeunesse,
Dean, and Lackenbauer 2022; and Lackenbauer and Lanteigne 2024). These could
one day lead to a break down.
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Nonetheless, their mutual interests do not need to fully and completely align for them
to become a potent force in the Arctic (Mastro 2024, 3-4, 34— 36). Transactional
relationships such as they currently share have considerable strategic potential
(Leoni and Tzinieris 2024). This factor is regularly underestimated in the advanced
democracies of Europe and North America since their world view is shaped by a
heritage of institutional arrangements centered on collectivized security and
integrative economics. From this perspective, Western analysts and leaders often
look for things the Chinese and Russian themselves are not trying to achieve, most
importantly in this case, a mutual defense alliance. Not “shacking up” in such an
alliance, as American political scientist Oriana Mastro puts it (Mastro 2024, 3), does
not mean that the two cannot undertake very significant ventures in an emerging and
converging relationship.

This means that Eurasia’s Arctic will have consequences for transatlantic security
and prosperity. For countries like Canada and Germany, the Eurasian Arctic
warrants more attention amid these geopolitical currents. The transatlantic
community has seven circumpolar members of NATO, as well as transborder
Indigenous communities like the Inuit and Sami, and abundant natural resources.
Because the North Atlantic and Baltic Sea regions, in both of which Canada and
Germany have security interests — Canada as a leader of the NATO mission in
Latvia, Germany as a littoral state — are interconnected to the Arctic in myriad ways,
Ottawa and Berlin will need to integrate Arctic considerations into their approaches
to allied relations and international action.

Figure 1: The Arctic: a Northern-Eurasian perspective

RUSSIA

Source: MLI
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Overarching geopolitics

The Arctic sits amid an overarching geopolitical and geoeconomic contest, shaped
by the intensifying US-China strategic rivalry, Russia’s tensions with the transatlantic
community, and forward momentum in the China-Russia relationship. The paper will
now provide a short assessment of the outlooks for these dynamics.

The US-China rivalry is almost certain to be a fixture for the next decade. This
contest is not simply about military strength and territorial sovereignty, such as in the
South China Sea and Taiwan, or about the PRC’s aggressive use of cyber tools or
media interference, or the US’s commitment to freedom of navigation. Alongside
these, it is a geoeconomic competition over access to the raw materials and
manufacturing fundamental to high-tech competitiveness in the digital and
decarbonized energy sectors (Park and Tiberghien 2023; Ciuriak 2023). Economic
matters top the political agendas in both countries. The single-mindedness of the
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) to position China as a world-leader in these fields
and the at times protectionist character of US industrial policies embed this
competition at the heart of their interactions and behaviors (Leoni and Tzinieris
2024).

Meanwhile, Russia’s antagonism towards North America and Europe is extremely
unlikely to dissipate over this period. The implications of its invasion of Ukraine will
continue to unfold. It is unclear if any likely resolution of the war in Ukraine — which
at the time of writing looks far distant — would mend the deep breakdown in the
relations of the transatlantic community and Russia in the next 10 years, with key
previously sustaining factors severed, most notably in the unyoking of the European
energy market from Russian suppliers. Without political change in Russia, this
division will almost certainly persist. Strategically, Russian aggression has
consolidated Europe’s commitment to transatlantic solutions involving North America
and national investments for its defense. Adding to this dismal prognosis, most
scenarios for a post-Putin Russia do not see a revival of the country’s short-lived
1990s liberal democratic trajectory but instead likely portend the maintenance of a
Putinist status quo, a turn to chauvinistic nationalism, or a downward trend in internal
instability (Michel 2024; Galeotti 2023; Newlin and Lohsen 2022). Finally, European
efforts to reduce its overreliance on trade with China and establish a resilient
decarbonized and high-technology economy will intensify competition with China
(Pohl, Buchanan Ponczek, and Wigell 2023).

These factors combine to impart a strong boost to China-Russia strategic alignment.
The relationship is likely to be durable and mutually enhancing over the next ten
years (Brands 2022; Lin 2023; Gabuev 2021 and 2023a; Mastro 2024). A mutual
sense of threat from the US is the overriding motive. Moreover, the relationship is
grounded in a secure border and the complementarity of Russia’s natural resources
and China’s investment and manufacturing assets. Although China has a stronger
overall position in the relationship, Beijing has displayed sensitivity to Russia in
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regions where Moscow has objectives dating from Soviet times, for instance in
Central Asia (Umarov and Gabuev 2023). Traditional popular issues inhibiting the
relationship have abated, for instance Russian fears of a demographic surge of
Chinese migrants overwhelming its Far Eastern region (Mastro 2024, 21; Gabuev
2023b). As Zeno Leoni and Sarah Tzinieris observe, “the constellation of shared
interests” of China and Russia are the engine of a Eurasian bloc in contemporary
geopolitics (Leoni and Tzinieris 2024, 41).

However, Russia finds itself with lessened strategic autonomy vis-a-vis China and is
relying on it heavily to alleviate pressure on its supply chains from sanctions
(Snegovaya et al. 2024). For example, more than a quarter of its total trade is now
with China, whereas only around 3 percent of China’s is with Russia (Fong and
Maizland 2024). China is now a major source of technology for Russian strategic
sectors, such as the military and telecommunications (Snegovaya et al. 2024).
Historically, Russia was reluctant to give China undue presence in Arctic politics, a
position which the Arctic Council, collaboration between the Arctic Five (A5) nations
(Canada, Norway, Russia, Denmark/ Greenland, and the US), and Barents Euro-
Arctic Council buttressed. Russia’s aggression against Ukraine has left this
framework in tatters, with the foundations of A5 cooperation and Arctic Council much
weakened, and Russia’s departure from the Barents Sea Council. Russia no longer
has some of the political tools it once had to balance China’s interests in the Arctic,
regardless of the near certainty that it continues to harbor concerns about China’s
ultimate goals (Lackenbauer and Lanteigne 2024; Staun and Sgrensen 2023).

A range of behaviors illustrates their strengthened relations. They are conducting
military exercises together in the East China Sea and the Baltic Sea. Russia is
offering China access to some of the remaining sectors of its military industrial base,
such as jet engines, where it still enjoys a technological lead (Gabuev 2021; Umarov
and Gabuev 2023). Meanwhile, China is lending Russia rhetorical, economic, and
increasing material support in its war in Ukraine (Snegovaya et al. 2024; Sher 2024;
Christensen 2023). Russia’s openness to China is unprecedented in their relations in
post-Soviet history (Gabuev 2023b), and the relationship of Xi Jinping’s China and
Vladimir Putin’s Russia is at a height last seen in the early 1950s between Mao
Zedong'’s fledgling PRC and Joseph Stalin’s Soviet Union (Radchenko 2024 ). Most
significantly for the argument of this paper, the situation both countries now find
themselves in is likely to see the Arctic contribute significantly to shaping and
defining their relationship (Snegovaya et al. 2024, 34; Staun and Sgrensen 2023,
30; Mastro, 34; Gabuev 2023a).

Russia, China, and the Eurasian Arctic

The Arctic, therefore, will become a more prominent component of the authoritarian
world’s most powerful partnership. China is in a leading position to advance the

Russian Arctic’s development, and as Chinese interests there grow, its geopolitical
significance to Beijing will rise accordingly. Russia sees an urgent need to integrate
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the Arctic into its pivot to the Asia-Pacific, and China wants to shore up its security in
Eurasia and raise its profile in the Arctic. In this section, we will look at where the
Arctic fits in Russian and Chinese strategies and factors, convergent and divergent,
that will shape the relationship over the next decade.

China’s Arctic strategy

The Communist Party of China is keen to establish the PRC as a recognized player
in the Arctic. National aspirations and geopolitics are giving it more prominence in
the PRC’s strategic thinking. Unlike Russia, China does not give precedence in its
foreign or economic policies to the Arctic Ocean and its coasts. It is but one of many
domains in which it plays — and in which it believes it has a right and obligation to
play. Nonetheless, as political scientist Anne-Marie Brady of New Zealand has
argued, the CCP believes that China’s stature in the Arctic tracks its ability to claim
to qualify as a truly global power (Brady 2017, 262). It fits at least four geopolitical
objectives of China and its ruling Communist Party. These are: asserting its place in
global governance; diversifying maritime transportation options; expanding the
natural resource base it can draw upon; and managing geopolitical competition with
the US.

Influence in the Arctic is a mark of global relevance and influence for China. PRC
strategic thinkers integrate the Arctic into a larger polar concept including Antarctica
(Brady 2017, 1-8). China’s Arctic Policy (CAP), released in 2018, delineates the
official position. Consistent with Communist Party rhetoric under General Secretary
Xi Jinping, it calls for “respect, cooperation, win-win result[s] and sustainability” in
Arctic affairs. Most strikingly, as reflected in its self-labelling as a “near Arctic state”
and “important stakeholder” in the CAP, Beijing advocates for the internationalization
of Arctic affairs due to the region’s climatological consequences, scientific
significance, and economic opportunities for the international community. As a
“responsible major country,” the PRC advocates for its involvement in international
and regional governance bodies, as well as for multifaceted multilateral, regional,
and bilateral relationships to build frameworks and projects for development (State
Council of China 2017; Economy 2022,183). China sees its participation in polar
affairs as a symbol of legitimacy and international status (Doshi 2021, 3-5).

More tangibly, Chinese interests in access to international shipping lanes and the
diversification of its sourcing of energy and minerals are key motives. China sees
itself as having a “major role” in developing these economic assets as an investor
and innovator with the Arctic’s “coastal states” (CAP, Section Il). The Polar Silk
Road (PSR) component of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), announced in 2017,
embeds China’s willingness to invest in infrastructure along these routes and test
their commercial visibility (CAP, Section IV.2.1), although carrying the label of Polar
Silk Road is not in and of itself necessary for Chinese investments along the NSR
(Lamazhapov, Stensdal and Heggelund 2023).
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Arctic maritime routes (the NSR, Northwest Passage, and Central Arctic Ocean) top
the list of China’s Arctic economic goals. The focus will be on the NSR as sea lanes
in the Central Arctic Ocean remain ice locked. (Brady 2017, 63-64; Economy 2022,
176). Studies of China’s official and media communications reinforce the primacy of
commercial shipping and especially the NSR in its thinking about economic
opportunity in the Arctic (Lajeunesse, Dean, and Lackenbauer 2022). According to
the CAP, they have the potential to become “important transport routes for
international trade” and to have a potentially “huge impact on the . . . economic
development of China” (CAP, Sections I, 1V.3.1). According to American political
scientist Elizabeth Economy, Beijing sees the NSR and trans-polar routes as the
most favorable (Economy 2022, 176); and as Danish political scientist Camilla
Sgrensen points out, China seems to have an optimistic take on the viability of the
NSR (Sgrensen 2024).

As part of China’s attempts to enhance its geoeconomics competitiveness and
resilience, the Arctic also furnishes the PRC with an option to diversify its sources of
energy and raw materials. Acknowledgement of natural resource exploitation has
been growing in Chinese policy and investment behavior over the last decade
(Brady 2017, 87-100; Economy 2022, 179-181). Consistent with CCP foreign policy
language, the CAP and PSR communicates a vision of Chinese partnership in
exploiting these natural resources for “win-win” outcomes for all parties. To that end,
it encourages Chinese businesses to collaborate there. It notes that China enjoys
rights under international law to exploit resources in the Arctic high seas. Energy
resources there, it contends, could have a “huge impact” on its energy strategy
(CAP, Sections I, 1lI, 1V.3.2).

The Arctic is also likely to become a theatre that China uses to balance the US.
Overtly, the CAP contains little language that can be read as implying China would
use armed force to back up its ambitions, and it currently lacks the access and
assets needed to do so. That is consistent with how the Communist Party of China
speaks about the world officially. But there is good reason to conclude that China
sees the region as part of its power projection. Chinese strategists, who do not
necessarily reflect top-level PRC decision-making, have spoken about the matter in
more depth and range. The concept of “Military-Civil Fusion” (MCF) portrays a richer
vision of the association of power and the Arctic region, which can extend across the
range from deniable hybrid actions to the ability of the People’s Liberation Army-
Navy (PLA-N) to posture on North America’s northern flank (Pezard et al. 2022, 5,
14, 16, 25-26; Puranen and Kopra 2023, 247-248). As other analysts have
observed, economic opportunities and expressing sovereign rights are the main
objectives of Chinese policy, but with these is an associated and burgeoning
capability to back up these interests with military assets (Brady 2017, 70-71, 102—
103). And pure science is seen both as a way to justify China’s presence in regional
decision-making and to establish the basic navigational and climatic knowledge to
project military power through exercise and presence (Economy 2022, 180-181).

81



Beijing sees presence as is its own argument for a right to influence. By increasing
its commercial traffic, scientific activities, and resource prospecting and exploitation,
China strengthens its case to have a say in the Arctic (Urbina 2023). It has stated
emphatically that the Arctic Ocean is not the preserve of its littoral states, but part of
a “shared future for mankind” (CAP, Section lll). Within that framework, it is seeking
to create facts on the sea (it clearly recognizes the sovereignty of Arctic countries) to
maximize whatever rights are available to it in international law. That implies the
tectonic force of China in global political and economic systems will be brought to
bear in contributing to norm setting in the Arctic through regularizing economic and
scientific activities and having a regular presence at the relevant institutional bodies,
such as the Arctic Council. (Brady 2017, 67—-68, 94, 100, 102-103). It stands as a
good example of how trade, investment, and scientific research fit into a model of
asymmetric competition with the US and the Arctic countries, by developing a
presence less extensive but no less global than the US’s (Doshi 2021, 294—-295).

China’s rise as a player in the Arctic has been rapid (Brady 2017, 138). Now,
however, because of its strategic rivalry with the US, it finds its prospects to build
relationships and invest in the Nordic and North American Arctics curtailed. That has
thrown the Polar Silk Road initiative into doubt and forced China to adapt a “wait and
see approach” to reactivating polar relations with the other Arctic countries
(Sgrensen 2024, 154, 159). For now, China wants to be seen as an Arctic player,
and Russia is the only available option it has for a multidimensional presence.

Conclusion and recommendations

The Arctic was a geopolitical space in the Cold War. It is again a geopolitical space
in US-China strategic rivalry, and more directly, in the transatlantic community’s
handling of Russia. The most active shapers of today’s geopolitics all have a stake
in the Arctic. It will affect their security considerations. It will affect how they design
their most important supply chains. The Arctic’s natural resources offer a path to
more resilient supply chains for digital hardware, energy security, and decarbonized
energy options — the primary geo-economic issues of our era; all parties will want to
take advantage of that. Finally, the Arctic and its waterways will be the scene of a
wider range of human activity due to climate change.

A Eurasian region that integrates the Arctic will be a source of Chinese and Russian
power and be a competitor to European and North American plans to develop and
secure their own territories and supply chains. Considering the relationship as a
function of a geopolitical dynamic, one that emerges from their geography and
natural resources in Eurasia, and not solely as a function of the unexplained
preferences of their leaders lens points to the strong mutual advantages and
strategic dependencies that are likely to evolve between China and Russia in the
next decade (Gabuev 2023a; Pezard et al. 2022; Lo 2022) become more obvious.
These will make both more resilient geopolitical players. As one observer puts it,
enhanced motives for developing the China-Russia minerals complex would be
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“highly problematic” for the US and its allies if they want a stronger position in these
supply chains ( Johnston 2022). Russia and China’s shared perception that the US
is the prime threat to each regime’s political continuity overrides most strategic
issues in their relationship. Over the next decade, these factors are likely to persist
and give momentum to their collaboration. It will contribute to defining their
international image and status, their security, and their prosperity.

Transatlanticism can provide a counterweight to the rise of an authoritarian Eurasian
Arctic. Through the leadership of the Arctic 7 (A7) countries — Canada, the US,
Iceland, Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Denmark/ Greenland, and their northern
Indigenous communities — North America and Europe have numerous advantages in
their historical and active ties and their democratic development models and
increasing awareness of the importance of indigenous reconciliation to national
economic competitiveness. With some adjustments, these can form a bloc as
formidable as the Eurasian.

Two high-level considerations will steadily improve the geopolitical and geoeconomic
fundamentals. The first recommendation is to intensify the transatlantic dialogue to
map the intersections in the security of the North American and Nordic Arctics.
Smaller powers play an important role, and Canada and the Nordic countries have
an opportunity to communicate to Washington an Arctic burden-sharing approach —
and to signal to the PRC and Russian Federation that a robust, resilient security
posture is in place to preserve peace and stability in the Arctic region. They also
increasingly need to look to where they can draw in other smaller players, such as
Germany, France, Japan, South Korea, and the UK to amplify their politics in the
Arctic.

Second, North America and the European Union will be stronger if they strive to
harmonize supply-chain policies and pool investment for resilient extractive sectors,
in order to combine their economic power. For both, friend shored supply chains will
depend on building the critical minerals and REE sector, from source to consumer.
The Arctic territories and peoples of the US, Canada, and the Nordic countries are
almost certain to play a crucial role in meeting these economic security objectives.
The broader the resource base, the greater the competitiveness that can be
achieved.

The era of Arctic exceptionalism is over. The advances in Chinese and Russian
relations herald a Eurasian Arctic dynamic that will be a facet of growing relevance
to the capitals and institutions of the transatlantic community over the next decade. It
is incumbent on that community to take account of the geopolitics of a changing
Arctic. The ability to compete in the geopolitics of the Arctic will be a prerequisite of
success on the world stage for Canada and its allies. Transatlanticism remains an
essential element in that success.
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3. Economic Activities:

“China-U.S. cooperation in the Arctic Ocean: Prospects for a new Arctic
exceptionalism?,” Min Pan and Henry P. Huntington, Marine Policy, October 2024
[21] https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0308597X24002926

Abstract:

There are currently many sources of tension between the People’s Republic of
China and the United States of America. In the Arctic, the relationship includes
competition for influence as well as cooperation in governance, such as the Central
Arctic Ocean (CAO) Fisheries Agreement. The prospect of further cooperation
creates an opportunity for a new “Arctic exceptionalism,” in which China and the
U.S. could move towards better mutual understanding. Doing so would benefit the
Arctic and could help improve bilateral relations more generally. For example, China
and the U.S. can work with other countries to improve research and governance of
the Arctic Ocean. Regional governance agreements for commercial shipping and
deep-sea mining in high-seas areas of the Arctic could build on the principles of the
CAO Fisheries Agreement while building trust and shared commitment to a healthy
Arctic Ocean, perhaps setting the stage for more ambitious collaborative efforts.

Current & Relevant Information:

Introduction

Relations between the People’s Republic of China and the United States of

America are strained. Tensions arise in many areas, from geopolitical interests in the
South China Sea and regarding Taiwan, to trade policies and practices, to persistent
misunderstandings of the other’s intentions. The same can be said, for similar
reasons, about relations between the Soviet Union, and later the Russian
Federation, and the United States. Nonetheless, until recent years, Russia and the
U.S. managed to cooperate in Arctic affairs, in matters large and small. The concept
of “Arctic exceptionalism” was used generally to describe the ability of Western
countries to cooperate with Russia in the Arctic despite major disagreements
elsewhere.

In this paper, building on Ren, we explore the prospects for a new Arctic
exceptionalism, centered on China and the U.S. as the two major global powers of
the present time. At present, signals from both countries are mixed. While the
consequences for the Arctic are high, the stakes for both countries are relatively low,
in that major economic or military confrontation is unlikely to arise. The Arctic
therefore has the potential to be a place for China and the U.S. to explore a
cooperative relationship, possibly leading to better mutual understanding and
decreased tensions. We do not suggest that the Arctic can resolve the deep and real
disputes that divide China and the U.S., nor that China and the U.S. dominate Arctic
affairs, simply that the Arctic can provide a venue for a different approach between
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the two countries. At the very least, Arctic cooperation can benefit the Arctic. More
optimistically, Arctic cooperation can provide an alternative to belligerent rhetoric
and confrontation.

We begin by reviewing the concept of Arctic exceptionalism and China’s history of
engagement with Arctic affairs. We then discuss China-U.S. relations regarding
Arctic policy, acknowledging the role of multilateral arrangements, but recognizing
that in the first half of the 21st century, China and the U.S. are the world’s main foci
of global geopolitical power. Next, we explore the potential for further collaboration in
the Arctic, noting areas where China and the U.S. may also compete for influence.
We conclude with thoughts about further research and action in this area.

China and the Arctic

Recent emphasis on Russia’s relations with the other Arctic states, however, may
obscure the potential for new forms of Arctic exceptionalism. While Soviet-American
relations dominated the international scene in the latter half of the 20th century,
China has emerged as a global power in the 21st century. Superpower competition
between China and the U.S. dominates the headlines, including many Arctic stories,
but the history of China’s engagement in the Arctic suggests more nuance.

China’s engagement in Arctic affairs can be traced back at least to the trade
involving China and the Arctic Indigenous peoples of Siberia and Alaska that began
in the second half of the 18th century and the creation of a new Silk Road that led to
Moscow. The main trading center on the China-Russia Silk Road was Kyakhta, on
the two countries’ border at that time. Russian merchants collected furs from
Siberian and other Indigenous peoples in the Arctic and exchanged them for tea
brought by Chinese merchants. This system was highly profitable to the trading
companies involved, leading to the near extinction of some species and the end of
the triangular trade by the early 20th century. Note, however, that China’s Arctic
engagement in this period consisted almost exclusively in trade conducted outside
or on the margins of the Arctic.

Although China signed the Spitsbergen Treaty (now the Svalbard Treaty) in 1925
concerning the status of that Arctic Archipelago, China had little involvement in the
Arctic during much of the remainder of the 20th century. By the 1980s, China’s
economy was growing quickly and Chinese scholars began engaging in Arctic
research on a small scale. One unexpected consequence was the 1991 re-discovery

by Gao Dengyi (5% X), a Chinese atmospheric physicist, that China was a

signatory to the Svalbard Treaty, a fact that had been forgotten for over 60 years.
Together with China’s research activities, its status as a Svalbard Treaty member
helped spur renewed interest in economic and political engagement in Arctic affairs.
Over the next two decades, China worked with several Arctic countries to develop its
capacity and knowledge about the Arctic. By 2013, China’s involvement was
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substantial enough for the Arctic Council to accept China as an observer state,
recognition that is of great significance to China.

Following this diplomatic achievement, China and the U.S. cooperated on some
small-scale scientific activities in the Arctic. For example, American scientists have
joined research cruises aboard the Xue Long (Snow Dragon) icebreaker for research
in the Arctic. In 2016, China participated the first Arctic Science Ministerial, hosted
by the U.S. interagency Arctic Executive Steering Committee in Washington, D.C.
Furthermore, both countries actively participate in the work of the International
Maritime Organization (IMO), which developed the Polar Code for commercial
vessels operating in Arctic and Antarctic waters.

After China became an observer of the Arctic Council, scholars from China and
Arctic countries have co-hosted a series of academic conferences, which became
important platforms for China-Arctic countries' “second track diplomacy” (interactions
other than through formal diplomatic channels). The Sino-US Arctic Social Science
Conference is an important institutionalized platform for the two countries’ scholars
to discuss Arctic issues and cooperation, and has been held six times as of the end
of 2023. The topics discussed at each conference have been broad, addressing
sustainable resource development, climate change, safe and reliable Arctic shipping,
ongoing scientific cooperation, Arctic environmental protection, Arctic Indigenous
affairs, governance, and international norms.

More formal diplomatic cooperation led to the CAO Fisheries Agreement, mentioned
earlier. The agreement is the most important achievement in Arctic cooperation in
the recent past. China, the U.S., and other countries worked together in the
negotiating process. One contributing factor to the CAO Fisheries Agreement was
an exercise in second-track diplomacy to help address some of the suspicion that
often affects China-U.S. relations. In January 2015, Tongji University in Shanghai
hosted a roundtable discussion about the prospects for an Arctic fisheries
agreement. Participants came from several countries, with China and the U.S.
accounting for most of the total. The roundtable provided an opportunity to explore
the issues, without the formalities of an official diplomatic event.

Although cooperation between China and the U.S. in Arctic scientific exploration and
Arctic governance has been relatively smooth in the past decade, there has been no
important Arctic economic cooperation comparable to the Sino-Russia Yamal
Liquified Natural Gas (LNG) Project. The “energy dominance” policy during the
2017-2021 Trump Administration in the U.S. led Chinese energy companies to plan
a $43 billion investment in Alaska natural gas, but it was later stranded due to
tensions in Sino-US relations. Elsewhere in the Arctic, the U.S. has exerted
influence on Greenland and Iceland in part to counter perceived increases in
Chinese interest and influence. The U.S. and Danish governments have also
successfully blocked several proposed Chinese investments in Greenland. U.S.
opposition to Chinese economic engagement in the Arctic has hardened in recent
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years, perhaps reflecting tensions in other aspects of their relationship such as trade
policy, the COVID-19 response, and geopolitical matters beyond the Arctic.

At the same time, China appears to have invested substantially in demonstrating a
commitment to Arctic well-being, for example through increasingly

stringent environmental policies designed in part to reduce the effects of pollution
and climate change. Whether other countries recognize or accept China’s actions as
a “costly signal” of benign intent is another question.

Conclusions

Competition and confrontation in the Arctic offer China and the U.S. another venue
for geopolitical posturing, an extension of their relationship in other places and on
other matters. In practical terms, however, the Arctic at present offers little reward for
the investment required to further assert one’s presence and one’s power. U.S.
sovereignty over Alaska and its waters is unquestioned. China’s icebreakers
traverse the Arctic Ocean for research. Economic activity and potential are largely
limited to land-based resources and locations, such as the Yamal Peninsula or
Alaska’s North Slope. Shipping activities are concentrated along the Northeast
Passage and Northern Sea Route, mainly for transporting raw materials from the
Russian Arctic to distant markets. Large-scale development of fisheries, deep-sea
minerals, or new shipping lanes is unlikely in the near future. In other words, the
stakes are low and likely to remain so for some time to come.

Cooperation, on the other hand, can provide tangible benefits in the short term as
well as better long-term prospects for amicable, or at least non-confrontational,
relations in the Arctic the long term. The CAO Fisheries Agreement created a Joint
Program of Scientific Research and Monitoring, building on existing modes of
scientific cooperation that involve China, the U.S., and other countries. All shipping
that connects the Pacific and the Arctic Oceans must go through the Bering Strait,
where good governance and modern charting can help avoid accidents that would
benefit no one. In a place with little capacity for search and rescue, mutual aid
agreements involving more than Arctic coastal states make good sense. Small-scale
economic interactions, such as tourism and exports from existing fisheries, offer
mutual benefits as well as a pathway to second-track diplomacy through greater
contact between Chinese and U.S. citizens.

What happens in the Arctic cannot be entirely separated from what happens
elsewhere. Arctic exceptionalism does not require completely different rules of
engagement, just a recognition that there are opportunities to try different ways of
interacting. The risks of pursuing a cooperative relationship in the Arctic appear to
be relatively low. The benefits include short-term gains that more than repay any
investment, as well as the potential for larger long-term benefits through decreased
tension and greater understanding, based on actual cooperative experience. If such
an outcome is an appealing alternative to current policy and practice, further
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research in this area might consider identifying plausible pathways to achieve some
version of a new Arctic exceptionalism, or to assess the likelihood that various
actors—governments, companies, non-governmental organizations, and others—
might be willing to undertake the actions needed to shift from confrontation to
cooperation in Arctic affairs.

“Understanding China’s Economic Presence in the Arctic,” Yue Wang, Inkstick,
17 August 2022 [22] https://inkstickmedia.com/understanding-chinas-economic-
presence-in-the-arctic/

Overview:

In January 2018, China published its first-ever Arctic policy, emphasizing the role
China sees for itself in Arctic affairs. China has extended its interests in the region
beyond the country’s previous focus on scientific research to also engaging in
economic activities along with the “Polar Silk Road” (PSR). As a new expansion of
China’s grand and crucial foreign policy strategy, the “Belt and Road Initiative” (BRI),
the PSR aims to develop “a blue economic passage linking China and Europe via
the Arctic Ocean”.

China calls itself a “Near-Arctic State” that is still a non-Arctic state, and “an
important stakeholder” in the region. Among its economic activities, China’s
engagement strategy primarily revolves around investments, including foreign direct
investment (FDI) and foreign portfolio investment (FPI). China’s investment attempts
have mainly focused on the resource extraction industry, such as Yamal LNG, the
Kvanefield mining project, and critical infrastructure projects, such as the Kemijarvi
airport in Lapland, the Arkhangelsk deepwater seaport, and the submarine cable
system in Greenland.

China’s growing involvement in the Arctic and several of its particularly controversial
investment attempts — such as the Greenland airport project and the land purchase
proposal in Iceland — lead to the impression that China’s investments in the Arctic
are increasing and alarming. Many reporters, politicians, and analysts have
expressed mounting concern regarding China’s true intentions in the Arctic behind
its investment attempts. In 2019, then US Secretary of State Mike

Pompeo aggressively questioned China’s real intentions in the Arctic and warned of
the potential debt trap and other dangers, such as corruption, economic destruction,
and militarization, caused by China’s investments in the Arctic. Nordic states also
highlighted the importance of conducting foreign investment screenings, driven by
the security concerns in critical infrastructure and 5G systems, which seems like a
not-so-subtle reference to China’s activities, considering that these are the primary
foci of Chinese investments.

To better understand China’s economic presence in the Arctic, we need to
determine if China’s investments in the Arctic are really growing and explore how the
Arctic investment destinations can respond better.
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Current & Relevant Information:

ARE INVESTMENTS REALLY GROWING?

Unlike the “standard” narrative that Chinese investment is rapidly growing, “I always
ask people to list the Chinese investments in the Arctic.... unfortunately that list is
quite short,” said Mads Qvist Frederiksen, the Executive Director of the Arctic
Economic Council, in January 2022. A group of Nordic researchers also pointed out
that China’s investment and overall economic activities in the Arctic are limited, with
most investments occurring in the Russian Arctic region.

In many reports and analyses, the references to China’s investment are usually
without a clear distinction between FDI and FPI, although fundamental

differences exist. For example, FDI is generally considered stable with long-term
development strategies, and the investors typically hold a high level of control of the
firm. However, FPI is more short-term interest-driven, and the investors have little
interest in being involved in the firm operation and management. In this regard, it is
primarily Chinese FDI that worries China-watchers since FDI implies a high level of
control by Chinese shareholders in which the state could easily insert its strategic
interests.

CNA, a think tank dedicated to national security research,

systematically reviewed China’s FDI in the Arctic. Its reports conclude that China’s
FDI does not seem to be increasing overall and indicate a gap between

peoples’ idea of China’s investments in the Arctic and the observed investments on
the ground. What could be the reasons for this gap?

First of all, Chinese investors tend to announce high-value deals and the
corresponding contribution to the Chinese Government’s strategy, which is
newsworthy and catching for the local Arctic and international media, especially in
the context of the intensified China-US great power competition and the controversy
of the massive BRI. However, many announced investments are usually significantly
watered down or never occur in reality, but the grandiose announcements are rarely
followed to completion or revealed to the public. Failed large-scale investments are
far from something Chinese investors are proud of, and they may be afraid of
possible consequences of media storms both domestically and abroad. One such
example is that of the rejected investment by Huang Nubo, a Chinese property
tycoon who tried to purchase 300-square kilometers of Icelandic land (0.3% of
Icelandic national land mass) in 2011. Because of this failed investment, Huang and
his Zhongkun Group got caught in a media controversy, especially in China and
Iceland. Huang believed the failure of this investment was due to_political reasons,
and that the high level of media exposure may negatively affect his future
investments. In addition, for the media, it is obvious that diluted Chinese investments
are less newsworthy and eye-catching.
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THE INTERWEAVE AND DISTINCTION BETWEEN PUBLIC AND PRIVATE
INVESTMENTS

The tight connections between Chinese investors (both state-owned and private)
and the Chinese Government are the primary causes of China’s threat perception
and the main reasons for the failed deals. Chinese investments are

usually portrayed as advancing Chinese political and security interests in the Arctic
regardless of the investment source. Unlike state-owned enterprises, private
enterprises, in principle, are not supposed to serve the state’s political goals.
However, the line between state and private enterprises in China has become
increasingly blurred, and the government’s influence has been expanding in all
Chinese enterprises, especially since the OFDI regulation was tightened in 2017. In
the new regulation, Guiding Opinions on Further Directing and Reqgulating the
Direction of Overseas Investment, many so-called “irrational” investments are
restricted or prohibited, but the Belt and Road Initiative-related projects are marked
priority. What's more, the new regulation stresses national interests and national
security in OFDI, and the involvement of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, an unusual
FDI regulator, further indicates the Chinese Government’s increasing political and
strategic interests in its enterprises’ investments overseas, including the Arctic.

Although OFDI by both Chinese state and private enterprises are influenced by the
Chinese Government to varying degrees, at the end of the day, enterprises are
commercial first and foremost. No doubt, these enterprises — at least some of them
— have realized that their connections with the Government may hinder their OFDI
and profit-seeking, so why do these enterprises still highlight how their investment
may contribute to the national agenda in documentation? A plausible reason could
be their need to gain state support for their investments, including financial support
from the state banks and regulatory support. Therefore, Chinese enterprises,
especially private ones, seem to face a crucial dilemma. Addressing the state’s
strategic concerns is a premise to obtain state support for their overseas investment,
but such claimed commitments make the promised economic goals of their
investments suspicious in the eye of the recipient countries and then lead to barriers
for their profit-seeking economic activities.

It remains unknown to what extent Chinese private enterprises sincerely care about
serving the national strategies in their overseas economic activities, but it seems at
least some of them merely regard strategically framing their investments as a
technical approach to attract financial and regulatory support from the state.

There is no doubt that attracting responsible foreign investment can boost economic
and societal development in the Arctic, but making smart decisions on investment
proposals by the Chinese private enterprises is a great challenge for the Arctic
states and local communities because of the non-transparent investment information
and the confusion of the relationship between the state and Chinese private
enterprises in China.
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FDI screening with up-to-date proper measures is necessary to make these smarter
decisions. Most of the Arctic states have an FDI screening framework in place
already, but they need a more tailored approach to differentiate FDI from Chinese
private investors for the sake of both investors and the locals. For example, open
and transparent information exchanges between the screening agencies and the
investors may help both sides understand each other’s concerns better and more
effectively. The relationship between the private investor and the state should be
assessed case by case, carefully considering the changes in Chinese domestic
politics and OFDI regulations.

“An analysis on Sino-Russian cooperation in the Arctic in the BRI era,” Olga
Alexeeva and Frederic Lassere, Advances in Polar Sciences, 2018 [23]
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Frederic_Lasserre/publication/330354805 An_anal
ysis_on_Sino-

Russian_cooperation _in_the Arctic_in_the BRI era/links/5¢c3bbe2f92851¢c22a37358€e9
/An-analysis-on-Sino-Russian-cooperation-in-the-Arctic-in-the-BRI-era.pdf

Abstract:

Over the past decade Sino-Russian cooperation in the Arctic has emerged as one of
the major topics of the Russia-China negotiations on how to expand their
comprehensive strategic partnership and to bring it to a new level. China considers
the Arctic region important for its economic interests and desires to be included in
the development of the region and its economic potential. For Russia, the Arctic is a
future strategic resource base that would replace the old depleting fields and assure
Russia’s status as a major worldwide energy supplier. Despite many joint statements
on deepening of the Sino-Russian cooperation in the development of the Arctic
energy resources, the concrete results of these ambitious plans are few. Some joint
projects were dropped, as China and Russia could not agree on the conditions of the
deal, others are progressing very slowly and have an uncertain future. In 2017,
China has expanded its “Belt and Road Initiative” (BRI) to the Arctic thus elevating
the Sino-Russian cooperation in the Arctic to a higher level. How did the relationship
between Russia and China evolve in the Arctic and how do Russia and China view
and respond to the new Arctic dimension of the BRI? What factors limit the strategic
rapprochement between China and Russia in the Arctic?

Current & Relevant Information:

Introduction

In January 2018, China released its first Arctic White Paper that outlines the major
points of Beijing’s Arctic strategy. The document has attracted a lot of media
attention both in the West and in Asia, and renewed concerns raised by some
academic and many media commentators about a Chinese takeover of the Arctic.
Although the Paper does not provide any detailed policy guidelines, mostly
confirming the well-known Chinese interest for the economic development of various
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Arctic resources, one theme stands out in this otherwise very generic
presentation—China’s ambition to tie the Arctic to its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)
by using a “Polar Silk Road” to connect China to Europe through the Arctic Ocean
(State Council Information Office of the PRC, 2018).

The idea to extend the BRI to the Arctic reflects not only China’s recent shift to a
more confident approach in pursuing its economic and geopolitical interests
worldwide, but also Beijing’s desire to further strengthen and promote the Sino-
Russian economic ties in the polar region. Currently, Russia is the only BRI partner
among the eight Arctic states and the largest recipient of Chinese Arctic investment.
Since 2014, Moscow has been increasingly open to the idea of China’s greater
involvement in extraction and mining activities in the Russian Arctic and has officially
committed to further cooperate with China on Arctic BRI projects of various nature
and different scale.

At the same time, Beijing has showed a growing enthusiasm for the use of the
Northern Sea Route (NSR) (Huang et al., 2015). The Chinese are not only actively
testing the feasibility of the Arctic shipping routes by sending commercial ships along
the NSR but are also working on the design and construction of ice-classed vessels,
capable of operating in Arctic waters. These Chinese activities found energetic
official support in Moscow which confirmed on several occasion its intention to
develop the cooperation with China on the NSR, conveniently re-christened as “Ice
Silk road” or “Silk Road on Ice” to fit the BRI’s official vocabulary.

The emerging Sino-Russian cooperation in the Arctic and its economic and
geopolitical potential has recently became the focus of some scholarly attention. The
majority of Western scholars tends to analyze the Sino-Russian cooperation in the
Arctic from Moscow’s perspective by focusing on the Russian aims of pursuing the
partnership towards China in the Arctic (Lanteigne, 2015; Rgseth, 2014). In 2017,
the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) published a detailed
and rather balanced report on the recent developments of the Sino-Russian
economic cooperation in the Arctic. After examining the evolving interests and
activities of China and Russia in the Arctic, the report concluded that the existing
divergence in goals and approaches greatly undermines the future of Sino-Russian
cooperation in the Arctic (Sagrensen and Klimenko, 2017), apparently confirming
views already exposed by Lee and Lukin (2016).

Russian experts, while noting that Russia and China have differing priorities in
relation to the Arctic, emphasize the economic benefits of the joint development of
the Arctic resources and shipping routes for both countries (Konyshev and Sergunin,
2012). Although acknowledging the potential strategic and military risks of the
growing Chinese presence in the Arctic (Khramtchikhin, 2015) and the existing
differences in Russian and Chinese interpretation of Arctic law and governance
(Morozov, 2016; Zagorsky, 2016), most Russian scholars see the future of the Sino-
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Russian cooperation in the Arctic in a more optimistic light then their Western
colleagues.

Chinese scholars also highlight the positive drivers for Sino-Russian cooperation in
the Arctic (Wang et al., 2015; Song and Wang, 2014) and study the possibilities of
connecting the Russian Arctic to the BRI project (Li et al., 2016; Lu, 2016). In the
majority of the publications, China is described as “a natural partner” for Russia as it
has the ability to supply technologies and investments to back up Moscow’s
endeavor to develop Arctic resources and shipping routes.

To identify the scope and scale of the Sino-Russian cooperation in the Arctic, we
have assembled data from different Russian and Chinese sources in an attempt to
guantify the Chinese participation in the development of the Russian Arctic since
2012. Governmental agencies in both Russia and China give very few details about
the terms and conditions of the signed deals and their official statistics are often at
odds with each other, so most of the data is sourced from periodicals and academic
publications. The comprehensive analysis of these sources revealed that Sino-
Russian projects in the Arctic—their expense, scope, and anticipated value—are
frequently misrepresented for many different motives, including geopolitical
concerns. How do Russia and China view and respond to the new Arctic dimension
of the BRI? What are the potential implications for further Chinese-Russian
cooperation on the NSR in the Arctic? Is the ongoing Russia-China cooperation in
the Arctic the result of short-term pragmatic choices for both parties, or is it the
beginning of a nascent strategic partnership? Are there discrepancies in the views of
each partner regarding their cooperation in the Arctic? This paper examines whether
this recent boost in Sino-Russian relations in the Arctic is a pragmatic choice for
both parties or whether it is borne out of political and strategic partnership.

This paper aims to contribute to the literature on the development of the China-
Russia partnership in the Arctic by providing a comprehensive and up-to-date
analysis of recent Sino-Russian cooperation in the Arctic, through a review of
commercial negotiations and economic activities related to the exploration of the
energy and shipping potential of the Russian Arctic, as well as an assessment of the
current state of the cooperation between the two countries. A thorough review of the
Russian scientific literature was notably used to document the cooperation between
Russia and China in the Arctic and how it is perceived in Russian sources. This was
analyzed in the frame of the constructivist approach of international relations and
political geography, theories that emphasize that States may cooperate in the
political and economic field, to the difference of the realist approach (Lasserre et al.,
2016). The paper will first explore Russian objectives in the Arctic; then the first
steps of the Russia-China cooperation in the region; and will then analyze the
achievements of this cooperation.

Conclusion
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The Ukrainian/Crimean crisis and Western sanctions, which took away Russian
access to key financial markets and technological know-how, have brought Russia
closer to China and seem to elevate their strategic and economic partnership to a
higher level. The Russian “pivot to the East” has resulted in the signing of a number
of important agreements related to the joint economic development of the various
resources of the Russian Arctic. This rapprochement has been recently confirmed by
Beijing’s decision to expand the spatial scope of the BRI to the Russian Arctic and
thus further promote Sino-Russian economic cooperation in the region. Thus, this
paper has tackled the issue of how Russia and China can cooperate in the Arctic so
as to foster their respective interests.

However, despite the apparent deepening of the bilateral relations, concrete results
of these ambitious plans are limited. Some joint projects were dropped, as China
and Russia could not agree on the conditions of the deal, others are progressing
very slowly and have an uncertain future. Mutual strategic mistrust and different
understanding of the mechanics and final goals of the Sino-Russian partnership in
Beijing and Moscow seem to undermine the scale and the rhythms of their
cooperation in the Russian Arctic. Yamal LNG is the only successful Sino-Russian
joint venture in the Arctic where both sides seem to find their own interests, although
Moscow and Beijing interpret differently their respective contribution to the
implementation of the project.

The connection of the Arctic to the BRI might provide a new momentum for Sino-
Russian cooperation in the Arctic by stimulating Chinese companies to participate
more actively in the energy and infrastructure projects on the Russian territory. The
realization of projects under the BRI umbrella will improve their opportunities for
financial support from the Silk Road Fund and other official Chinese institutions thus
reducing their exposure to various risks associated with many Russian projects in
the Arctic. Greater involvement with the BRI might also motivate Russia to formulate
a more coherent and pragmatic vision of its partnership with China and thus
increase the scale of Chinese involvement in the development of the Russian Arctic.
For now, the Sino-Russian relationship remains a marriage of convenience where
both sides try to balance their vulnerabilities at the expense of the other. Closer
cooperation within the BRI might change the situation and lead to a renegotiation of
terms of Sino-Russian cooperation in the Arctic, even though the prospects for a
mutually beneficial relationship remains tributary to a number of international and
domestic factors.

“China’s economic influence in the Arctic region: The Nordic and Russian
cases,” Oscar Almén and Christopher Weidacher Hsiung, FOl.se, June 2022 [24]
https://www.foi.se/rest-api/report/FOI-R--5326--SE

Abstract:
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As Chinese investment and engagement in the Arctic have increased, so have the
suspicions and concerns, of not only the Nordic states, but also Russia, for the
security implications of larger Chinese engagement in the region. Using its economic
influence for strategic purposes has become a main component in Chinese foreign
policy strategy, or in what is often referred to as China’s economic statecraft. This
study examines Chinese economic statecraft towards the Nordic countries and
Russia with a focus on the Arctic region. The study finds that Chinese actors have
had many intentions and expended much effort in attempting to invest in the Arctic,
but few of these plans have actually resulted in completed deals. For the Nordic
countries, while trade with China and Chinese FDI (foreign direct investment) in the
region keep increasing, general economic exposure to China is still limited. As for
Russia, economic vulnerability is relatively higher. China is Russia’s largest trading
partner but Russia is far less important for China. The Russian economy is gradually
becoming more linked to the Chinese market and economy, especially in the domain
of energy. These trends have all been exacerbated due to the ongoing war in
Ukraine. Chinese economic statecraft is not always directed against a country’s
economy as a whole but may target specific companies or sectors. As shown in this
study, China has, with varying degrees of success, used punitive economic methods
against some Nordic governments and other actors in order to attain political goals.
In terms of specific investments, the study identifies a number of cases that could
potentially have negative national security consequences. Policy measures, such as
legislation on investment screening and excluding Chinese companies from
participating in the development of 5G, has reduced the risks of Chinese economic
activities in the Nordic countries.

Current & Relevant Information:

Executive summary

As Chinese investment and engagement in the Arctic have increased, so have the
suspicions and concerns that not only the Nordic states, but also Russia, have over
the security implications of China’s increasing engagement in the region. Using its
economic influence for strategic purposes has become a main component in
Chinese foreign policy strategy, or in what is often referred to as China’s economic
statecraft. This study examines Chinese economic statecraft towards six Arctic
countries: the Nordic countries and Russia. The study poses the following questions:
What is the extent, with a specific focus on the Arctic, of China’s economic influence
in the Nordic region and Russia? How does China’s economic statecraft differ
between the Nordic region and Russia? What are the security implications of China’s
economic engagement in the region?

In the study, economic influence was analyzed through two dimensions. The first
dimension is general economic exposure, which was measured as China’s share of
a country’s export and import and Chinese foreign direct investment, FDI, as well as
sector-specific trade and investments, in order to examine Chinese economic
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influence in certain sectors. The second dimension examines specific Chinese
investments.

The main findings of the study are as follows:

e While China has been an active investor in several of the Nordic countries and
Russia, few of those investments are located within the Arctic Circle. Chinese actors
have had many intentions and expended much effort in attempting to invest, but few
of these plans have actually resulted in completed deals.

e Major obstacles to further development relate not only to the harsh physical
environment that the Arctic represents, but also the response and willingness of
Arctic states to welcome a greater Chinese economic presence.

e For the Nordic region, while both trade with China and Chinese FDI in the region
keep increasing, the general economic exposure to China is still limited. China’s
share of trade with the Nordic countries remains between 5-9 per cent. The
exception is Norway, where China was the main source of Norwegian imports in
2021, with a 13.1 per cent share. China is also a major source of foreign investment,
especially in Finland, where Chinese investment has reached 5.7 per cent of GDP
(2020) and is now the third largest source of FDI.

e In terms of specific investments, the study identifies a number of cases that could
potentially have negative national security consequences. Chinese acquisitions of
small and medium Nordic high-tech companies could serve to strengthen China’s
military modernization. In general, realized Chinese infrastructure investment in the
Nordic region is limited. In many cases, this is due to government intervention, for
security reasons.

e As for Russia, economic vulnerability can be said to be relatively higher. China is
Russia’s largest trading partner, but Russia is far less important for China. The
Russian economy is gradually becoming more linked to the Chinese market and
economy, especially in the domain of energy. In addition, China is also
strengthening its position vis-a-vis Russia in other domains of the relationship.
These trends have all been exacerbated due to the ongoing war in Ukraine. Russia’s
need of Chinese capital, financing and markets in the face of continued Western
sanctions and more broadly persistent West-Russian tensions will leave Russia with
few options than to move even closer to China.

e Chinese economic statecraft is not always directed against a country’s economy as
a whole but may target specific companies or sectors. Therefore, general economic
exposure cannot fully capture all economic exposure to Chinese economic
statecraft. As shown in this study, China, with varying degrees of success, has used
punitive economic methods against some Nordic governments and other actors in
order to attain its political goals. This differs from the case of Russia, where China
has used positive incentives rather than punitive economic statecraft measures.

96



e Centralization of power during the reign of Xi Jinping has improved the conditions
for China’s capacity to exercise economic statecraft. However, the Communist
Party’s increasing control over business has made many target countries more
suspicious towards Chinese investors. Increased suspicion has resulted in
countermeasures, such as legislation on investment screening and exclusion of
Chinese companies from participating in the development of 5G, which has made
some Chinese economic activities in the Nordic countries more difficult. This has
reduced China’s chances for successful economic statecraft.

e In the Nordic countries, an elevated awareness among governments and society in
general of the risks regarding Chinese economic influence, together with recent and
coming legislation restricting foreign investments, are factors that should work to
reduce the risk that China will invest in sensitive sectors in the future.

e Much of what happens to China'’s presence in the Arctic is decided by China’s
domestic political development. For it to increase its presence there in terms of
investments and scientific cooperation, it must be accepted by the Arctic countries.
In order for a more accommodating view to replace the present skepticism about its
intentions, China would have to improve its image.

Introduction

This study is concerned with the security implications of Chinese economic influence
in the Arctic, specifically in the Nordic region and Russia. China’s scientific,
economic and political engagement and presence in the Arctic has increased
substantially in recent years. The extent to which China can exercise economic
statecraft against the Nordic countries and Russia is relevant for our understanding
of the security implications of China’s investments in the region. A key component of
China’s Arctic strategy is to strengthen bilateral cooperation with Nordic nations and
Russia, in particular through scientific collaboration and closer economic, trade and
investment engagement. China has already established a presence in the Nordic
countries. It has been operating a research station on Svalbard (Norway) since
2003, and together with Iceland set up a joint scientific research station, in 2018.
Investments in Greenland (Denmark) focus on natural resource extraction,
especially in mining. China’s bilateral Arctic engagement with Russia stands out as
perhaps the most far-reaching, where Chinese participation and investment in
energy, shipping and infrastructure have led to the emergence of a potential Sino-
Russian Arctic partnership. As Chinese investment and engagement in the Arctic
have increased, so have the suspicions and concerns, of not only the Nordic states,
but also Russia, for the security implications of larger Chinese engagement in the
region. While the Nordic states and Russia still welcome a Chinese presence on a
general basis, some states, such as Denmark and Sweden, have recently, following
an European Union (EU) directive in 2019 that established a framework for foreign
direct investment, called for and enacted stricter policies and mechanisms for
investment screening. On top of this, there is the increased strategic global rivalry
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between the US and China, which is having an impact on the dynamic between
Arctic and non-Arctic states, China foremost among the latter.

Conclusions and discussion

This study set out to examine China’s economic influence in the Nordic region and
Russia and its security implications. The following three questions were posed: What
is the extent, with a specific focus on the Arctic, of China’s economic influence in the
Nordic region and Russia? How does China’s economic statecraft differ between the
Nordic region and Russia? What are the security implications of China’s economic
engagement in the region?

In the study, economic influence is analyzed through two dimensions. The first
dimension is general economic exposure, which is measured as China’s share of a
country’s export, import and Chinese FDI, as well as sector-specific trade and
investments, in order to examine Chinese economic influence in certain sectors. The
second dimension examines specific Chinese investments. For the Nordic region,
while trade with China and Chinese FDI in the region keep increasing, general
economic exposure to China is still limited. China’s share of trade with the Nordic
countries remains between 5-9 per cent. The exception is Norway, where China
became the main source of Norwegian imports in 2020, and in 2021 reached a
record 13.1 per cent share. China is also a major source of foreign investment,
especially in Finland, where Chinese investment has reached 5.7 per cent of GDP
and is now the number three source of FDI there.

As for Russia, economic vulnerability can be said to be relatively higher. China is
Russia’s largest trading partner, but Russia is far less important for China. The
Russian economy is gradually becoming more linked to the Chinese market and
economy, especially in the domain of energy, which is by far the most important
source of revenue for the Russian state. In addition, China is also strengthening its
position vis-a-vis Russia in other domains of the relationship.

Due to the ongoing war in Ukraine, Russia could be more forcefully moving into
China’s economic orbit; Russia’s need of Chinese capital, financing and markets in
the face of continued Western sanctions and more broadly persistent West Russian
tensions will leave Russia with few options than to move even closer to China. A
certain degree of dependency on China for much needed strategic leverage against
the West could be the trade-off Russia is willing to pay, for now.

Chinese economic statecraft is not always directed against a country’s economy as
a whole but may target specific companies or sectors. Therefore, general economic
exposure cannot fully capture all economic exposure to Chinese economic
statecraft. As shown in this study, China has, with varied degrees of success, used
punitive economic methods against some Nordic governments and other actors in
order to attain political goals. This differs from the case of Russia where China has
used positive incentives rather than punitive economic statecraft measures.
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“Asian Countries and Arctic Shipping: Policies, Interests and Footprints on
Governance,” Arild Moe and Olav Schram Stokke, Arctic Review on Law and
Politics, 2019 [25] https://fni.brage.unit.no/fni-
xmlui/bitstream/handle/11250/2587005/Moe+Stokke+19+Asian+countries+and+Arctic+s
hipping.pdf?sequence=2

Abstract:

Most studies of Asian state involvement in Arctic affairs assume that shorter sea-
lanes to Europe are a major driver of interest, so this article begins by examining the
prominence of shipping concerns in Arctic policy statements made by major Asian
states. Using a bottom-up approach, we consider the advantages of Arctic sea
routes over the Suez and Panama alternatives in light of the political, bureaucratic
and economic conditions surrounding shipping and shipbuilding in China, Japan and
the Republic of Korea. Especially Japanese and Korean policy documents indicate
soberness rather than optimism concerning Arctic sea routes, noting the remaining
limitations and the need for in-depth feasibility studies. That policymakers show
greater caution than analysts, links in with our second finding: in Japan and Korea,
maritime-sector bureaucracies responsible for industries with Arctic experience have
been closely involved in policy development, more so than in China. Thirdly, we find
a clear tendency towards rising industry-level caution and restraint in all three
countries, reflecting financial difficulties in several major companies as well as
growing sensitivity to the economic and political risks associated with the Arctic
routes. Finally, our examination of bilateral and multilateral Chinese, Japanese and
Korean diplomatic activity concerning Arctic shipping exhibits a lower profile than
indicated by earlier studies.

Current & Relevant Information:

Introduction

How important are shipping and shipbuilding for the Arctic aspirations of leading
Asian states? How much of their engagement is purely commercial, and how much
is a reflection of political goals? We take a bottom-up approach, examining Arctic
sea routes from the perspectives of Asian governmental agencies, companies and
industry associations, rather than a top—down approach centered on Arctic change.
A recent study ranked China highest among the leading maritime nations of the
world, with Japan and the Republic of Korea as third and fourth. Given the global
orientation of their maritime industries, these nations will always assess Arctic
options across a wide array of alternatives.

Since 2013, China, Japan and Korea have enjoyed formal observer status in the
major international forum specifically targeting northern affairs, the Arctic Council. All
three countries emphasize the mutual benefits of cooperation with the Arctic states,
but differ significantly in the salience they ascribe to various maritime business
opportunities, in the centrality of their shipping ministries in Arctic policy
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development, and in the preparedness of their maritime industries to commit
themselves financially to northern sea routes.

Three alternative transit routes are in focus in debates over trans-Arctic shipping:
The Northeast Passage between the Atlantic and the Pacific north of Russia, the
Northwest Passage through Canada’s Arctic Archipelago, and the Central Route
across the North Pole. For the near future, it is only the Northeast Passage—
specifically, the Northern Sea Route—that has attracted serious interest from Asian
shipping actors. The Northwest Passage has depth limitations and remains severely
constrained by permanent or moving ice. Regular use of the Central Route remains
a futuristic scenario, requiring far greater ice retreat than seen so far. The “Northeast
Passage” is the loose term historically applied to the entire Arctic passage between
Europe and Asia: the Northern Sea Route is the clearly demarcated sea area
between the Kara Sea in the west to the Bering Strait in the east, extending 200
nautical miles from the coast, developed and regulated by Soviet and Russian
authorities since the 1930s. In addition to its potential as a transit corridor, this route
is of interest to the shipping industry because of transport-intensive resource
extraction projects in the Russian North. Shipping out from the Arctic or into it is
termed “destination shipping,” as distinct from transit shipping between the Pacific
and the Atlantic.

Because most studies of Asian-state interest in the Arctic assume that shorter sea-
lanes to Europe are a major driver, we begin by examining the prominence of
shipping concerns in the Arctic policy statements of major Asian states. Contrary to
the impression left by many analysts, these policy documents—those by Japan and
Korea in particular—reveal soberness rather than optimism with respect to Arctic
sea routes, highlighting the remaining limitations and the need for more in-depth
feasibility studies. This greater caution from policymakers than from analysts can be
explained by our second finding: in Korea and Japan, maritime-sector bureaucracies
responsible for industries with Arctic experience have been closely involved in policy
development, more so than in China. Our third finding concerns the tendency to
greater industry-level caution and restraint in all three countries, reflecting financial
difficulties in several major companies as well as growing sensitivity to the economic
and political risks associated with Arctic routes. On this basis, our final substantive
section examines bilateral and multilateral Chinese, Japanese and Korean
diplomatic activity in Arctic shipping, finding much lower profiles than indicated by
earlier studies of Asian states in Arctic affairs.

China

Due to China’s steadily rising geopolitical status, its foreign-policy moves are
followed with keenness by the outside world. China acquired its first (and as yet
only) icebreaking research vessel in 1993; in 2004, the Polar Research Institute of
China set up an Arctic research base in Svalbard. This Norwegian archipelago is the
most accessible among high-latitude research sites—for climatic reasons, and
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because the Spitsbergen Treaty ensures “equal liberty of access and entry for any
reason or object whatever” for nationals of all signatories. China is an original
signatory to the Spitsbergen Treaty; as with the other Asian states examined here,
its Arctic engagements have expanded during the past decade from an early focus
on scientific research, orchestrated by polar research agencies more heavily
engaged in Antarctic than in Arctic research.

China’s Arctic policy document is thorough and specific, reflecting a longstanding
process of developing regional priorities and defining four principles: respect,
cooperation, win—win results, and sustainability. “Respect” and “cooperation” refer
primarily to international institutions, notably the UN Law of the Sea Convention
(LOSC) and the network of “global, regional, multilateral and bilateral channels” for
facilitating joint endeavors. Reciprocity is highlighted - that coastal states must
respect the rights that non-Arctic states enjoy in the region—a point reiterated in
official Chinese statements on the Arctic over the past decade. A speech by the
Assistant Minister of Foreign Affairs, Hu Zhengyue, on a visit to Svalbard in 2009
was the first prominent articulation of how China perceives its role in this region.
Only slightly modified, this speech titled “China’s view on Arctic cooperation” was
published on the Ministry website, indicating that it represented official policy. Like
the 2018 policy document, the 2009 speech reflects China’s longstanding foreign-
policy line of reassuring the outside world that it accepts the international order.
Three points emphasized by the Assistant Minister in 2009 are no less prominent in
the 2018 official policy document: the requirements under LOSC for cooperation with
non-Arctic states on matters such as shipping, the gains derivable from joint
scientific research and peaceful pursuit of win—win opportunities, and the
transregional effects of Arctic environmental change.

How one’s own country is affected by Arctic environmental change is a prominent
and recurrent feature of all Asian-state policy statements on the Arctic, explicitly
justifying a greater scientific presence in the region and implicitly suggesting some
level of stakeholder saliency.

The third principle put forward in Chinese policy, “win—win results,” has become
increasingly prominent in official statements and was in 2015 already cited among
the central norms underlying China’s practice in the Arctic. The term, with variants
like “common interest” or “mutual benefit,” occurs throughout China’s Arctic policy
document. Also, the final principle, “sustainability,” present in early statements, has
become more elaborate and pronounced with time—in the policy document,
references to sustainability or environmental or ecological protection are
outnumbered only by those to “China.”

China’s Arctic policy devotes considerable attention to maritime transport, and
makes some bold claims: “The utilization of sea routes and exploration and
development of the resources in the Arctic may have a huge impact on the energy
strategy and economic development of China ... [and] China’s capital, technology,
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market, knowledge and experience is expected to play a major role in expanding the
network of shipping routes it the Arctic and facilitating the economic and social
progress of the coastal States along the routes.” Shipping is mentioned first among
the economic sectors of interest to China—but references to the economy appear
only after China’s policies and positions concerning scientific research and
protection of the Arctic environment are elaborated. Highlights include the
“constructive role” China has played in “the formulation of Arctic-related international
rules,” presumably including the negotiation of the legally binding Polar Code under
the International Maritime Organization, as well as the “Polar Silk Road” branch of
the broader infrastructure project known as the Belt and Road Initiative.

The four principles articulated in China’s Arctic policy sit well with Bennett's
argument that China is systematically building two mutually reinforcing narratives to
gain legitimacy as a regional stakeholder: one territorial, highlighting its “near-Arctic”
location and involvement in Arctic research, and one globalist, highlighting the extra-
regional impacts of Arctic change. This balancing of territorial and globalist
arguments for a role in Arctic affairs is also highly compatible with the general
direction of policy spelt out in Japan’s and Korea’s Arctic documents.

Conclusions

Shipping and shipbuilding are not quite as powerful drivers of the Arctic aspirations
pursued by China, Japan and the Republic of Korea as many believe. Arctic
maritime transport is viewed with rising caution at governmental as well as industry
levels in these countries. Soberness in evaluating maritime business opportunities is
evident, particularly in Japanese and Korean policy documents and industry
statements. China’s Arctic policy is more upbeat on Arctic shipping options,
subsuming them under the larger Belt and Road Initiative as a “Polar Silk Road.”
However, the Chinese shipping industry’s actual moves into the region have been
cautious, and increasingly so over time.

The bottom—up approach we have taken here means that any distinct advantages
that Arctic sea routes enjoy over the Suez and Panama alternatives—notably,
shorter distances and associated savings of fuel and time—are seen in light of the
specific political, bureaucratic, and economic conditions that surround shipping and
shipbuilding in China, Japan and Korea.

The political attention those countries pay to the Arctic is clearly rising, but not as
steeply as the rise in attention to Asia among Arctic-policy analysts. Claims to
saliency as Arctic stakeholders are based primarily on the effects of Arctic climatic
developments on their home territories and on the rights all non-coastal states enjoy
under international law. However, China, Japan and Korea also emphasize their own
contributions to scientific investigations in the Arctic as well as the relevance of their
capital and technology for regional economic development. Especially in China’s
policy document, those reasons are reinforced by explicit references to its own
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prominence in global governance and international affairs. All three underscore that
they fully respect the sovereign rights of coastal states, and none of them has
explicitly challenged the controversial unilateral shipping regulations that Canada
and Russia have established for ice-covered waters adjacent to their coasts. At
regional and global levels too, the Asian states have maintained relatively low
profiles, in shipping-oriented activities under the Arctic Council and in the
negotiations of a legally binding Polar Code under the International Maritime
Organization.

The significance of shipping and shipbuilding for Asian engagement in the Arctic has
also been conditioned by bureaucratic structures in each country and their proximity
to industry associations and fluctuations in the relevant markets. The ministries of
foreign affairs, and in Japan the Cabinet Office, have played important roles in the
aggregation of comprehensive Arctic policies; in Korea the main driver has been the
powerful Ministry for Oceans and Fisheries, which also has responsibility for
shipping and polar research. Deep involvement of the segment of government
closest to shipping and shipbuilding, characteristic of policy development in Korea
and Japan, implies that elaboration of goals, priorities, and specific projects build on
sector expertise sensitive not only to opportunities but also to political or economic
constraints. In China as well as Korea, the two countries whose Arctic policies
convey the clearest emphasis on economic use, the shipping industries have been
financially overstretched in recent years and thus less prepared to commit
themselves to heavy investments where the expected returns are potentially high,
but uncertain and still far in the future.

For all three countries, rising attention to Arctic developments as well as broader
aspirations of playing visible roles in global governance mean that maritime transport
projects involving this region are assessed with considerable interest, but we find
nothing to indicate that they will be pursued unless the expected returns equal or
exceed those of other options. “Arcticness” matters—but competitiveness decides.

“China’s Economic Initiatives in the Arctic,” Yang Jian, Global Asia, December
2020 [26] https://www.globalasia.org/vl15no04/cover/chinas-economic-initiatives-in-the-
arctic yang-jian

Overview:

While China is not an Arctic country, it has taken numerous steps to stake out its
interests and demonstrate its ability to play a constructive and environmentally
sustainable role in the future development of the region. By further integrating its
policies in line with the rapid economic changes in the Arctic, China is expected to
be a major player in the years ahead, writes Yang Jian.

Current & Relevant Information:
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2013 was a remarkable year for China’s participation in Arctic affairs. Beijing’s Belt
and Road Initiative (BRI) was first proposed by the government that year. Chinese
shipping company Cosco’s vessel Yong Sheng conducted the country’s first
commercial trial voyage to the Arctic Ocean in the same year. And it was in 2013
that China, along with several other Asian states, was granted formal observer
status by the Arctic Council.

China is said to have taken a decade to transform from a non-Arctic state into an
important Arctic partner and a stakeholder in Arctic affairs. In fact, China has gained
great attention in Arctic economic development, Arctic climate and environmental
governance because it is the world’s second-largest economy and one of the largest
emitters of carbon dioxide in the world. Its participation in the Arctic has also raised
concerns about environmental protection and geopolitics.

Overall, China’s BRI, including the so-called Polar Silk Road proposed by Beijing in
a white paper in 2018, is a response to the global economic slump triggered by the
financial crisis of 2008. After the crisis, Chinese policymakers felt that global
economic flows had become stagnant. The US government’s response was to pull
manufacturing investment back to the US and regain trade advantages through
strong bilateral trade negotiations. Based on its own development phase, China
found that joining and facilitating regional and world economic flows and
consumption was the best way to deal with the economic downturn. Facilitating
regional economic flows and consumption can transfer China’s excess
manufacturing capacity abroad, on the one hand, and prepare new markets for
future prosperity, on the other hand.

China’s approach to facilitating regional economic flows is inspired by the Asia-
Pacific Economic Co-operation (APEC) forum, which was created by the US. Around
1990, when the boom in the ICT industry began to take off, the US facilitated and
utilized economic flows around the Pacific Rim by forging APEC to achieve lasting
prosperity. The experience of joining APEC’s economic flows, especially China’s co-
operation with Japan, South Korea, the US and ASEAN, convinced the Chinese
government that participating in the most intensive economic flows in the world was
the best way to maintain China’s economic development and to make up for China’s
relative economic weakness. For China, these economic flows entail goods (port
construction, port equipment, shipbuilding and the shipping industry), capital
(investment and financial markets), technology (technical standards, intellectual
property transactions and data flows) and construction capacity (export of
infrastructure equipment and construction workers).

China’s BRI is designed to participate in and facilitate economic flows around and on
the Eurasian continent, while maintaining the economic interrelations between China
and countries in the Pacific region. Moreover, there are many important “engine
countries” that promote regional economic flows around and on the Eurasian
continent, including ASEAN, India, Russia, Turkey and Kazakhstan. China hopes to
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integrate this growing market by providing capital, technology, production capacity
and infrastructure construction expertise. The joint efforts to build a blue economic
passage linking East Asia and Europe via the Arctic Ocean are generally in line with
the spirit of facilitating global economic flows.

Arctic Focus

China’s economic co-operation projects in the Arctic are concentrated in two
regions: Russia and Northern Europe. Building a global infrastructure network in the
Arctic region, including coastal infrastructure and port facilities as well as economic
development projects, contributes to economic flows. China did not propose the
Polar Silk Road until 2018. The main reasons were: 1) Russia’s determination to
develop the Northern Sea Route (NSR) was not obvious before 2014; 2) Western
countries and their companies were Russia’s first choice for economic co-operation,
while China was only Russia’s secondary partner; and 3) Chinese enterprises lacked
experience in developing projects in cold regions and lacked experience in making
accurate assessments of the economic benefits and costs of environmental
protection.

After the Crimean crisis in 2014, Western sanctions imposed on Russia turned
China into a major source of inbound investment and a significant partner in
Russia’s Arctic development. Russia’s determination to develop the Northern Sea
Route and its Arctic energy strategy is becoming more and more obvious. Moreover,
the LNG project in the Yamal Peninsula meets China’s domestic demand for cleaner
energy. China’s participation in Arctic LNG projects is a part of its effort to replace
coal and oil with natural gas, a less environmentally harmful fossil fuel. China’s Silk
Road Fund and the China Development Bank have also begun to invest in port
construction projects in Russia. The launch of the Polar Silk Road means that China
has the willingness to tap the economic flows frozen by the Cold War and cold
weather. It signals that China will support Russia to build jointly the infrastructure in
the Russian Arctic region needed for peaceful utilization of the sea routes in the
future. The principle of co-operation is a win-win formulation in terms of the economy
and sustainable development.

In September 2017, numerous Chinese companies announced that they were keen
to invest in a new project near Arkhangel, which includes the Belkomur railway
project and a deep-water port in the Northern Dvina River. A new port will be built
near Mudyug Island in the Dvina River delta, close to the existing port facilities for
larger vessels. In November 2017, Novatek, one of the largest independent natural
gas producers in Russia, signed a strategic co-operation agreement with the
Chinese National Petroleum Company (CNPC), which already owns 20 percent of
Yamal LNG, a US$27 billion production project. As part of the Saint Petersburg
International Economic Forum in 2019, Novatek also signed a share purchase
agreement with China National Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC). Under these
agreements, Chinese companies will acquire a 20 percent share in Novatek’s Yamal
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LNG 2 project under development, recently renamed Arctic LNG 2. With its
construction, the demand for construction and transportation of LNG projects in the
Arctic is expected to increase. It is foreseeable that Chinese shipping companies will
continue to be important investors in Arctic LNG projects including provisions for
ship leasing, logistic infrastructure, shipbuilding and so forth.

As for the Northeast Passage linking Asia and Europe, Russia has an important
geographical advantage. It plays a key role in facilitating economic flows in the
Arctic, but it also needs to improve the kinetic energy of the flows between the Far
East region of Russia and the important economies in East Asia, and between
Russia and Europe, especially the Nordic countries.

As a Nordic country, Iceland has the potential to be an Atlantic Arctic shipping hub,
especially for traffic through the central Arctic shipping route that China has been led
in exploring. Iceland hopes to enhance this hub role by facilitating co-operation with
the important global economies, including the US and China. The successful co-
operation between China and Iceland in polar science and education, geothermal
energy and port cities has existed for many years. In 2012, China signed a
framework agreement with Iceland to support greater co-operation on geothermal
energy, along with marine and polar science. The Chinese company Sinopec and
Iceland’s AGEC have developed joint geothermal projects in 23 cities in China
making use of Icelandic technology.

As a country on the easternmost side of Fennoscandia, Finland has long experience
in dealing with Russia. Now it intends to play a key role in economic relations among
Nordic and Baltic countries, and Russia and East Asian countries. Helsinki provides
the air hub between the Nordic countries and East Asia. It serves six destinations in
Greater China with direct scheduled flights, more than any other Scandinavian
airport. Passengers traveling on scheduled flights from Helsinki to China account for
5 percent of all international passengers, with China the eighth most popular
destination country. China is one of the main markets for the export of Finnish Arctic
shipping technology. In 2012, the Finnish shipbuilder Aker-Arctic provided the
concept and basic design for Xuelong 2, considered the world’s most advanced
polar research vessel. This 122m-long Polar Class 3 icebreaker entered service in
2019.

International co-operation with Arctic nations on digital infrastructure including
subsea cable projects is also on the Polar Silk Road agenda. China Telecom (one of
the biggest telecommunication operators in China) is co-operating with Finnish
counterparts on a planned 10,500-kilometer fiber-optic submarine cable across the
Arctic Circle.

Norway, meanwhile, is a global maritime power and the Arctic is Norway’s most
important foreign policy priority. Economic growth is higher and unemployment lower
in the Arctic part of Norway than in the rest of the country, ensuring a good balance
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between conservation and sustainable use. Norway has engaged in active co-
operation with China in the protection and effective utilization of the ocean. Chinese
equipment manufacturing companies help Norway build the world’s largest intelligent
deep-sea aquaculture cages to meet the increasing need for aquaculture in northern
Norway and help Norwegian oil companies build large offshore oil drilling platforms.
Kirkenes, Norway is the northernmost ice free port located on the Barents Sea and
the closest western port to Asia via the Northern Sea Route. Political representatives
of Kirkenes, including the mayor of the Sor-Varanger municipality, Rune Gjertin
Rafaelsen, visited China as a member of a delegation led by the Norwegian Minister
of Research and Higher Education in 2018 to discuss the future demand of China’s
shipping industry for Arctic ports. He said that Kirkenes is well prepared to open the
Northern Sea Route and co-operate with Chinese shipping companies.

While attracting China to participate in Arctic economic flows, some Arctic countries
also have been expanding markets in China for their products, such as seafood from
Greenland, Iceland, the Faroe Islands and Norway, and energy products from
Russia and other countries.

China’s infrastructure construction capacity and speed are world-class and it has
engaged in co-operation on infrastructure construction, marine engineering and port
construction in Iceland, Norway, Finland and Greenland. In 2019, the Trump
administration in the US put forward a boycott on China’s Polar Silk Road co-
operation but Nordic countries, being independent from the US, recognize the
opportunity and necessity of co-operation with China. They also hope that the Arctic
issue can remain as an imperative agenda item under the framework of addressing
climate change and that the Arctic should not become an arena of competition
among the great powers.

Building Regional Co-operation

In addition to the two key co-operation regions in the Nordic countries and Russia,
China attaches importance to strengthening Arctic economic co-operation with its
neighbors, Japan and South Korea. This reflects the “North Pacific lens” in Arctic
affairs. They are all important economies with similar views and interests concerning
the economic elements of the Arctic. Japan, South Korea and China are all
important LNG markets, manufacturers of LNG production equipment and investors.
They are all partners in the construction of port infrastructure in northern Russia.
Japan has become an investor in the Yamal LNG 2 project, and Japanese
enterprises have realized economic benefits from the Arctic through joint ventures
with Chinese shipping enterprises. Japan’s Mitsui OSK and China’s Cosco jointly
own six vessels for charter to Sinopec and three of the 15 icebreaking LNG carriers
that load Yamal LNG cargoes at the Port of Sabetta in the Russian Arctic. The
shipbuilding industry of South Korea has built several icebreaking LNG carriers for
Russia to transport LNG to East Asia via the NSR.
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There are some differences in assessments about the pace of development and
utilization of Arctic economic opportunities among the three countries. Chinese
shipping companies are more optimistic about Arctic shipping in the future. They
increasingly believe in the commercial value of the Northeast Passage. In Cosco’s
view, the value of the NSR is an important supplement to the traditional maritime
routes, so the company is determined to carry on its commercial and regularized
operations in the NSR each year. The biggest difference among the three countries
is that China is not an ally of the US, while both Japan and South Korea are. In their
co-operation with Russia on Arctic economic projects, Japan and South Korea have
to take into account the strategic considerations and sanction decisions of the US.

China encourages its enterprises to engage in international co-operation on
exploring and utilizing Arctic resources by making best use of their advantages in
capital, technology and domestic markets. Sino-Russian Arctic co-operation in this
context has a realistic basis. It is part of the co-operative construction of the Silk
Road Economic Belt and the construction of the Eurasian Economic Union. China
also hopes the Nordic countries, Japan and South Korea will be responsive to the
BRI and jointly facilitate economic flows along the Northeast Passage in the Arctic.

In investing and joining economic projects in the Arctic, Chinese companies should
pay attention to two issues: geopolitical concerns and environmental concerns. It is
difficult for Chinese enterprises to cope with geopolitical interference caused by non-
market factors. For example, a Chinese construction company was forced to quit the
bidding for an airport expansion project in Greenland due to the direct intervention of
the US. However, Chinese enterprises can meet Arctic countries’ requirements in
legal, technological and environmental protection by enhancing their technological
solutions and learning capabilities in a short period of time. It is the responsibility of
Chinese enterprises participating in Arctic economic activities to abide by local
environmental protection laws and assessment procedures. In its 2018 white paper
on Arctic Policy, Beijing made a commitment to utilize Arctic resources in a lawful
and rational manner. The phrase “in a lawful and rational manner” means a careful
balance between conservation and sustainable use.

As a non-Arctic state and the world’s second largest economy, China and its
enterprises should attach more attention to strengthening publicity and education on
addressing climate change. The Chinese government has also made efforts to make
the BRI initiative “greener” by issuing Guidance on Promoting a Green Belt and
Road in 2017. The International Coalition for Green Development on Belt and Road
was launched in 2019. Chinese companies can be expected to slow down their
investment in the Arctic in the near future to increase the awareness of the
requirements of responsible and reliable business activities.

“What Is China Doing In The Arctic?, Rachael McCulloch, NATO Association of
Canada, 23 September 2020 [27] https://natoassociation.ca/what-is-china-doing-in-
the-arctic/
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Overview:

In a 2018 publication regarding Arctic policy, China described itself as a “near-Arctic
state”, a label that has since invited controversy due to the absence of geographical
ties between the two regions.

Current & Relevant Information:

China’s justification for being classified as “near-Arctic” is explained in the document
as due to their close involvement in trans-regional and global issues in the Arctic,
especially in areas such as climate change, the environment, scientific research,
utilization of shipping routes, resource exploration and security. “These issues are
vital to the existence and development of all countries and humanity, and directly
affect the interests of non-Arctic States including China,” it explains. “States from
outside the Arctic region do not have territorial sovereignty in the Arctic, but they do
have rights in respect of scientific research, navigation, overflight, fishing, laying of
submarine cables and pipelines in the high seas and other relevant sea areas in the
Arctic Ocean, and rights to resource exploration and exploitation in the Area”.

According to the Arctic Institute, China’s contemporary involvement in Arctic affairs
began in the 1980s. Since that time China has conducted numerous Arctic
expeditions and in 2003 established its first research base, the_Yellow River Station,
on Svalbard Island. The China Remote Sensing Satellite North Polar Ground
Station, which was China’s first overseas satellite receiving station, opened

in Kirkenes in 2016 and a second research station, the China-lceland Arctic Science
Observatory, opened in Iceland in 2018. There are currently four Chinese research
stations in Antarctica and several more which are in development.

Thus far, China’s activities in the arctic have been primarily economic.

China has poured money into nearly every Arctic country. For example, it has
invested billions into extracting energy from beneath the permafrost on the

Yamal Peninsula in northern Russia, is drilling for gas in Russian waters alongside
the Russian company Gazprom, and is prospecting for minerals in Greenland. The
International Institute for Strategic Studies wrote this year that China’s interest in the
Arctic region can be boiled down to three major components: access to Arctic
natural resources, use of the northern trade route, and the enhancement of its image
as a major global power.

This brings us to the political components of Beijing’s activities in the Arctic. China
has held observer status in the Arctic Council since 2013 alongside countries such
as Japan, South Korea, Singapore, India, and Italy. Decisions at all levels in the
Arctic Council are the exclusive right and responsibility of the eight Arctic States,
however observer states are permitted to make contributions to the Arctic Council
through participating in working groups.
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According to a_recent article by Defence News, over the past few years international
politicians and media outlets have begun to take notice of China’s role in the Arctic,
often with skepticism. In 2019 Aleksi Harkonen, Finland’s ambassador for Arctic
affairs, told the_ New York Times that China’s ambitions in the Far North mirror its
ambitions everywhere else. “It's after global influence,” he said, “including in the
Arctic.”

On the other hand, some Arctic states have welcomed China’s engagement in the
region and the potential role it can play as an investor. This is particularly true

of Russia, whose natural resources in the Arctic have become increasingly
exploitable thanks to Chinese capital investment.

Over the past three decades, the temperature in the Arctic has been steadily rising,
resulting in diminishing sea ice in the summer. Scientists have predicted that by the
middle of this century or even earlier, there may be no ice in the Arctic Ocean for
part of the year. The melting ice has led to changes in the natural environment which
could result in accelerated global warming, rising sea levels, increased extreme
weather events, damaged biological variability, and other global problems.

Rising temperatures could also have significant impacts on Arctic development. The
melted ice could offer opportunities for the commercial use of sea routes

and the development of resources in the region. Commercial activities in the region
will have considerable impact on global shipping, international trade and energy
supply, bring about major social and economic changes, and exert important
influence on the way of work and life of Arctic residents including indigenous
peoples. The thaw will also pose new security challenges, as greater human activity
induces nations to increase their military, diplomatic and political presence in the
high north.

The strategic concerns of major Arctic players, namely Russia and the United
States, along with those of large non-Arctic states such as China, have become
major points of interest when discussing Arctic affairs. As climate change and
emerging security concerns begin to play a larger role on the global stage, the Arctic
can be expected to move away from the strategic periphery and

towards a mainstream role in emerging strategic politics.

“China’s shrinking Arctic ambitions are seen as confined largely to Russia,” Jay
Heisler, VOA News, 17 May 2024 [28] https://www.voanews.com/a/china-s-shrinking-
arctic-ambitions-are-seen-as-confined-largely-to-russia-/7616382.html

Overview:

China’s effort to establish itself as a “near-Arctic power” have become increasingly
confined to the territory of its close ally Russia as other nations lose interest in
cooperating with Beijing, according to Canadian security experts.

Current & Relevant Information:
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The degree in which China poses a serious geopolitical threat in the Arctic region is
debatable among experts.

Chinese efforts to establish research stations in up to half a dozen Arctic nations
ground to a halt because of travel restrictions during the COVID pandemic. Mounting
concerns over China’s human rights record and its aggressive actions elsewhere
have made several of those countries reluctant to see operations resume, said
experts.

“In many ways our fear of China and the Arctic dates back to five or six years ago
when China’s power and influence seemed very much to be on the uptick in the
region,” said Adam Lajeunesse, a professor focusing on Arctic issues at St. Francis
Xavier University in Antigonish, Nova Scotia. “Its political, economic and soft power
influence in the Arctic outside of Russia has collapsed.

“Our fears of China are still lagging events. A lot from pre-COVID era when there
was a lot of fears that China was going to dominate Arctic infrastructure. ... That
didn’t happen,” Lajeunesse said.

VOA reported in December 2022 that China had sent or announced plans to send
several people to its two most important scientific outposts in Norway and Iceland
after lengthy absences of Chinese scientists from both sites.

But there were no signs of China trying to renew two other scientific projects in
Sweden and Finland, where national organizations told VOA that Chinese activity
was set to end or had ended.

An earlier plan to set up a research base in Denmark’s autonomous island of
Greenland was shelved in the face of opposition in Copenhagen, according to Marc
Lanteigne, a social studies professor at the Arctic University of Norway.

That has left Beijing — which has no direct access to Arctic waters — to focus its
Arctic ambitions on Russia, with which it established a “no limits” partnership days
before Russia’s unprovoked full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022.

China’s interests in the region are believed to include fisheries, extraction of
minerals and other resources, and a shorter sea route to Europe — all of which
become more viable as the Arctic ice pack recedes in the face of climate change.

"China respects the sovereignty, sovereign rights and jurisdiction rights of Arctic
countries," Liu Pengyu, spokesperson for the Chinese Embassy in Washington, told
VOA in an emailed statement. "Issues related to the Arctic not only affect Arctic
countries but also have global significance."

"China will work with all parties in getting to know more about the Arctic, as well as in
its protection, exploration and management, with the view of greater peace, stability
and sustainable development in the region,” Liu added.
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Many experts are watching China’s arctic activities and national security
professionals told VOA on the sidelines of an April 30 conference sponsored by the
Canadian Military Intelligence Association there are still limits to how much
cooperation China can expect from Russia.

“There is little doubt among Western nations that China will continue to seek
research, infrastructure, and increased military engagement through direct and
indirect means in support of its Belt and Road Initiatives,” said Al Dillon, co-founder
and CEO of Sapper Labs, a company that supports the intelligence and cyber
defense needs of Canada and other English-speaking countries.

“The collaboration with Russia is concerning in this regard, while Russia will surely
want to retain its own sovereignty and independence in the Arctic. The extent of this
collaboration remains to be seen; however, we can be assured it will occur.”

Artur Wilczynski, a former Canadian ambassador to Norway and retired senior
official in several intelligence-related agencies, told VOA that Russia “was originally
skeptical with non-Arctic state involvement in the region.”

“Given Western sanctions and the Russian need for investment, China may exert
more pressure on Russia rather than other Arctic states,” Wilczynski said. “It may be
easier for them to meet their Arctic interests through closer collaboration with Russia
in the short term than try to address increasing Western skepticism of their
engagement in either the North American or Western European Arctic.”

Despite the focus on Russia, Samuel Jardine, head of research at London Politica,
said Beijing is interested in acquiring access to the Canadian Arctic — a goal that
may have led to a scandal over Chinese interference in the past two Canadian
elections.

“In effect Canada is a doorway for China to not being seen to be isolated merely in
the ‘Russian Arctic’ and maintaining influence and access to the whole region,”
Jardine told VOA in an email. “Something fundamental for a "Polar Great Power"
which claims to be a "near-Arctic" state.”

4. Environmental Protection:

“China’s Polar Silk Road: Implications for the Arctic Region” Anu Sharma,
Journal of Indo-Pacific Affairs, 25 October 2021 [29]
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/JIPA/Display/Article/2820750/chinas-polar-silk-road-
implications-for-the-arctic-region/

Overview:

The Arctic region has gained immense strategic, geopolitical, and economic
importance in the twenty-first century. Its phenomenally rich biological variability is
responsible for the increased interest in this region by major powers such as the
United States, Russia, and China, apart from the Arctic nations. However, the Arctic
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has also been in the news due to loss of ice, warming waters, increased sea levels,
and the thawing of its permafrost. These are all due to increasing global
temperatures and the extensive shifting of the Arctic’s polar ice cap, eventually
resulting in the thawing of sea ice. The increasing temperatures in the Arctic region
have been drawing global attention for economic, geopolitical, and environmental
reasons—among others. Unlike Antarctica, the Arctic is not a global common, with
no overreaching treaty governing this region. All these factors have made the Arctic
Five nations (Norway, Russia, Canada, Denmark, and the United States) as well as
the three nations proximate to the Arctic Circle (Iceland, Finland, and Sweden)
contemplate the probable scenarios related to the initiation of new navigational
routes there. Furthermore, the discovery and utilization of untapped resources in this
region have made it attractive to these nations and even vital for economic and
geopolitical reasons. In the emerging geopolitical scenario, with the aim of acquiring
great-power status and gaining geostrategic prominence, it has become crucial for
nations to contemplate national strategies along with military capability in the Arctic.
As far as strategic considerations, economic progress, geopolitical stakes, and
sociocultural collaboration across borders have become important parameters.

With China emerging as one of the prominent players in the Arctic region,
discussions and deliberations related to China’s plans and policies have taken
center stage. China has emerged from being a peripheral partner to an active
member in the Arctic Council in the span of a decade. In that same decade, global
warming and the emergence of new economic and strategic opportunities have led
to the increased prominence of the Arctic not only in Chinese policy making but also
in the policy-making circles of other major players such as the United States and
Russia. Furthermore, from a scientific and environmental point of view, the Arctic
region has emerged as a laboratory that every nation wants to explore.

Historically, this region was crucial during the Cold War due to intense military
competition between the United States and the Soviet Union. During the Cold War,
the region had faced a dramatic shift from being a subtle theater of operations (i.e.,
for the positioning of strategic weapon systems) to the center for various initiatives
concerning transnational cooperation. During this period, the Arctic acted as a
frontier between NATO and the Soviet Union and was littered with military bases and
expensive hardware. However, after the disintegration of the Soviet Union, many of
those assets were dismantled or allowed to decay. In contemporary times, this
region is emerging as a geostrategic trigger point in a way similar to Cold War
politics. With the exception of conventional Arctic nations, an increasing number of
international organizations and non-Arctic nations—including China—are exhibiting
amplified interest in this region. China proclaiming itself a “near-Arctic” state and
assuming the position of being the keenest observer in the region is leading various
other significant stakeholders in the region, such as Russia and the United States, to
take note of China’s emerging Arctic policies. This context makes it important to
analyze China’s emerging policies and plans.
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In 2018, China released a white paper titled China’s Arctic Policy describing its
policy in the Arctic. The analysis reflected China’s confident and proactive policies
related to the region. Outlining Beijing’s precise aims there, the paper explicated
Chinese stakes, linking them to the growing Belt and Road (BRI) trade initiative
through the “Polar Silk Road.”! It can be said that Beijing’s aim is to build a Polar Silk
Road in the Arctic region, thereby linking Asia and Europe through logistics and
transportation channels traversing this region. Furthermore, China’s interests can be
divided into two categories. First: Beijing’s close involvement in the domains of
scientific research, resource survey (and the handling of this type of research),
shipping, and maritime security. And second: the probable effects of climate change
on the region, rightfully highlighted by China as a valid reason that warrants the
concern of major players in Arctic matters. The thawing is producing a novel regional
order for the practice of statecraft among Arctic and near-Arctic nations. As indicated
by Chinese aspirations for its inclusion in the Arctic Council, China identifies the
prospect that its participation in the growth and expansion of the Arctic’s new
regional order will lead to increased opportunity for Beijing to mold the Arctic to its
advantage and its national interests. China’s aspirations related to the Arctic region
and the evolution of its policy for the Arctic are discussed in detail further below.

Current & Relevant Information:

Issues in the Arctic Debate

The Arctic is not very populated; severe climatic conditions contrast abundant
mineral resources that make it a significant air and water route. According to Joseph
Roucek, “the Arctic Ocean is in reality the constituent of the Atlantic Ocean whose
littorals include the landmasses of the Northern Hemisphere. It is also called as the
‘polar Mediterranean.”” The contemporary geopolitical scenario has imparted great
significance to this region due to the presence of oil, gas, and other noncombustible
minerals as compared to the Antarctic region. This has led the Arctic to emerge as
an ideal region in which technological developments related to resource utilization
eventually force “a new evaluation of locational factors of the region.” This has
eventually led the issue of governance to gain prominence, linked with varied
interests and aims of various nations (figure 1). The Arctic nations’ utmost desire is
to pursue their rule of the area entirely; however, other nations visualize this region
as part of the global commons. Much of the debate related to the legality of the
Arctic region has focused on two aspects. First, whether there is a need to create
new legal framework related to the Arctic region that is based on the International
Treaty on the Arctic. (In fact, this International Treaty of the Arctic is based on the
Antarctic Treaty.) And second, whether to authorize treaties signed in the past—for
instance, changing the Arctic Council into a formal international organization.
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Figure 1. The Macro-Arctic Region, depicting the subregions therein

The llulissat Declaration tried to communicate to other nations desiring to be part of
the Arctic region that the original Arctic Five nations retain their primary role in
governance. This was reaffirmed by the document, wherein it was declared that “by
virtue of their sovereignty, sovereign rights and jurisdiction in large areas of the
Arctic Ocean the five coastal states are in a unique position to address these
possibilities and challenges.” Subsequently, the Arctic Five’s innate right to be the
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vanguard of Arctic politics was pronounced once again: “[T]he Arctic Ocean is a
unique ecosystem, which the five coastal states have a stewardship role in
protecting.” This perspective raised a question regarding the limitation on the rights
of both Arctic and non-Arctic nations to impact the region’s future. This question
remains unanswered in the current scenario, and its answer depends on the future
orientation of the Arctic Five. The declaration also played a key role in defining or
highlighting universal cooperation in the Arctic. In this regard, the littoral states have
tried to work, both independently and in cooperation with each other, to preserve
environmental stability. Not only that, but the cooperation between littoral states is
also causal to the Arctic Council’s exertions and collaborating in scientific research
and information-sharing.

The Arctic is attracting the political interests of various nations that are quite far from
the region. These include the European and Asian big and small powers as well as
polar and tropical powers. This interest correlates, at various levels, to several
geopolitical factors related to the Arctic—the geographical positioning and placement
of the Arctic region amid the three continents (North America, Europe, and Asia).
This leads to shorter trade distances between various destinations in these
continents, thereby reducing the transit duration. There exists also the presence of
mineral and industrial resources, especially oil and natural gas. This presence is one
of the primary reasons for the increasing strategic significance of this region. The
Arctic’s natural resources have, in turn, increased the possibility of economic and
energy security for the nations that are involved in regional resource extraction; the
sea lanes of communication (SLOCs) around this region and their relation to the
manmade circumstances and operational conditions; effects of global warming and
climate change (in turn offering better conditions for the exploration and exploitation
of resources); and the regulatory similarity to the prevailing global ocean
agreements, particularly the third United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea
of 1982 (UNCLOS Ill). In fact, these factors have been responsible for the interests
of the major players, providing a glimpse of the geopolitical scenario in the Arctic. In
all this power play, Russia and China have been heavily investing in the Arctic,
which will eventually affect the American presence there. Besides the increasing
political and geopolitical significance of the region, its economic aspect is also
relevant. With the possibilities of an increasingly ice-free Arctic region looming large,
countries such as China are now eyeing the economic profitability of the region due
to untapped oil and gas resources and its shorter international transit routes.

Based on the above discussion there are three major issues that have come to the
forefront of the Arctic debate: natural resources, maritime routes, and environmental
concerns. The strategic calculus of all the major players revolves around these three
specific issues.

Natural Resources
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Natural resources have become a prominent reason for the enhanced interest in the
Arctic. With the thawing of the Arctic ice cap, the readily available natural resources
and their easy accessibility are enticing for all the major powers of the world,
including China. The energy resources have tremendous potential, but the
unfavorable climatic conditions and technological barriers they present prevent the
full utilization of these resources for the profitability of the parties involved. There is
no clear agreement on the precise volume of the undiscovered oil and gas reserves,
but the projected volume of the Arctic Shelf's undiscovered oil and gas reserves is
estimated to be around 90 billion barrels, 1,670 trillion cubic feet of natural gas, and
44 billion barrels of natural gas liquids, according to the estimates of the American
Geological Survey.2 These resources amount to almost 22 percent of

the undiscovered resources in the world that can be harvested using existing
technology. Out of this, almost 84 percent of these resources is anticipated to occur
offshore. As such, major challenges can arise for the development of natural gas.

Even though this region is rich in natural gas resources, the development of the
same could be hampered owing to the low market value of natural gas as compared
to oil. Additionally, consumers of natural gas located far from this region will have to
bear greater transportation costs as compared to oil and natural gas liquid
transportation. Definitely, the difficult terrain and environment of the Arctic region—
due to harsh climatic conditions as well as high and extremely cold winds—make the
going difficult for the evolving energy projects. Consequently, it results in shorter
operating seasons, which eventually require special equipment, thereby increasing
costs. In contrast, the dearth of infrastructure networks poses its own challenges,
making transportation difficult and economically burdensome due to longer travel
distances and harsh weather, drastically and directly affecting the transportation
timelines as well. In environmental terms, the Arctic’s ecologies are fragile and can
be very easily disrupted due to the exploration activities inherent to oil and gas
development. At the same time, the melting of tundra may become problematic for
the construction of natural gas pipelines. This can eventually increase the
significance of liquefied natural gas (LNG) and maritime transportation.

Maritime Routes

There are currently two main maritime routes that are emerging from the Arctic: the
Northwest Passage (NWP) and the Northern Sea Route (NSR). There are other
plausible maritime route options that are available such as the Transpolar Sea Route
(TSR) and the Arctic Bridge (figure 2).
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Figure 2. Polar shipping routes

At present, the passage is possible only in the summer months. However, due to
presence of ice, the NWP route is still not viable. Furthermore, the COVID-19
pandemic added to an unanticipated delay in this effort. Once established, the NWP
will definitely lessen maritime shipping distances and shipping time considerably.
The maritime distance between East Asia and Western Europe would be only
13,600 km via the NWP as compared to 24,000 km traversing through the Panama
Canal. The NWP was made operational in 2007 during the summer

months. America has long maintained its right to pass its sea vessels through this
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shipping route without asking formal permission from Canada. Canada’s
disagreement with this practice and the United States’ steadfast attitude toward this
sea route have led to a mild disagreement between the two neighbors. However, this
disagreement was resolved (with more of a political than legal fix) through the
signing of the Canada—United States Arctic Cooperation Agreement in 1988.

The NSR is located along Russia’s Arctic coast. It is speculated that this maritime
route likely will be the first to be free of Arctic ice; therefore, it has the highest
commercial viability. It would minimize the maritime distance traveled between East
Asia and Western Europe from 21,000 km via the Suez Canal to 12,800 km through
this new route. Also, it will reduce the transportation time by 10-15 days. In the past,
this route was used to supply military and resource extraction throughout the Soviet
Arctic during the Soviet era. However, due to the fall of the Soviet Union in the early
1990s, this traffic dropped drastically but picked up pace again in the 2000s. In
2009, two German ships, Beluga Fraternity and Beluga Foresight (along with a
Russian icebreaker escort), completed the first commercial journey across the NSR,
linking Busan city (South Korea) to Rotterdam (the Netherlands) after various
layovers. Trials by other shipping lines through this route haven’t been particularly
successful commercially. It was also at this time that the NSR was opened for
international transits, with Russia employing resources for developing the route at
various levels—including the introduction of changes in federal laws and regulations.
Simultaneously, Russia also ventured into developing offshore and onshore
infrastructure, as well as publicizing new shipping opportunities. However, this
heightened interest of the major players in the NSR as a potential profitable maritime
route has also emphasized the hindrances related to the stable development and
operation of this route. These challenges refer to the possible economic and
environmental risks in the course of the NSR, due to the ambiguity related to the
duration of the viable navigation season and sudden disparities arising in the
oceanic and sea ice regimes in this region.

Another emerging Arctic Sea route is the TSR. This route would utilize the central
part of the Arctic Sea to connect the Bering Strait (which separates Russia and the
United States slightly south of the Arctic Circle) with the Atlantic Ocean near
Murmansk (a port city in northwest Russia). However, at present the route, even
though most viable, remains hypothetical. The Arctic Bridge connects Murmansk
(Russian port) or Narvik (Norwegian port) to Churchill (Canadian port). This bridge
could be utilized for this transit route. Although this route is not a trans-Arctic route
intrinsically, its aim is to link the two hinterlands (Northwest Europe and the North
American Midwest) via the Arctic.

Definitely, freight transport within Arctic waters requires icebreakers and ice-class
carriers. Currently, Russia tops the list of owning icebreakers with 46 (11 under
construction and four planned) followed by the United States with five ice breakers
(and three planned) and China with three ice breakers (and one under
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construction). China has become the first nation to use an atomic-powered
icebreaker that competes in size with Russia’s largest nuclear-powered icebreakers.
It is pertinent to mention here that Russia is the only nation to have nuclear
icebreaker capability. A nuclear icebreaker will enhance China’s ability to navigate
the Arctic Ocean even during the adverse winter climate. China’s plans to develop a
nuclear icebreaker can be considered as the most recent step in an effort to pursue
a more active role in Arctic diplomacy.

Environmental Concerns

The Arctic’s unique natural characteristics include severe weather conditions,
extreme disparity in light and temperature, massive snow and ice cover in winter,
and vast tracts of permafrost. The region is rich in hydrocarbons and fish stocks. The
Arctic’s environment is quite delicate and susceptible to technological development.
Therefore, it has a pressing need for protection, as this region is the prime juncture
for the network of ecological interactions of the whole planet. This region has
witnessed the negative effects of climate change most of all, and due to these
climatic variations, the Arctic has gained immense significance—to the detriment of
the environment. The Arctic region includes three major biomes: the polar desert
(nearest to the North Pole), the tundra, and the boreal forest (aka taiga in Eurasia)
located in the southern parts of the Arctic. The region is the most affected of all by
global warming. It is certain that climate change in this region has been responsible
for physical, ecological, sociological, and economic impacts around the globe. The
major contemporary apprehensions are consequences due to long-range air and
sea transport of pollutants as well as specific human activities. These include
interference with ancient animal migration routes, oil and chemical spills into the sea,
and the unanticipated influences of climate change resulting in the melting of the ice
cover. Many of these effects will take an incredible amount of time and effort to
reverse. These aftereffects of global warming have drastically affected the physical,
chemical, biological, and human components of Arctic ecosystems. The damage is
incalculable, widespread, and quickening. In fact, global warming has resulted in a
domino effect of alterations in the physical form of the Arctic environment, which
includes the melting of sea ice and rise in the sea level, reduction of albedo (surface
reflectivity), coastal erosion, and enhanced warming of the ocean due to feedback
loops among various climate factors.

China’s “Polar Silk Road”— Conceptualization and Implementation

China’s interest in the Arctic and the evolution of its Arctic policy began in 2010.
However, the Arctic was not high in its list of foreign policy agenda at that time.
These interests and ideas diversified with the increase of Chinese diplomatic and
economic activities in the region. In fact, China aimed to increase its foothold there
by involving itself in Arctic affairs and working to be acknowledged and included as
an Arctic stakeholder. Through a video message, the Chinese foreign minister,
Wang Yi, claimed that China is a “near-Arctic state” and, to substantiate this
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argument, discussed China’s long history of Arctic interests going back to China
being a signatory to the Spitsbergen (Svalbard) Treaty in 1925. He mentioned this at
the Third Arctic Circle meeting held in October 2015 at Reykjavik, Iceland. It clearly
indicates that through this he was trying to highlight—and legitimize—China’s
increasing interests and role in the Arctic region. These ideas were further reaffirmed
and made visible in 2017 when the Vision for Maritime Cooperation Under the Belt
and Road Initiative was released by China’s National Development and Reform
Commission in collaboration with the State Oceanic Administration. This document
highlighted the “blue economic passage . . . leading up to Europe via the Arctic
Ocean.” The basic idea of linking Europe and Asia through the melting Arctic was
then extended and hailed as the “Polar Silk Road” in Beijing’s white paper
discussing its Arctic policy in 2018.

However, Chinese thinking behind the development of Arctic routes and investments
goes back to 2013, when China decided to invest in the Russian Yamal LNG
Project. Chinese stakeholders in the Arctic region have gradually become active in
Arctic matters ever since May 2013, when China received observer status in the
Arctic Council. In mid—2013, a commercial ship of the China Ocean Shipping
Company, MV Yong Sheng, commenced on the first trip from a Chinese port to
Rotterdam through the NSR. It followed the maiden transit route taken by Chinese
icebreaker RV Xuelong from China to Iceland in 2012 via an Arctic Sea route.

China’s vision, policies, and actions related to the Arctic have focused on scientific
aspirations. These look to the effects of climate change on this region, especially on
its geography, climatology, geology, glaciology, and oceanography. China has built,
developed, and maintained its own scientific station in the Arctic region since 2004
for that reason. The station, known as the Yellow River Station, located on Svalbard,
is run by the Chinese Arctic and Antarctic Administration. Since 1993, after
purchasing the icebreaker Snow Dragon from Ukraine, China has conducted several
expeditions to both the Arctic and the Antarctic regions. China has launched several
expeditions and increased its efforts to develop networks and cooperation with other
Arctic nations. China, seemingly like other non-Arctic nations, is actively taking part
in general science diplomacy, collaborating with other nations through research
activities to legitimize and support its rising presence and influence in the region.
These scientific collaborations help China smooth out its Arctic diplomacy and
facilitate its regional growth by improving and consolidating its image and relations
with other Arctic states through trust-building and assimilating China into Arctic
governing circles. In this regard, China is establishing scientific alliances with Russia
to carry out collaborations in exploration exercises and research missions, as well as
to explore the new and emerging shipping routes that will help China overcome its
well-known “Malacca Dilemma.” However, it should be noted that China—Europe
trade through the Malacca/Suez route via the Indian Ocean has more immediate and
larger European concerns as compared to China’s nascent Polar Silk Road. Almost
80 percent of trade between China and Europe passes through the Strait of
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Malacca, including oil trade. At the same time, it can also not be ruled out that
China’s Polar Silk Road through the Arctic region can create more competition for
European nations in various fields such as maritime trade, shipbuilding, emerging
growth niches in blue economy, and the global presence of the Chinese navy. These
can result in friction between Chinese intentions in the Arctic versus claims by the
European nations there. It can be said that China’s push to develop the Polar Silk
Road will not diminish the importance of Strait of Malacca for either Europe or China.
At the same time, the contestations between the two in the Arctic might result in
retaining the significance of Strait of Malacca as a trade route.

Another important reason for China to take extensive interest in the Arctic region
also pertains to commercial drivers and apprehensions related to safeguarding and
expanding its energy supply chains. Chinese energy firms are vying for access to
the Arctic’s onshore oil and gas explorations in the coming years. The usage of
Arctic Sea routes, exploration, and development of the resources in this region can
have a major impact on Chinese energy strategy—China being the top energy
consumer in the world. China’s monetary might, technological know-how, market
base, knowledge, and expertise will play significant roles in broadening the shipping
route networks. China has attempted to clarify its mutual interests with other Arctic
states, linking it with a shared future with other global players.

Another important driver of China’s Arctic policy remains the SLOCs. The Belt and
Road Initiative expansion to the Arctic region is built particularly on the promotion of
maritime operations through the NSR along the Russian coast in the Arctic Ocean.
Due to the melting of glaciers and sea ice, global warming, and climate change, the
Arctic region’s vast resource wealth has been acknowledged as a new economic
hinterland. The region contains almost one-fourth of the world’s unexplored oil and
gas resources, in addition to other natural resources. Therefore, all these factors
combined stimulate China’s enhanced aims as well as the emerging geopolitical
dynamics. Greater demand for energy and hydrocarbon resources at home to boost
the domestic economic scene, as well as the full utilization of the Arctic maritime
routes, emerge as significant, economically helpful possibilities for China. Also,
navigation routes such as the NSR and the NWP are vital for the expansion of the
BRI in the Arctic region. China’s proclamation of being a near-Arctic state is its
attempt to strengthen its legal right to increase its influence in the geopolitical
developments. In this scenario, the white paper clearly proclaims China’s ambitions
and how it wants to use the Polar Silk Road to link its enormous commercial and
infrastructure projects in Asia and Europe through an extension of the BRI to the
Arctic.

Moreover, Chinese alliance and cooperation with other nations through bilateral and
multilateral means have become clear through policy expansions. An example is
China’s collaboration with Russia for its Yamal LNG project. Yamal is the linchpin of
China’s Arctic infrastructure projects and signifies an “anchor” project intended to
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establish a commercial presence that will eventually back all the related investments
in the region under the BRI umbrella. To move forward in advancing maritime
cooperation as part of BRI, Beijing in 2017 declared plans for three purported “blue
economic passages” that will connect Asia with Africa, Oceania, Europe, and
beyond. Among them, there is a single passage route that links China with Europe
through the Arctic Ocean. It officially connects the BRI to Beijing’s Arctic interests,
aims, and ambitions. China approaches the Arctic region from multiple perspectives,
including Beijing’s interest in resources, trade and investment owing to domestic
requirements, and preserving a symbolic presence in the geopolitics of the Arctic.
China’s Arctic engagement takes place through bilateral partnerships, mainly with
the European Arctic states, as well as multilateral alliances through institutional
engagement, largely the Arctic Council. In all this, Russia has so far shown a
welcoming attitude toward Chinese involvement in the NSR and Arctic; however, the
pace of Chinese involvement has been quite slow. But China’s strong desires and
ambitions are pushing it to quicken the pace as well as “gradually increasing its
participation in projects that represent its crucial interests.” China is also one of the
most important nations that is involved in international maritime trade. China is
placed fourth in the ownership of vessels around the world and executes 90 percent
of its commercial trade through maritime transport.

It can safely be said that China’s engagement in the Arctic is based on win-win gains
between China and various other players including Russia. This has been
underscored by participation in multilateral cooperation with other Arctic nations and
by being a part of Arctic Council. China’s emergence confirms its strengthening
presence in global power politics. In the Arctic, China’s engagement tracks its official
policy as declared in its white paper highlighting its determination to sustainably
utilize opportunities to turn geopolitical dynamics in China’s favor. Due to repeated
declarations by China regarding climate change and other environmental threats, it
has shown its intent to protect this region from environmental hazards—that is,
China is intent on projecting a perception of being a concerned and accountable
nation in the Arctic region. However, it should be kept in mind that China is the
largest emitter of greenhouse gases globally, followed by the United States and
India. China’s permanent membership at the United Nations Security Council,
observer status at the Arctic Council, and emergent bilateral and multilateral
partnerships with several Arctic nations allow China to claim a legitimate presence in
Arctic affairs. This claim is again reaffirmed by China’s self-proclamation of being a
“near-Arctic state,” with the ultimate goal of reinforcing the validity of its soft-power
presence in the Arctic.

At the same time, the challenges facing China range from the difficult geophysical
environment of the Arctic to the economics related to infrastructure and investment
projects China is undertaking in the region. Added to this is a delicate environmental
balance that makes human activities challenging. At present, oil resource extraction
in the Arctic is comparatively less cost-effective when compared to extraction in any
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other parts of the world, coupled with the uncertain risks associated with Arctic
conditions. This has emerged as the primary reason for the reluctance of businesses
to invest in projects there. Similarly, the Arctic routes—especially the NSR—are not
yet advanced enough to serve as regular international navigation routes. Still,
China’s move toward the Arctic can be considered strategic. And the recent
developments under the BRI’s extension to the Arctic suggest that China is
progressively, but definitely, becoming more assertive in its regional multilateralism.

Conclusion

China’s Arctic policy is mildly revisionist, as it poses both challenges and
opportunities for cooperating with circumpolar states. This article has outlined

that China’s white paper portrays how it envisages the Arctic region, highlighting a
strategic position in favor of China’s interests in SLOCs, resource extraction,
scientific exploration, and climate policy. At the same time, the white paper
reinforces China’s position, one in which China can project authoritative guidelines
to marshal its Arctic activities. China’s admission to the Arctic Council with member
status as a permanent observer sends a clear message regarding its intentions to
influence Arctic matters. What kinds of competitions and frictions emerge in the
Arctic region remain to be seen. China’s assertions of being a “near-Arctic state,” a
“responsible power,” and an “important and legitimate stakeholder” form a major part
of the argument in the white paper. At the same time, adherence to an international
legal framework and environmental norms remains at the heart of Chinese politics.
With its expanding BRI plans, China has emerged as one of the most powerful
economies in the world, with the primary aim of promoting its political influence in
world affairs. Beijing regards the BRI's extension to the Arctic through the Polar Silk
Road as a project that will help it further realize China’s ambitions to become a
political and economic global power. As an economic powerhouse, China aims to
play a leading role in global politics. However, China is chasing this dream through
alternate methods as compared to traditional norms (i.e., a peaceful rise to great-
power status through sustained economic growth). The Polar Silk Road, if
successfully functional, can underwrite China’s economic ability globally, promote its
strategic soft-power diplomacy, and ultimately achieve its aim to be a truly great
power.

The mounting tensions between the United States and China will pose a challenge
to China’s Arctic strategy. At the same time, China’s involvement and behavior
related to the South China Sea dispute might pose its own hindrance to the bigger
goal. It will be beneficial for China not to engage in confrontational behavior due to
the strategic value of the Arctic. At the same time, through various economic and
commercial commitments, China has taken constructive diplomatic steps to cultivate
relations with the Arctic Council that will facilitate Chinese interests. China has
entered into joint ventures with Russian gas companies, in addition to building an
embassy in Iceland and financing the Kouvola—Xi’an train in Finland. China has also
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warmed relations with Norway and Greenland through various investments. This
inflow of investments will, in turn, help Greenland to lessen its reliance on Denmark.
Moreover, all this has helped China to increase its foothold in Arctic nations. Though
China has maintained positions that it is concerned about the climate and
environment of the Arctic region and has economic interests there, it cannot be ruled
out that all this may be only a small portion of the larger geopolitical narrative that
China is pursuing as it strives to be recognized as a responsible major power with
growing global reach at a time when the United States is stepping back from
international commitments.

“China’s Fight Against Climate Change and Environmental Degradation,” Lindsay
Maizland, Council on Foreign Relations, 19 May 2021 [30]
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/china-climate-change-policies-environmental-

degradation
Summary:

China’s carbon emissions threaten global efforts to fight climate change. Its broader
environmental degradation endangers economic growth, public health, and
government legitimacy. Are Beijing’s policies enough?

China is the world’s top emitter, producing more than a quarter of the world’s annual
greenhouse gas emissions, which contribute to climate change.

It pledged to cut emissions under the Paris Agreement, reduce coal use, and invest
in renewable energy. But its Belt and Road Initiative still finances coal-fired power
plants abroad.

Air pollution, water scarcity, and soil contamination remain threats to the health and
livelihoods of China’s people, increasing dissatisfaction with the government.

Current & Relevant Information:

Introduction

China’s environmental crisis, the result of decades of rapid industrialization, not only
threatens the health and livelihoods of the country’s 1.4 billion people but also the
global fight against climate change. As the world’s largest source of greenhouse gas
emissions in recent years, China suffers from notoriously bad air pollution. Its
carbon-intensive industries have caused additional environmental challenges,
including water scarcity and soil contamination. And, like the rest of the world, China
will face increasingly harsh consequences of climate change in the coming decades,
including flooding and droughts.

In response, Beijing has implemented policies to curb emissions and stem further
degradation, such as by signing the 2015 Paris Agreement on climate and pledging
to be carbon neutral by 2060. However, following through won’t be easy, experts
say, as the government struggles to maintain economic growth; ease public
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discontent; and overcome tensions with the United States, the second-largest
emitter.

“Greening Arctic Cruise Shipping Through Law and Technology: A Role for
China?” Stefan Kirchner, Arctic Yearbook, 2018 [31]
https://arcticyearbook.com/images/yearbook/2018/China-and-the-Arctic/AY2018-
Special-Section-Complete.pdf#page=71

Abstract:

Increased shipping in the Arctic will mean not only increasing tourism revenue for
local communities but, more importantly in the long run, increasing health risks for
local residents. The overwhelming majority of ships is powered with fossil fuels and
concerns over emissions have led to the creation of Emission Control Areas, such
as the Sulphur Emissions Control Area (SECA) in the Baltic Sea, the North Sea and
along much, but not all, of the coasts of the United States and Canada. None of the
existing SECAs includes areas north of the Arctic Circle. This means that coastal
communities, in particular in cruise ship destinations, are put at risk from high
emissions of SO2. The research presented here shows that China has the potential
to play several roles in contributing to the protection of coastal communities in the
Arctic and in safeguarding the human right to live in a healthy environment, which
has long been recognized by the European Court of Human Rights. It will be shown
that China has the potential to use international forms of cooperation in the context
of the work of the International Maritime Organization in order to support the
establishment of a SECA for the entire Arctic Ocean but can also profit from it in the
long run, provided that China’s shipbuilding industry becomes able to meet the
needs of more environment conscious ship buyers.

Current & Relevant Information:

Introduction

Cruise shipping is booming globally — and in the Arctic in particular (Nilsen, 2018;
Wright, 2018). As the Arctic is undergoing unprecedented changes, it is becoming a
desired travel destination. In light of the fragility of the Arctic marine environment and
the multiple effects of cruise shipping on the natural environment as well as on
coastal communities, ensuring at least a minimum level of sustainability of cruise
operations requires international regulation. This will likely involve non-regional
actors; in particular countries whose citizens are particularly active in Arctic tourism.

For some time, China has been pushing for more recognition and a more active role
in Arctic affairs by trying to get more involved in regional decision-making processes.
A case in point is China’s involvement with the Arctic Council where China has
gained Observer status. For the self-styled “near Arctic” state, this is an important
achievement as China has long sought a seat at the table. These efforts are not an
end in themselves. China has economic and security interests in the Arctic, both of
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which can raise concerns among Arctic nations. In order to gain support - or at least
a lack of opposition - from Arctic states for China’s Arctic ambitions, it appears likely
that Arctic states’ governments will have to see positive sides to China’s Arctic
ascendance. In other words, China’s involvement in the region might face resistance
or at least resentmentl unless it is seen as beneficial for Arctic states and local
communities.

While China’s official role in cruise tourism is still relatively limited, the large number
of Chinese visitors to the Arctic give China an interest in the region and in the well-
being of their citizens. Likewise, states, like China, should not overlook the impact
tourism has on local communities. Accordingly, the well-being of local residents in
tourism areas should also be taken into account by the home countries of visitors.
While the sovereignty of the receiving states prevents tourists’ home states from
taking direct action, a cooperative effort aimed at safeguarding the rights and
interests of local communities in tourism regions is in the interest of all sides. The
sustainability of Arctic tourism can benefit from the involvement of the home
countries to tourists who visit the Arctic. This can be done through raising tourists’
awareness of local conditions and the needs of local communities prior to departure
or by influencing international legal frameworks relevant for tourism activities. This
text is concerned with the latter aspect.

It will be shown that there might indeed be a way for China to actually make a
positive contribution which benefits the people who live in the Arctic. One way to do
so, and the focus of this article, would be for China to take an active role in
protecting Arctic coastal communities against air pollution from ships. While such
action might not provide immediate benefits for China, it could increase acceptance
of Chinese tourism-related activities by local communities in the Arctic. This is a
factor which is not to be underestimated because for many small Arctic communities,
the current tourism boom, which is to a significant degree fueled by Chinese visitors,
is a mixed blessing: local economic benefits clash with the environmental and
cultural costs of opening up to mass tourism of questionable sustainability. Reducing
the air pollution caused by cruise vessels operating in the Arctic is one way to
protect coastal communities.

In order to assess the likelihood of such a move, different aspects will be
investigated, in particular the current state of international law when it comes to
protecting Arctic coastal communities from vessel-source air pollution, green
shipping technology and China’s Arctic policies, as evidenced by the nation’s 2018
Arctic White Paper (People’s Republic of China, 2018).

Concluding Remarks

When keeping in mind China’s environmental policies at home as well as the
disregard for human rights, including the right to health, it seems questionable at first
whether China might actually pursue such a course of action. In the Arctic, however,
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China has to — and appears to be — following other rules. Cooperation across
borders is essential in the Arctic and non-Arctic states such as China will be
dependent on the cooperation of Arctic states in order to be able to do business in
the Arctic. Cooperation with Arctic states will usually require predictability as a
partner, which in turn will require compliance with international agreements which
apply in the Arctic. So far, China appears to honor international law in its activities in
the Arctic. Utilizing international law as a tool to contribute to the provision of
practical benefits for Arctic communities might provide long term benefits for China
in the form of increased access to cooperation with Arctic states.

For the time being, air pollution by ships remains a significant concern for coastal
communities. While steps have already been taken by the IMO, a more complete
transition towards greener shipping technologies will be inevitable in the long run.
China has the technical and legal means to contribute to an improvement of the
situation. It remains to be seen in how for China’s commitment to international law
and cooperation, including in the fight against air pollution by ships, which has been
affirmed in the government’s Arctic Policy White Paper in early 2018, will actually be
implemented with a view towards the wellbeing of the people who live in the Arctic.

“China commits to Arctic protections,” Jiliang Chen, China Dialogue Ocean, 5
February 2018 [32] https://chinadialogueocean.net/en/governance/1762-china-
commits-to-arctic-
protections/#:~:text=While%20actual%20policies%20focus%20on,research%20in%20it
s%20decision%2Dmaking.

Overview:

China has long been involved in Arctic affairs and has become an important
player in the region in recent years. But without a clearly articulated Arctic policy,
China’s frontline diplomacy has lacked guidance, leading other countries to be
suspicious of its intentions on key issues.

China’s publication of an Arctic Policy white paper on January 26 will do a lot to
resolve these problems. It was welcomed by polar scientists, countries involved in
Arctic governance, and interested organizations that have long called for China to
stake out a clear position.

Current & Relevant Information:

Protecting the Arctic environment

The white paper expends considerable ink on environmental protection and
sustainable development, with the following highlights:

1. China is promoting a global, rather than regional, approach to the Arctic.

Given the importance of climate change on the Arctic, the white paper refers several
times to ideas such as “the overall interests of international society” and “the shared
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fate of humanity”. While actual policies focus on international cooperation on climate
change, developing renewable energy in the Arctic, and actively participating in
global governance of the Arctic.

2. “Understanding the Arctic” is the foundation of all policy, which means China will
rely on scientific research in its decision-making.

Late last year five Arctic nations and five other nations, including China, agreed to

a moratorium on fishing in international Arctic waters. The idea behind the
agreement was to carry out a survey and research, so that any future commercial
development would have a scientific basis. This cautious approach is unprecedented
in global fisheries management.

3. China wants citizens to participate in Arctic affairs.

This includes creating a center for people to learn about the Arctic, and describing a
“low-carbon, eco-friendly and responsible” approach to developing tourism. During
the Antarctic Treaty conference last year, ten Chinese travel companies launched an
initiative on responsible Chinese polar tourism, based on the understanding that
responsible tourism can build links between the Chinese people and the Poles,
inspiring them to help protect both the Poles, climate, and enrich China’s
participation in polar governance.

Polar worries

Although the white paper covers protection of the polar environment, it is not time to
celebrate yet. There are still concerns about development and climate risks, and
respecting the wishes of native peoples.

Some Arctic nations have welcomed China to the Arctic governance “club”, in large
part because they are keen to develop the region but lack the resources to do so.
China’s participation may bring to the table much needed investment in oil and gas
exploration and infrastructure building. The white paper makes no effort to hide
China’s interest in the region’s economic development, which seems inevitable.

Although China speaks of raising development standards, the Arctic has its own
specific risks and therefore requires extra caution.

In November 2017, a Russian state-owned tanker became trapped in sea ice on the
Northern Sea Route and had to be rescued by the Yamal, a nuclear-powered
icebreaker. If the ice had crushed the tanker’s hull the consequences of an oil spill
would have been grave. Such risks will increase as Arctic shipping opens up and oil
and gas resources are exploited.

The methane contained in the Arctic permafrost is a climate time bomb. There are
50 billion tons of methane, in the form of hydrates, on the Siberian Arctic continental
shelf. When the sea bed warms, either gradually or suddenly, within the next 50
years, that methane is likely to be released.
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More methane in the atmosphere means faster global warming, which will further
accelerate warming in the Arctic, increasing the rate of sea ice loss, reducing
reflection of solar energy and leading to faster melting of the Greenland ice cap.
Glaciers distant from the Arctic will also melt. This vicious circle is irreversible. So
far, there is little to no discussion about how to mitigate the effects on the Arctic.

Finally, while the white paper aims to “respect the culture, traditions and interests of
the native peoples”, this may prove difficult in practice.

The 2011 Circumpolar Inuit Declaration on Resource Development Principles in Inuit
Nunaat gives the Inuit people the right to be informed and heard when decisions on
resource development are being made and requires their agreement before
development takes place. That means resource projects will have to work carefully
with the Inuit, and any project may face criticism for “damaging local traditions”.

In the past, local traditions have also been in conflict with environmental protection.

In 2009, the European Union (EU) bowed to pressure from animal protection groups
and banned the trade in seal fur. Canadian Inuit groups, fearing this would damage
their traditional seal hunting practices, sued the EU. In 2011 the General Court and
the EU Court of Justice rejected the suit, which had been brought by 17 Inuit groups,
including the ITK, Canada’s biggest Inuit group. This case shows how the rights of
native peoples are not always aligned with those of environmental protection.

Overall, China’s white paper indicates the country will take an open and active
approach to participation in Arctic governance. This may speed up development of
the Arctic, but China’s ideal of a “human commonwealth” and its contributions to
scientific research and governance in the Arctic can strengthen international
society’s response to the grave challenges it faces.

“Chapter 8: Asian States in Arctic Affairs,” Heather Exner-Pirot, sju.ca, 2016 [33]
https://www.sju.ca/sites/default/files/2016-heininen-nicol-climate-change-hum-sec-
northern 4.pdf#page=123

Overview:

The past decade has witnessed a surge in interest in the Arctic, as global warming
trends make oil, gas and shipping routes in the region more accessible. In essence,
a ‘new’ ocean — one that for all intents and purposes has been confined from
significant human activity until the past decade, has been opened, and with-it
enormous potential for resource development and transportation.

Predictably, the newly accessible Arctic Ocean has attracted the interest of a
number of Asian states, in particular China, South Korea, Japan and India, who have
large populations and a growing need for resources. Perhaps also predictably, the
five littoral states of the Arctic Ocean (Canada, Denmark, Norway, Russia, United
States) are seeking to limit the influence of non-Arctic states in establishing the
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parameters of its use. International law supports their right to do so. However, the
development of the Arctic and its many resources need not be exclusive. In fact,
there is much to gain by working cooperatively on developing mines, shipping
routes, infrastructure and a regulatory framework that serves all stakeholders’
needs, from those of local residents to those of foreign states.

This chapter examines 1) the interests of the Asian states in the Arctic, 2) the role of
Asian states in circumpolar affairs, and 3) the possibility for cooperation in the
economic development of the region.

Current & Relevant Information:

Scientific

India, China, Japan and South Korea have been involved in polar research for many
years, and their scientific interests in the Arctic and Antarctic precede the current
geopolitical activity. All four have established research stations at NyAlesund, an
Arctic research base on the Norwegian Arctic Archipelago of Svalbard. All four are
also signatories to the Antarctic Treaty System.

Polar research covers a wide spectrum of activities; however global warming and
climate changes have increased Arctic research efforts from non-Arctic and non-
European states in recent years. While some commentators have painted Asian
research in the Arctic as a kind of Trojan horse for economic and political
positioning, Asian research in the Arctic is genuine, legitimate and of broad scientific
benefit.

China, Japan and South Korea have acquired in the past decade that are “[raising]
eyebrows among members of the Arctic Council” are designed solely for scientific
research. China’s Xuelong icebreaker, often touted as “the world’s’ largest non-
nuclear icebreaker,” is a Ukrainian cargo vessel that was bought and modified by
China in 1993 to support its polar research. Its icebreaking capacity is “insufficient”,
which is why China has commissioned a more powerful icebreaker, yet to be named,
with an expected delivery date in 2014. The majority of the Xuelong’'s expeditions
have been conducted in the Antarctic. Japan’s newest icebreaker, the Shirase, was
completed in 2009, and replaced the icebreaker of the same name after the original
Shirase ended its 25-year run. Like its predecessor, it is being used to support
Antarctic research and has not yet made any visits to the Arctic. South Korea also
recently commissioned a new icebreaker, the Araon, which was launched in 2009.
Korean polar research will be focused on developing a second base in Antarctic for
the next few years, however the Araonis expected to travel each year to both the
Antarctic and Arctic. Finally, India has ordered an ice capable research vessel
dedicated to polar expeditions, which is due to be launched in 2012.

The point is that there is nothing suspicious, or even particularly new, about Asian
interest in polar research. Although there has been a recent increase in Asian
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interest in Arctic research, this is true of most countries, and a reflection of sustained
political and scientific interest in global warming.

Possibility for Cooperation

One concern seems to be that China’s worst behaviors in Africa will be replicated in
the Arctic. This includes low wages and lax labor standards, the importation of
Chinese workers to the detriment of local residents, and poor environmental
safeguards. This behavior is problematic, but often exceptional, in Africa. However, it
is wholly unlikely in most of the Arctic: aside from Russia, environmental and labor
standards are very high, even world class, and the promise of capital investment is
not enough in Canada, USA, and the wealthy Nordic countries to bypass existing
legal arrangements, especially on indigenous lands. By contrast, the regulatory
framework in Canada’s territorial North, as an example, is so stringent it is
detrimental to new investment, with layers of aboriginal, territorial, federal,
environmental stipulations needing to be satisfied before development can begin.

On the other hand, opinion is deeply split as to whether and how to welcome it, and
many remain suspicious of Chinese overtures. It seems that although the possibility
for mutually beneficial cooperation exists, Arctic states and their people are
struggling to find it.

Conclusions

As the Arctic is transformed by global warming and resources and shipping routes
become increasingly accessible, Asian interest is expected to increase. This is
unlikely to result in significant tension or conflict. But like any new relationship, it
must be managed carefully. What can be expected with regards to Asian interests in
Arctic affairs in the future?

The Arctic Five have a legal lock on the Arctic Ocean, from their 200-mile Exclusive
Economic Zones (EEZs), where most of the recoverable oil and gas is expected to
be found, to their extended continental shelf, which will likely eat up almost 90% of
the ocean’s seabed. Arguments from China, Japan and other countries in favor of
treating the Arctic Ocean as a common heritage of mankind akin to the Antarctic are
not likely to go far. As such, Asian states might influence, but will not direct, Arctic

policy.

Practically this may not be as significant as some Asian commentators fear.
Regulation in the region, whether it be on shipping, fishing, or environmental issues,
is increasingly multilateral and non-discriminatory. Thus, Asian activity in the Arctic
will be subject to the same limitations as those of Arctic states. The sooner regional
governance arrangements are articulated, for example with the International
Maritime Organization’s (IMO) Polar Code on shipping, the sooner Arctic and non-
Arctic states will invest in the infrastructure and assets needed to capitalize on the
newly accessible Arctic. Arctic regional governments are more likely to compete for
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Asian investment than ostracize it, as public policy increasingly trends towards large
scale resource development as the avenue for northern development. The Arctic is
vast and underdeveloped; Asian investors will likely find many willing hosts. The
challenge will be in ensuring local and national regulations are followed and
enforced, but this is something the cautious Chinese will be likely to respect rather
than try to bypass — one poor outcome could damage their reputation in the region
for years.

As to China, Japan, and South Korea’s applications to be observers on the Arctic
Council, one must wonder what the fuss is about for Russia, Canada and the United
States. As it stands, observers have next to no say on Arctic Council matters, but
tend to sit mute through the proceedings until one of their cohort addresses the
Council on all observers’ behalf. The Arctic Council member states are the only
parties with votes, and at any rate make political decisions based on consensus.
Additional observers are unlikely to detract from the influence of current members.
Norway, Iceland and Denmark have been vocal in their support for Asian inclusion in
the Arctic Council, a break from the tradition of keeping Council discussions ‘in the
family’; thus, it seems likely to be a matter of time before they are admitted. One
might also expect the Asian states to come forward with their own Arctic policies in
the near future, highlighting concern for the environment, respect for indigenous
peoples’ rights, interest in sustainable resource development, a well-developed
shipping regime, and promotion of international cooperation. A number of Asian
commentators have already called on their governments to do so.

It has been said that the Chinese character for crisis is the same as that for
opportunity. Arctic and Asian states are now at a crossroads in determining which
perspective they will adopt with regards to future cooperation in the region.
Inasmuch as gains can be made on both sides, stakeholders will likely see
increasing Asian interest as an opportunity.

“What Happens in the Arctic Does Not Stay in the Arctic: An Assessment of
Climate Cooperation between China and the European Union in the Arctic
Region,” Arianna Rovaris, University of International Relations Aalborg University
Denmark, 2019 [34]
https://projekter.aau.dk/projekter/files/304714814/Arianna_Rovaris_CIR _Master_Thesis

-pdf.
Summary:

During the last few decades, the world has witnessed a radical change in its weather
patterns, such as the increase of the average temperatures, desertification, glacial
reduction, pollution of the oceans, and threats to the life of flora and fauna. The rise
in the global temperatures is known as global warming, and it is caused by the
increase of greenhouse gas emissions in the atmosphere.
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The detrimental effects of climate change are especially visible in the Arctic, as in
the last few decades the Arctic average temperatures have risen at more twice the
global average, causing the fast melting of its ice cap. The consequences of climate
change in the Arctic region affect the entire globe and cannot be ignored; thus, it
became imperative for nations to acknowledge the severity of the situation and the
need for a global response to it, to address the issue globally and increase the
number of actors involved in Arctic affairs and its environmental protection.

Climate cooperation between China and the European Union started in the 1990s
and intensified especially after the United States’ withdrawal from the Paris
Agreement, giving space to China for joining the European Union as a global climate
leader. The two parts have established various bilateral and multilateral mechanisms
to cooperate for tackling climate change, and have implemented domestic measures
to reduce their negative impact on climate. Even though cooperation between China
and the European Union within global climate governance may be said to be
successful, however there are not specific measures for addressing climate change
in the Arctic.

The melting of the Arctic ice is opening opportunities for new shipping and trade
routes, as well as for the exploration and exploitation of untapped energy resources.
The potential economic benefits resulting from the warming Arctic are attracting an
increasing number of actors, among them China and the European Union. Given the
two actors’ vested interests in the Arctic region, it seems that they are striving to find
a concrete way to work together for tackling climate change in the Arctic while
securing their respective interests.

Climate cooperation between China and the European Union is analyzed through
the theoretical framework of Robert Keohane’s Neoliberal Institutionalism. Its focus
on the role of institutional regimes in shaping and framing actors’ behavior in their
foreign policies, helps define how China’s and the European Union’s decisions and
actions are influenced by their membership in international institutions, such as the
climate policy regimes and the Arctic institutional framework. Therefore, the thesis
investigates how China and the European Union cooperate internationally on climate
issues, and then the research is narrowed to their cooperation in the Arctic
governance and environmental protection, to testify to what extent they cooperate
for climate issues at the global level and at the Arctic regional level. Moreover, the
research attempts to explain how China’s and the European Union’s vested
economic interests in the region affect their cooperation, and how the Arctic
institutional regime influences their relationship and foreign policy behavior.

The thesis aims at giving a contribution to the existing literature addressing this
topic, which has not been vastly investigated yet, by revealing the reasons behind
China’s and the European Union’s problematic cooperation on climate issues in the
Arctic given the presence of common interests and commitment to fight climate
change and protect the environment.
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Current & Relevant Information:

Introduction

During the last few decades, the world has witnessed a radical change in its weather
patterns, such as the increase of the average temperatures, desertification, glacial
reduction, pollution of the oceans, and threats to the life of flora and fauna. The rise
in the global temperatures is known as global warming, and it is mainly caused by
the increase of GHG emissions in the atmosphere.

Climate change in the Arctic region is not something new, and in the last few
decades the Arctic average temperatures have risen at more twice the global
average, causing the fast melting of its ice cap. This phenomenon is believed to
generate profound consequences both within the Arctic climate system and the
global one. The Arctic may be considered as the “tip of the iceberg of global climate
change”, as it is connected to the global climatic, environmental and political
processes and systems (Keil & Knecht 2017: 3, 4; Cavazos-Guerra et al. 2017: 231;
Féron 2018: 85).

The title of this thesis comes from a speech held by Vidar Helgesen, the Norwegian
Minister of Climate and Environment, during a seminar organized by the NATO
Parliamentary Assembly and the Norwegian Parliament in Svalbard in 2017. His
words clearly explain how the consequences of climate change in the Arctic region
affect the entire globe and cannot be ignored; thus, it became imperative for nations
to acknowledge the severity of the situation and the need for increasing the number
of actors involved in Arctic affairs and its environmental protection (NATO-PA 2017).

International climate cooperation started in the 1990s, when the UNFCCC was
founded in 1992. This organization aimed at keeping the level of GHG emissions in
the atmosphere at a lower level through international cooperation. Up to date, its
membership is almost universal. Since the UNFCCC establishment, there have
taken place many international climate negotiations and agreements, leading up to
the 2015 PCA, which represented a landmark in global climate discourses. The
Arctic is not explicitly mentioned in the PCA, however the convention preceding the
agreement, the UN Climate Change Conference (COP 21) held in Paris, has helped
to grow awareness regarding climate change in the Arctic region (Keil & Knecht
2017: 1).

In the past decades, and especially after the US’ withdrawal from the PCA, China
has emerged as a responsible power and a global climate leader together with the
EU. However, even though its role in climate governance is praised in the
international arena, its commitment to climate issues has been questioned by some.
China has shown a great interest in the Arctic, and since 2013 it holds an observer
role in one important Arctic governing body, the AC. On January 26th 2018 the
country stated its official positions and interests regarding the Arctic region through
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the issue of the first China’s Arctic Policy White Paper (Graczyk et al. 2017: 131,
State Council Information Office of the PRC 2018).

Since the 1990s, the EU has developed its climate policy together with the
international one, and has always maintained a leading role in climate governance
and environmental protection. Unlike China, its application to the AC is still pending
because of a lack of unanimity within the Council’s members. Among the reasons
behind Arctic States’ reticence in granting the EU an observer status, there is the
Canadian opposition to the 2008 EU’s approval of a ban on the trade of commercial
seal products, as well as the Russian discontent with the sanctions imposed by the
EU after the annexation of Crimea in 2014 (Depledge 2015). However, the EU
contributes to the governance and the environmental protection of the Arctic region
through other means and has begun to develop its Arctic policy since 2008. Three of
the EU’s Member States are permanent members to the AC, namely Denmark,
Finland and Sweden, and other Member States hold the role of formal observers to
the AC; the Union confines with the region and has vested interests in cooperating in
Arctic affairs other than for climate issues (Graczyk et al. 2017: 132; Arctic Council
2018).

Climate cooperation between China and the EU started in the 1990s and intensified
especially after the US’ withdrawal from the PCA, thus giving space to China for
joining the EU as a global climate leader. The two parts have established many
mechanisms to cooperate for tackling climate change, and are essential actors in the
setting of the global climate agenda. However, given the vested interests of both
actors in the Arctic, it seems that they are striving to find a concrete way to work
together for tackling climate change in the region.

The purpose of this thesis is the investigation of the reasons behind the paradoxical
relationship between China and the EU when it comes to climate cooperation in the
Arctic region.

Conclusion

This thesis has sought out to identify the reasons behind the problematic
cooperation between China and the EU in addressing climate change in the Arctic
region. China and the EU have been selected as case studies for the analysis
because they are currently leading global climate governance, and they are
increasingly involved in Arctic affairs. In the Arctic, they both advance a policy
emphasizing environmental protection and sustainability, and they are both
committed to fight the Arctic climatic change. Other than environmental issues, the
two actors are interested in cooperating in the Arctic because of the potential
economic opportunities in the region, such as oil and gas resources or the opening
of new shipping and trade routes in the Arctic Ocean, as well as the Arctic new
geopolitical and geostrategic implications.
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The thesis has presented an overview of climate change in the Arctic and its
implications, as well as the governance framework of the region, and the main actors
involved. The introduction to the Arctic climatic change and its governance
framework has been relevant for the subsequent analysis in pursuance of
delineating the context within which China and the EU are involved.

The thesis has proceeded with the analysis of China-EU cooperation in the context
of global climate governance, which determined that, despite the former divergences
in their approaches to the fight against global warming, global climate cooperation
between China and the EU may be said to be a success.

For the sake of narrowing the research to China-EU cooperation for tackling climate
change in the Arctic region and unveil the reasons behind their behavior, the thesis
has presented the two actors’ respective historical engagement with the region, their
Arctic policies, and their interests in the Arctic. The thesis has moved to the analysis
of their engagement with climate change in the Arctic, focusing on their cooperation
within the Arctic institutional framework, their bilateral and multilateral climate
cooperation, as well as the potential conflictual issues and interests in the region.

Neoliberal Institutionalism’s focus on the role of institutional regimes in shaping
actors’ behavior proved to be useful in defining how the Arctic institutional framework
may influence China’s and the EU’s behavior and policy decisions, as well as their
mutual perception and cooperation. The theory proved to suit well for the analysis of
international cooperation under climate policy regimes and institutional frameworks.
Institutional regimes may be considered necessary for dealing with climate issues,
and as the Arctic climatic issues affect the climate systems of the Earth, thus there is
the need for cooperation between actors from all around the globe. Cooperation may
be difficult to achieve in the absence of regulating mechanisms, thus institutional
regimes act as forums which gather more actors together and facilitate cooperation.
States are believed to be self-interested actors trying to pursue their interests,
however, through institutions, they may decrease uncertainty and increase trustiness
in each other’'s commitment to the agreement. The actors’ behavior has been
examined through the theoretical foundation of the thesis to attempt to provide a
logical explanation of the dynamics and the reasons motivating their actions. Finally,
the last chapter has summarized the main findings and assessed the research
guestions posed in the Introduction.

The analysis has revealed that China and the EU present differences in their policies
towards environmental protection, climate change, as well as indigenous people’s
right. Moreover, they may have problems of mutual misperception, as the EU might
perceive China as a potential rival (the so-called ‘China threat’), and China on the
other hand may see the EU as opposing to the Chinese development in order to
safeguard the Union’s interests. In addition, the EU is divided in its attitude towards
the BRI and the Polar Silk Road, as this initiative may bring great economic
opportunities to some Member States, while creating economic disadvantages for
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others, as well as damaging the environment and contributing even more to climate
change.

China and the EU are both strongly committed to the fight against global warming
and are currently leading global climate governance. They have implemented
domestic measures to cut emissions and pursue sustainable development;
moreover, they have established various bilateral and multilateral cooperating
mechanisms for combating climate change. However, it might appear that they are
striving to find a way for concretely cooperate in the Arctic. This may be due to the
presence of substantial conflicting geopolitical, geostrategic and economic interests
in the region, as well as it may be caused by the constraints of the Arctic institutional
regime which frames and influences their actions.

It may be suggested that China, the EU, and the Arctic States might need to find a
method for balancing the pursuance of their economic interests in the region, with
the promotion of the sustainable development of the Arctic. The geopolitics of the
Arctic is an evolving process and it may likely undergo many changes and witness
the creation and establishment of a new Arctic order with the involvement of more
actors in the decision-making and policy-making processes. It is yet to be seen
whether China and the EU will be part of this new potential order, and whether they
might be able to establish a concrete cooperating mechanism and a set of norms for
establishing measures specifically targeting the Arctic climate change and
environmental protection, while continuing to pursue their interests in the region.

“Why China Needs an Arctic Policy 2.0,” Nengye Liu, The Diplomat, 22 October
2020 [35] https://thediplomat.com/2020/10/why-china-needs-an-arctic-policy-2-0/

Overview:

It is time for China to shed light on which kind of order it would like to construct in the
Arctic using its rising power.

On January 26, 2018, China published its first ever Arctic Policy White Paper. The
publication of China’s first Arctic policy was largely a response to international calls
for transparency about China’s policy goals in the Arctic. It is a well-written
document, and assures the Arctic states that China will follow existing international
law applicable in the Arctic, so as to pave the way for China’s expanding presence in
the region.

Current & Relevant Information:

Nevertheless, nearly three years later, it is sad to say that the traditionally low-
intensity, more cooperative Arctic is gradually becoming an arena for geopolitical
competition between the United States and China. U.S. Secretary of State Michael
Pompeo slammed China repeatedly during the 2019 Arctic Council Ministerial
Meeting in Rovaniemi, Finland, warning about China’s challenge for the region. This
was accompanied by the Trump administration’s approval to build more polar ice-
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breakers in 2020. In the meantime, China is becoming more and more active in the
Arctic, such as opening up a new science observatory in Iceland in 2018, hosting the
first Arctic Circle China Forum in Shanghai in May 2019, sending its second ice-
breaker to the North Pole in 2020, and investing heavily in the Yamal LNG Project.

Why is U.S.-China competition intensifying after China published its Arctic policy?
And why are concerns still being raised by other Arctic states about China’s
intentions in the Arctic? Is it just because the Chinese regime cannot be trusted? |
believe the reason goes deeper. Most suspicions about China’s role in the Arctic
stem from the concern that China may break the rules. For example, even though
most parts of the Arctic are already under national jurisdiction, it is popular to
theorize that China would blatantly violate the United Nations Convention on the Law
of the Sea (UNCLOS) and turn the Arctic into another South China Sea with
extensive maritime claims.

The root of anxieties from Arctic states regarding China’s rise, which they may or
may not be conscious of, is not about rules at all, but order. The existing rules-based
order in the Arctic, underpinned by UNCLOS, has a hidden power structure. Within
this power structure, the Arctic states take the drivers’ seat or “stewardship” role in
governing the region, which should of course be the case. A rising China, a major
power from outside the region, will inevitably shake the existing power structure. A
shifting order may then be legitimized by the future development of international law.

This is already happening. For example, although the Arctic Council, where only the
eight Arctic states have voting power, is the most important regional forum for
cooperation, in the negotiations of the 2018 Agreement to Prevent Unrequlated High
Seas Fisheries in the Central Arctic Ocean (CAO Agreement), China was invited as
a equal partner. This is because of China’s status as the world’s largest distant
water fishing state. Without China’s participation, a legally binding instrument about
fisheries in the Arctic high seas would not be most effective.

Therefore, as long as the Chinese economy keeps growing, and China continues to
rise in the Arctic, suspicions, concerns, and push-back will remain, no matter how
hard China may defend itself. This is why | am calling for China to start thinking
about adopting an Arctic Policy 2.0. The 2018 Arctic Policy has done its job to justify
China’s interests in the Arctic. Nevertheless, China now needs a new Arctic policy to
elaborate its vision for the future governance of the Arctic — a vision that is not
narrowly about China’s national interests, but truly about how China would contribute
to build a better future of the Arctic. Below are two points to be considered for
China’s potential Arctic Policy 2.0.

First, climate change is a major concern in the Arctic and a key justification for China
to get involved in Arctic affairs. Indeed, the Arctic is suffering from human-induced
climate change and witnessing fast melting permafrost and a collapsing ice shelf. In
the meantime, China is the world’s largest greenhouse gas emitter, while facing
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significant challenges caused by climate change as well, such as extreme weather.
China’s 2018 Arctic Policy vows to address climate change in the Arctic and to
protect its vulnerable environment, but details are missing. In 2020 during the United
Nations General Assembly, Chinese President Xi Jinping announced China is
committed to be carbon neutral by 2060. This is a very ambitious move for tackling
climate change. How would this impact the Arctic? Which kind of projects in China’s
“Polar Silk Road” may help achieve this ambitious goal? Would Chinese investments
in Arctic resources development conflict with China’s roadmap toward zero GHG
emission? These are core questions that require some clarification in China’s Arctic
Policy 2.0.

Second, sustainability is another key issue for the Arctic future. China has been
emphasizing the need to achieve a balance between economic development and
environmental protection in the Arctic. This is reflected in the CAO Agreement
negotiations, where China talks about “rational use.” Like the term “sustainable
development,” however, “balance” is a word subject to potentially opposing
interpretations. What exactly does China mean by balance? This is not only about
high sea fisheries, but about almost all Chinese activities in the Arctic. Given the
Arctic’s vulnerable ecosystem, it would be expected that a balance between use and
protection should be shifting toward the environment.

In short, | believe it is time for China to begin preparing a Arctic Policy 2.0, in order
to shed light on which kind of order China would like to construct in the Arctic using
its rising power. If China, the world’s second largest economy, can deliver a vision
based upon a re-imagination of the human-nature relationship, with support of a
concrete plan, it will not only help drive the Arctic toward a peaceful and sustainable
future, but also benefit China’s own rise in the region.

“A blessing or a curse: China’s Arctic involvement and its environmental policy
to prevent further climatic change and pollution,” Yaohui Wang, Research
Square, 5 July 2023 [36] https://assets-eu.researchsquare.com/files/rs-
3116054/v1/ff33c637-483a-422e-ac36-173a2da07cd9.pdf?c=1697495508

Abstract:

The protection and sustainable use of environmental resources is one of the most
salient tasks in Arctic regional governance, given that the region is a particularly
fragile zone threatened by global warning and polar pollution. In recent years, as the
People’s Republic of China has significantly increased its economic presence in the
High North, whether and how Beijing’s Arctic engagement has influenced its efforts
to prevent further climatic change associated with global warming and the
accumulation of toxic substances are particularly important questions in the study of
Arctic politics and global environmental governance. Borrowing insights from the
costly signaling literature, this article presents an investigation of these questions.
Contrary to the popular “Western-based” perspective that Beijing’s Arctic
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involvement will inevitably exaggerate human-induced environmental hazards, |
argue that China’s pursuit to integrate itself into Arctic affairs and foster a
responsible great power image actually incentivize it to pledge more ambitious
environmental policies as a costly signal to demonstrate that the rising power is
willing to adhere to the Arctic’s existing norms and rules instead of challenging the
status quo. Thus, China’s engagement can contribute to environmental governance
and sustainable development in the Arctic region. Relying on a set of time-series
error correction models and ordinary least-square regression models, the analysis
shows that China’s Arctic engagement is positively correlated with its environmental
policy stringency. Taken together, these findings advance our understanding on the
implications of understudied state actors for Arctic sustainable development and
environmental governance, suggesting that the international community can benefit
from accepting China into the Arctic instead of pushing it away from the circle.

Current & Relevant Information:

Introduction

Ever since the new millennium, Arctic environmental governance has become an
increasingly hotly discussed topic in both scholarly and policymaking circles. In a
human civilization whose history, continuation, and flourishing are made possible by
fossil fuels, the Arctic region and Eurasia which possess vast reserves of
commercially valuable mineral resources naturally become the focus of a large
number of nation-states, international organizations, multinational corporations,
development banks, indigenous peoples, along with other political and societal
entities. Importantly, the Arctic supplies the global market with roughly 10 percent of
petroleum and 25 percent of natural gas, primarily from its onshore sources.
According to a 2008 U.S. Geological Survey, it is claimed that “the total mean
undiscovered conventional oil and gas resources of the Arctic are estimated to be
approximately 90 billion barrels of oil, 1,669 trillion cubic feet of natural gas, and 44
billion barrels of natural gas liquids”. Concurrently, the Arctic happens to be a
particularly vulnerable zone threatened by climate change and polar pollution. The
ongoing increase in average air temperatures near the surface of Earth manifests
the Arctic three to four times faster compared to other parts of the world. Summer-
time Arctic ice is currently melting at an unprecedented speed and is estimated to
disappear completely in ten years from today. The polar ecosystem which are mostly
composed of barrens, tundra, and waters, is extremely delicate with longer recovery
span. Over the past several decades, consequences of economic development
including the unprecedentedly rapid rise of global average temperature, increasingly
frequent extreme weather events, the unregulated release of pollutants into the air
and the ocean, have caused significant detrimental effects on the Arctic’s ecosystem
health and biological variability, resulting in catastrophic environmental issues such
as Arctic amplification and polar ice melting.
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In the context of global environmental changes and the urgent task to protect the
Arctic region from worsening climate conditions, the rise of China and its increasing
economic presence in the High North are one of the most popularly-debated issue
surrounding Arctic regional governance today. As a younger, less-known, but salient
non-Arctic state, the implications of the PRC’s Northern outreach on Arctic
international security and great power politics have become the focus of countless
op eds in major media outlets like the New York Times, the Washington Post, and
the Wall Street Journal. Meanwhile, the challenges of sustainable development and
the role of different actors (nation-states and international organizations such as the
European Union or the Arctic Council, for example) are also the focus of a
considerable amount of growing academic research. However, despite it is widely
acknowledged among scientists that human industrial operations profoundly affect
the world’s environmental and meteorological systems, from little to no scholarly
works have been conducted to empirically examine whether and how China’s active
engagement in the Arctic influences its environmental policy practices. In other
words, does Beijing’s pursuit to integrate into Arctic regional governance promote or
undermine its commitment and effort to sustainable development and environmental
protection? Given that the prevention of further global warming and the sustainable
use of environmental resources are one of the most important issues in both Arctic
regional governance and Chinese foreign policy, these questions remain surprisingly
overlooked by scholars. Importantly, if the Asian power’s attempt to integrate itself
into Arctic affairs motivates it to direct more resources into the international
collaboration which aims to tackle the ongoing climate crisis, the Arctic can benefit
from encompassing more actors despite their heterogeneous political institutions.
Moreover, environmental collaboration can consolidate and foster diplomatic,
political, and entrepreneurial networking, augment understanding and trust across
different actors. If, however, the oppositive proves to be true, there may be
increasing confrontation in this already fragile icy-land due to the perils of prioritizing
economic development and economic benefits over global environmental values
(GEV). Nevertheless, we presently have no indication of how China’s massive Arctic
outreach influenced its commitment to sustainable development, in particular its
environmental policy-making.

To engage with this research gap, | borrow insights from the costly signaling
literature to propose a theoretical explanation for how Beijing’s expanding presence
in the Arctic region can promote its efforts to facilitate environmental protection and
sustainable development. Geographically, as a rising power which locates in the
East Asian region, China does not have any territorial jurisdiction in the Arctic circle.
Hence, notwithstanding Beijing accrediting itself as a “near-Arctic state” as well as
an “important stakeholder in Arctic affairs”, its participation in Arctic regional affairs
can only be achieved through cooperating with conventional Arctic states such as
Russia, Canada, Norway, Finland, along with other stakeholders. As such, it is
unlikely that the Chinese government would intentionally seek to antagonize these
conventional Arctic states by attempting to induce a profound shift in the status quo.
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Instead, a more plausible strategy is that the PRC seeks to consolidate itself into the
existing Arctic regional governance structure through adapting to the existing rules
and norms, despite these are typically Western-established and -centered.
Concomitantly, China’s willingly adaption to the Arctic region’s current
system/order/rule/norm may incur some non-trivial costs for itself. Such costs stem
from the fact that most (if not all) conventional Arctic countries are skeptical about
whether the rising power harbors ill-meaning intentions behind its Northern outreach.
For this reason, what the Chinese government needs is an approach to demonstrate
that it does not seek to unilaterally exploit conventional Arctic countries by taking
away their natural resources for its own economic and security interests, leaving
those states to face human-induced environmental deteriorations on their own. In
reality, a pivotal strategy employed by the PRC to fulfil this function is to raise its
level of environmental policy stringency, a costly move to signal that its promise to
pledge more ambitious environmental targets and policy actions is truly sincere.

This research makes two major contributions. First and foremost, it suggests that in
order to manage the ongoing environmental crisis in the Arctic circle, what is
urgently required is not merely a development in meteorological and atmospheric
science, but also a solid improvement in the international community’s joint effort to
implement global environmental values. Specifically, while there is a large and
vibrant body of scientific research on the relationship between climatic change and
the fragile Arctic ecological system, existing scholarly works fall short of combining
science with real-world international relations, struggling to provide a clear political
proposal for nation-state actors involved in the Arctic to tackle sustainable
development challenges. Importantly, preventing irreversible environmental change
is a fundamental public good that governments are entitled to provide to citizens,
and the provision of such public good is not simply a scientific issue, but also a
policy issue. At present, China has become a significant political actor in Arctic
regional governance through its massive commercial activities and vast investments
in Arctic scientific research, and this Eastern power happens to be the world’s
largest emitter of greenhouse gas, producing nearly 30 percent of global greenhouse
gases and 27 percent of world’s carbon dioxide as of 2022. Apparently, a discussion
on Arctic sustainable development and environmental protection without accounting
for China’s critical role would be incomplete. For this purpose, the article aims to
provide a pragmatic political proposal for conventional Arctic states to engage with
the PRC and utilize its economic wealth to advance the transnational effort to
prevent further Arctic climatic change.

Second, this article presents a not-Western, Chinese perspective on challenges and
opportunities in Arctic environmental governance. Presently, despite there are some
excellent Western scholars such as Maurizio Marinelli who speak in favor of China’s
environmental efforts, the mainstream view is that Chinese activities in the High
North are essentially less environment-friendly and are always associated with
escalating man-made ecological crises, and therefore a more combative policy to
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surveil and curtail the PRC’s Arctic presence is urgently in need. Here, | posit that
the narrative which politicizes Chinese engagement as something linked to pollution,
contamination, and global warming can arguable be criticized as ideologically driven.
However, | shall also make clear that the priority of this article is not to condemn
these popular yet biased misperceptions, but rather, it strives to explain how
Chinese stakeholders perceive China’s role in Arctic environmental governance, and
through what mechanisms they attempt to assure other states that the PRC can
contribute to prevent further environmental catastrophes in the region.

The rest of this paper proceeds as follows. First, it expounds upon Beijing’s
increasing engagement in the High North and the Western-based realist-driven
concerns surrounding these activities. Next, | postulate a costly signaling
mechanism to articulate how the PRC seeks to assure conventional Arctic actors
that its vow to act as a responsible great power, particularly its commitment to
prevent further climatic change, global warming, and pollution in the polar region is
truly genuine. The following section discusses results from my empirical analyses,
which utilize a set of times-series econometric models. Last, this article highlights
important findings and conclude remarks. Critically, my research has important
implications for both scholars and policymakers.

Conclusion

Environmental protection and sustainable development are increasingly playing a
pivotal role in Arctic Regional governance. As a particularly vulnerable zone of the
planet, the Arctic environment is facing severe threats from global warming,
dwindling biological variability, and the accumulation of toxic substances. These
challenges are largely a product of human industrial activities mainly in the distant
South but also in the neighboring Eurasia, and partly within the Arctic circle itself.
Critically, the substantive effects of climatic change necessitate joint effort from the
international society, including both conventional Arctic states and non-Arctic states,
nation-states and international organizations, multinational corporations and
indigenous peoples. From an ethics perspective, any actor involved in Arctic affairs
has moral responsibility to contribute to environmental protections of the High North,
addressing the importance of sustainability, and preventing further climatic change
associated with global warming. Indeed, the ramification of prioritizing economic
interests over global environmental values is visible as in many parts of the world the
escalating climatic crises have already caused catastrophic consequences on
human societies.

Sadly, despite the consensus that Arctic environmental governance requires
international collaboration rather than confrontation, the High North has gradually
evolved into an arena for traditional great power competition and contention. In early
2022, the outbreak of the Russian-Ukraine War has torn the Arctic apart and
rendered the Arctic Council essentially non-functioning. In this fragile diplomatic
zone, China, a rising great power which has increasingly involved in Arctic affairs
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over the past decades, stands out as a key player whose behaviors will have
profound influence on not only regional security and stability but also environmental
well-being. Importantly, how does Beijing intend to balance between its Arctic
economic presence and its commitment to tackle global and local climatic changes?
Notwithstanding the extensive studies on Arctic environment and Chinese foreign
policy, social scientists have not started to pay much attention to this question.

Borrowing insights from the costly signaling literature in traditional security studies,
this article investigates the relationship between the PRC’s Northern outreach and
its effort to sustainable development and climate governance. The analysis yields
some highly interesting results. Contrary to the prevailing Western-based belief that
China’s growing presence, especially its foreign investments in natural resources
extractions, will inevitably exaggerate the Arctic’s already problematic climate, |
suggest that the Chinese government has been attempting to integrate itself into
Arctic regional governance in a very careful manner, striving to assure Western
stakeholders that the Eastern power does not seek a revisionist approach.
Specifically, the theoretical proposition here is that each time Chinese
decisionmakers make a major step to engage in the region, they actively raise the
country’s environmental policy stringency which incurs non-trivial costs on the
domestic economy, and therefore signals to foreign audiences that the rising power
does not intend to exploit Arctic resources in an unscrupulous and self-centered
manner. As such, my research belies concerns of the widespread “China Threat”
view among many Western-based observers. In other words, China does not pose a
critical threat to Arctic environment. If anything, the opposite appears to be true.

However, this research does not suggest that China’s further Arctic involvement will
not encounter much pushbacks. From a political science perspective, environmental
protection and restoration is merely one dimension of Arctic governance. As
considered by many realists, power, security, and strategic influence are in fact the
main issues at stake, and global warming can only come as secondary. As Nengye
Liu, director of the Centre for Environmental Law at Macquarie Law School, puts
famously, “as long as the Chinese economy keeps growing, and China continues to
rise in the Arctic, suspicions, concerns, and push-back will remain, no matter how
hard China may defend itself’. As such, the anxiety regarding China’s Northern
outreach may in fact continue to increase within the broader context of the ongoing
Sino-US peer competition, which mainly took place in the security dimension, but
can certainly be intertwined with environmental topics. As such, | believe it is
important for both the PRC and conventional Arctic states to prepare for an Arctic
Regional Governance Version 2.0, that is, an agenda that explicitly distinguishes
between security governance, economic development, and environmental
governance. From a Chinese perspective, if Western-based politicians continue to
bash China’s presence in the High North and condemn that all of its Arctic
commercial, scientific, and research activities are strategic and ill-meaning, such
reaction can antagonize the Eastern power and incentivizes it to take a much more
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combative stance. If this is the case, the Arctic environment is likely to suffer from
intensifying great power competition. Therefore, an Arctic Regional Governance
Version 2.0 should seek to avoid the politization and securitization of China’s Arctic
involvement.

5. Potential Detrimental Impacts:

“China in the Arctic: Interests, Strategy and Implications,” B.R. Rashmi, Institute
of Chinese Studies, March 2019 [37]
https://www.icsin.org/uploads/2019/03/18/2659130d6b316472cababedd7afb1381.pdf

Abstract:

Arctic is a region gaining more prominence due to the apparent climate change and
the role of extra regional powers. On 26 January 2018, China released a white paper
on its Arctic policy, clearly highlighting its intentions and ambitions. While pitching
itself as a “near-Arctic state”, China vowed to actively participate in the affairs of the
warmer Arctic. The white paper underlines “Polar Silk Road”, the continuation of the
Belt and Road Initiative, a step closer to developing Arctic ports and transportation
corridors. While this is a far-fetched project that may not see the fruits of
implementation at least in the near future, it sure represents the growing China’s
twenty-first century ambitions. In this regard, China is developing stronger diplomatic
relations with the Arctic states. China’s seemingly close relation with a number of
Arctic states gives a new dimension to the emerging geopolitics of the region. The
recent attempt to build a polar ice-breaker (Xue Long Il) and opening bids for its first
nuclear-powered ice breaker portrays long-term plans of China to grow into a ‘Polar
Power’.

Presence of China in the high north sparks two important questions- first, whether
China is interested in the militarization of the Arctic or will it confine itself to scientific
and commercial interests as stated in the white paper. Second, whether the eight
Arctic states are prepared to accept the fact that the region remains no more limited
to their reach but is moving towards becoming more global in nature.

The paper has made a modest attempt to explain China’s Arctic policy, its interests
and implications on the region, demystify the perceptions surrounding the Chinese
presence and the infrastructural projects. An attempt will also be made to include
various perspectives as well as a theoretical assessment using theories of
International Relations.

Current & Relevant Information:

Introduction

The Arctic has been changing dramatically due to rising global temperatures
resulting in melting of the sea ice. A warmer Arctic has been attracting the world’s
attention due to economic and geopolitical reasons. The Arctic Five (Norway,
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Russia, Canada, Denmark and United States) and the other three countries in and
near the Arctic Circle (Iceland, Finland and Sweden) are staring at possible
opportunities such as opening up of the new navigational routes, discovery and
utilization of untapped resources. As a result of these developments, Asian countries
are leaving no stone unturned to mark their presence in the region. China in
particular is undertaking numerous steps to ensure that it grows into a significant
player in the Arctic. On 26 January 2018, China released a white paper on its Arctic
policy, clearly highlighting its intentions and ambitions. It underlines “Polar Silk
Road”, a continuation of the Belt and Road Initiative. It is an initiative to develop
Arctic ports and transportation corridors. While this is a far-fetched project that may
not see the fruits of implementation at least in the near future, it seems to represent
China’s twenty-first century ambitions. China is developing stronger diplomatic
relations with the Arctic states. China’s seemingly close relation with Russia, Iceland
and Denmark (through Greenland) gives a new dimension to the emerging
geopolitics of the Arctic region. The recent attempt to build a polar ice-breaker (Xue
Long Il) and opening bids for its first nuclear-powered ice breaker portrays its long-
term plans for the region (China Launches Icebreaker Xue Long 2, 2018)

China is seen as a rising power having developed diplomatic relations with a number
of countries across the globe. China over the years has developed a very capable
armed forces, economic prowess and led by a very strong leadership. China’s
aspiration to be seen as the world leader gets reflected in their fundamental goals.
Hence, their move and presence in every region including Arctic has raised debates
among the members of academic and strategic community. It is, therefore,
necessary to study China’s role in the High North in the backdrop of climate change
and the dynamics of emerging geopolitics in the region. Whether China’s increasing
influence will have implications both for the region and the shifting world order
remains a part of the discussion?

The paper has made an attempt to analyze China’s proactive role in the Arctic by
using deductive and analytical method and also assessed the relevance of the
theories of International Relations and Geopolitics. Both qualitative and statistical
data collected from primary (Arctic Council Documents and the stated policies of the
countries that have a role in the Arctic) as well as secondary sources such as
journals articles, books, opinion pieces and news articles have been used. A
detailed literature survey and interviews have been done to collect adequate
information, thereby incorporating different viewpoints on the theme.

The paper has made an attempt to understand whether China’s Arctic Policy has a
strategic orientation with a focus on economic approach towards achieving its great
power ambitions. The first section discusses the larger geopolitics of the Arctic,
which includes the geography of the region, the resources, politics over navigational
routes and contesting claims of the Arctic states. The second section focuses on the
tangible and intangible “push” factors or the reasons attributed to Chinese presence
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in the Arctic. Assessing China’s Arctic Policy white paper and its engagement in the
Arctic is the highlight of the third section. The fourth section throws light on the Arctic
states’ responses to China’s footprints as well as the implications of its actions for
the High North.

Conclusion

The future geopolitical scenario of the Arctic region is bound to see the effects of
irreversible climate change. With this comes the exploration of more resources and
the discovery of new maritime routes. Russia and Canada will be the biggest players
in the region owing to their geographical location, military presence as well their
involvement in the activities pertaining to the Arctic. Russia is at an advantageous
position, as most of the resources are at present closer to the Siberia and the
Northern Sea Route. Canada views itself as a potential player, an attractive
hydrocarbon market and hence is investing substantially in the development of the
natural resources in the Arctic.

The region is no more confined to the eight states and has moved beyond to include
extra-regional powers from Europe and Asia. While on one hand the extra regional
powers are seen as an opportunity for the littorals of Arctic, on the other, it is
perceived as a threat to their primacy. The Arctic Council is exclusive and is built on
the base that the world must accept the sovereignty of the regional states. There are
however differing viewpoints which suggest that the shipping routes and the deep
seabed resources must be treated as common heritage of mankind. While some
states like the USA agree to this, other littoral states like Canada are on the opposite
end.

Certain push factors, both tangible and intangible, that are driving China’s Arctic
strategy can be clearly observed. The lateral expansion of China in terms of its
economy requires it to scout for resources that can sustain its humongous
secondary sector. While this is the tangible factor, China is looking for the normative
gains by calling itself as a ‘Near-Arctic State’. Constructing its identity as a great
power in the shifting geopolitical order, necessitates its presence in all the regions of
the world. Arctic is one of those frontiers where the power play is simmering, yet
subtle. Making early investments in this region and capitalizing on the need for new
infrastructure in the region, will provide China, the first-move advantage and help it
gain a prominent place in the agenda setting process.

China’s approach to the High North has primarily used economic tools. It entered the
realm of Arctic on the pretext of being affected by the climate change, conducting
scientific studies and gradually shifted its focus to resource exploitation and building
of infrastructure. Identification of necessities of different countries and investing
heavily in developing them, is the core of China’s Arctic strategy. Through its value-
adding actions, it is ensuring that the states or particular region in a state find it
compelling to have China on board. As President Xi Jinping put-forth in 2014, China
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desires to become a polar power, having a say in the Arctic affairs and thereby
leaving no stone unturned to reach its target of being recognized as a great power.
Its strategies, actions and diplomatic skills holds the hypothesis proving to be true.

“China’s Push-in Strategy in the Arctic and Its Impact on Regional Governance,”
Matilde Biagioni, Istituto Affari Internazionali, 9 May 2023 [38]
https://www.iai.it/en/pubblicazioni/chinas-push-strategy-arctic-and-its-impact-regional-
governance

Overview:

Since the early 2000s, Beijing’s interest in the Arctic increased. In 2013, the
People’s Republic of China (PRC) was admitted as one of the Arctic Council’s
permanent observers, the main regional forum. The real turning point, however, was
in 2018 when China published a White Paper regarding its policy and goals over the
Arctic. In the document, Beijing defined itself as a “near-Arctic state” and set out the
ambition to launch a Polar Silk Road. An examination of the reasons and strategies
underlying the Chinese interest in the Arctic helps understand its possible impact on
regional governance dynamics, and how this contributes to making the Arctic a more
global environment.

Current & Relevant Information:

The Arctic’s untapped potential

In the last two decades, international attention to the Arctic environment and ecology
has intensified, increasingly turning its governance into a global issue. In parallel, the
enormous potential of Arctic resources has fueled the growing interest of states in
the region. The Arctic is home to 13 per cent and 30 per cent of undiscovered oil and
natural gas respectively, as well as large amounts of raw materials and mineral
resources.

Against this backdrop, the PRC defines itself as a near-Arctic state, first and
foremost because climate crisis-related issues in the Arctic have a relevant impact
on China. Indeed, research highlights that the melting of Arctic Sea ice has
contributed to significant alterations in the Chinese climate (for example, heavy
snowstorms in 2007 and 2008 or haze pollution in 2013).

However, China’s interest in the Arctic moves from other types of considerations as
well. Beijing must expand its energy supply to ensure its economic growth. China’s
dependence on imported oil is currently over 70 per cent and predicted to increase
further in the coming years, while imports account for more than 40 per cent of the
country’s total natural gas supply. Hence, the Arctic may significantly contribute to
Chinese energy security.
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Furthermore, the melting of Arctic Sea ice allows China to take advantage of new
Arctic Sea lanes, such as the Northern Sea Route, which connects Asia to Europe.
This is shorter and less expensive than the conventional Suez Canal route and
would provide an effective alternative to China’s over-reliance on congested trade
through the Malacca Strait and the associated incidents of piracy.

Arctic governance: A strategic matter

The Arctic, however, is not just a high-potential territory, it is a region where states,
especially great powers, can exercise influence on discussions concerning global
issues (first and foremost, environmental and climate ones).

It is widely acknowledged that Xi Jinping’s China strives to be recognized as a great
power in the international system by being present in all regions and institutions
considered strategic for global governance — including the Arctic Council. As the
PRC seeks to become a more prominent player in global governance, four distinct
paths for transformation have been identified as possible for Beijing: complier,
reluctant member, bystander, and push-in strategy. The most relevant for Chinese-
Arctic relations is the latter, which is applicable to the “cases where China is still
excluded by the global governing institution in a specific issue area”. Indeed, Beijing
must conduct push-in initiatives to have a say in Arctic matters. Although China is
not a full member of the Arctic Council, its admittance as a permanent observer in
2013 enabled Beijing to pursue push-in measures. It obtained a voice in the
decision-making process by gaining the opportunity to speak and propose projects
during Council sessions. Since full admission is not possible in the short term, China
must follow complementary push-in strategies to augment its status. Therefore,
Beijing has developed its own rhetoric on Arctic issues and begun bilateral relations
(mainly of an economic nature) with Arctic states.

China’s Arctic policy

According to the 2018 White Paper, Beijing’s political objectives in the Arctic are
protecting, developing and participating in regional governance. To achieve these
goals, the PRC’s Arctic policy commits to respecting and promoting international law
as its main priority. Since Beijing is known to be an outsider state in the Arctic, it
strategically set itself in a prominent position in regional governance through the
international agreements to which it belongs. This strategy has become a rhetorical
tool to validate Chinese presence in the Arctic. Already in 2015, at the opening
ceremony of the third Arctic Circle Assembly, Foreign Minister Wang Yi held a
speech stating that “the legitimate concerns of non-Arctic countries and the rights
they enjoy under international law in the Arctic and the collective interests of the
international community should be respected”. Such rhetoric could be supported by
other non-Arctic countries in favour of their interests in the region. This seems to be
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India’s case, which following Beijing’s example, published its Arctic policy in 2022. In
the document, New Delhi expressed its intention to increase its engagements in the
Arctic region and echoed Chinese rhetoric on the need for all parties to respect
international law.

As underlined in the 2018 White Paper, another key tool for implementing China’s
ambitions in the High North is the Polar Silk Road. This is the Arctic extension of the
Belt and Road Initiative and outlines a plan to encourage the construction of
infrastructure in the Arctic, such as ports and transit lines. The proposed route goes
via Japan, crosses the Bering Sea and the Northern Sea Route over Russia, passes
through the Norwegian Sea, and arrives in the Netherlands (Figure 1).

Figure 1 | The Polar Silk Road

China’s bilateral Arctic diplomacy — and the pushback against it

To develop the Polar Silk Road and its push-in into the Arctic affairs, China has
developed relations with the Arctic states, above all, Russia, Iceland and Greenland.

Following Western sanctions imposed on Russia due to the Ukraine crisis in 2014,
Moscow and Beijing have grown closer as strategic allies, and the Arctic has
gradually turned into a long-term cooperation region. Russia is a relevant player in
the Arctic Council due to its extent and proximity to the Arctic Circle. After 2014, the
PRC started to invest in the Yamal project, a joint venture around a liquified natural
gas plant located in the North-East of the Yamal Peninsula, in northwest Siberia. In
2016, Chinese banks loaned 12 billion US dollars to the plant, effectively stepping in
as a potential lender and covering two-thirds of the project’s external financing
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demands. China’s National Petroleum Corporation and the Chinese company Silk
Road Fund now have a 20 per cent and 9.9 per cent share in the project,
respectively. The Yamal plant is paramount because it is one of the Polar Silk
Road’s initial projects. It showcases Beijing’s commitment to providing logistical
support, such as port building and infrastructure in the Arctic; indeed, Chinese
engineers have been involved in the development of infrastructure in the Yamal
Peninsula, including a Chinese-made polar drilling rig. Moreover, in April 2023, the
Russian and Chinese Coast Guard signed an Arctic cooperation agreement to
strengthen maritime law and collaborate on joint exercises in the future. In parallel,
pre-existing cooperation between Russia’s and other Arctic states’ coast guards
through the Arctic Coast Guard Forum was suspended as a result of Moscow’s
invasion of Ukraine, boosting the role of Beijing as a strategic partner for Moscow.

Meanwhile, in the wake of the 2008 global financial crisis, China emerged as an
ideal commercial partner for Iceland, whose economy had been seriously harmed.
The two countries’ free-trade agreement signed in 2013 strengthened China’s status
and influence in the Arctic. This partnership is centered on energy and fisheries.
Iceland delivers technology and highly qualified professionals in well-drilling, as well
as technical support, while Beijing provides access to one of the largest markets in
the world.

Greenland, the closest land to the North Pole, is also an important component of
China’s Arctic strategy. Its location makes it critical for any state seeking access to
the Arctic. Chinese firms have expressed interest in investing in Greenland,
especially its mineral reserves, which are becoming more accessible due to climate
change. More specifically, a Chinese company established a partnership with an
Australian firm to develop rare earth and uranium mining in Kvanefjeld, in Southern
Greenland, in 2016.

Nonetheless, China’s push-in strategies in the Arctic are also raising concerns in the
US. Indeed, in 2019, during the Arctic Council’s Ministerial Meeting in Finland,
Washington warned the other Arctic states about China’s economic and military
ambitions over the region. The US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo pointed out the
substantial investment of China in the Arctic states — estimated to be at 90 billion US
dollars between 2012 and 2017 — and voiced the Pentagon’s worries about Beijing
possibly using its presence in the Arctic to reinforce its military activity. NATO
Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg shared such concerns, saying that China is
expanding its reach over the High North through its “near-Arctic state” declaration,
investments and partnership with Moscow. According to Stoltenberg, while the Arctic
used to be characterized by low tensions, this is now changing due to its enormous
opportunities and the resulting global competition over them. Also as a result of this
push-back, some scholars highlight that the Polar Silk Road’s future seems now
uncertain since there is a significant gap between its stated objectives and concrete
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achievements. Indeed, the PRC’s projects in the Arctic are suffering from Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine and Arctic states stepping back: for example, Greenland
eventually halted the Kvanefjeld project in 2021.

China and the making of a global space?

Through the first two decades of the twenty-first century, Arctic governance entered
a new phase, shifting from a separate territory with its policy agenda to a region with
tighter linkages to the rest of the world. Today, notwithstanding the one-

year suspension due to Western-Russia tensions related to the war against Ukraine,
the Arctic Council is busier than ever because of the presence of China and other
observer states, including India, South Korea and Japan. In the future, China’s
involvement in the Arctic and its attempt to build the Polar Silk Road will present new
opportunities as well as challenges to the Arctic governments. As a non-Arctic
country, the success of China’s Arctic policy will be determined by its push-in
strategy, which includes the capacity to deepen regional cooperation, a focus on
international agreements and associated rhetorical tools, as well as bilateral and
economic diplomacy, and its capacity to deal with the pushback against it. However
successful the PRC’s strategy in the Arctic will eventually be, it is nonetheless
already contributing to reshaping Arctic governance. The same fact that China—US
tensions are emerging in the Arctic is evidence of how China’s Arctic Policy is
contributing to “reframe[ing] the Arctic as a global space”.

“The recent backlash against China in the Nordic Arctic: Prospects for future
Chinese engagement in the region,” Patrik Andersson, Swedish National China
Centre, 13 June 2024 [39] https://www.ui.se/globalassets/ui.se-eng/publications/other-
publications/the-recent-backlash-against-china-in-the-nordic-arctic-prospects-for-future-
chinese-engagement-in-the-region.pdf

Summary:

* Five years ago, China expressed hopes for increased collaboration with the Nordic
states in the Arctic. Chinese investments in Nordic mineral resources are still
minimal, however, and none of the ambitious infrastructure projects discussed have
come to fruition. The backlash against China in recent years has undoubtedly
hindered its investment prospects in the region.

» Various factors have fuelled China’s Arctic backlash. First, Xi Jinping’s
authoritarian leadership has heightened Nordic suspicion that Chinese companies
serve the strategic interests of the Chinese Communist Party, including its military
objectives. Second, China’s high-handed foreign policy, notably its “wolf warrior
diplomacy”, has tarnished its soft power in the Nordic region, leading to diplomatic
tensions and harming perceptions of China as an economic partner. Third,
geopolitical rivalry with the US has been extended to the Arctic, where US efforts to
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counter Chinese influence have raised Nordic concerns about jeopardizing relations
with the US.

* In addition, Chinese actors might have exaggerated their Arctic agreements with
Nordic partners domestically, triggering a backlash when discrepancies emerge,
such as in agreements with Greenland and Finland. These factors have intensified
scrutiny of Chinese investments, prompting Chinese companies to reassess the
political risks of investing in the region.

* For the foreseeable future, China’s position of “pro-Russian neutrality” in relation to
Russia’s war in Ukraine, European efforts to reduce dependency on China for the
supply of critical raw materials and the decisions by Finland and Sweden to join
NATO are likely to place further limits on Chinese activities in the Nordic Arctic.

* While Chinese investment in infrastructure and mining is likely to be restricted,
there will continue to be opportunities for China to engage in the Nordic Arctic. There
appears to be a relatively strong desire among Nordic participants to keep China
involved in Arctic governance, in particular environmental governance, and China is
a sought-after partner in the Nordic shipping industry. This poses a challenge for the
Nordic states: how to sustain and oversee cooperation while simultaneously
guarding against security risks.

« In future, Nordic countries’ decisions on the feasibility and desirability of
cooperation with China will be shaped not only by their own assessments of the
benefits and risks associated with specific projects, but also by broader geopolitical
factors, including Russia’s war in Ukraine and US-China rivalry.

» Recently implemented investment screening mechanisms in Sweden, and the
anticipated tightening of such measures in Norway and Finland, will safeguard
against potentially harmful Chinese investment. If properly monitored and regulated,
Chinese participation in Arctic governance could mitigate environmental risks and
enhance maritime safety, while potentially weakening the growing Sino-Russian
alliance in the region.

Current & Relevant Information:

Introduction

As China’s economic strength grows, so too do its global ambitions. In the past two
decades, Chinese resource and shipping companies have expanded their reach into
remote and logistically challenging regions, such as the polar regions. In the Arctic,
state-supported Chinese companies have invested or sought to invest in
infrastructure and raw materials, such as oil, gas and minerals. They are also
cooperating with Russian companies on extracting mineral resources in the Russian
Arctic, and on developing an Arctic shipping route — the so-called Polar Silk Road —
to transport these resources.
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While Russia has been a key partner for China in the Arctic, China has sought to
engage with all the Arctic countries to advance its interests in the region. Similarly,
the Chinese vision for the Polar Silk Road has been to connect both existing and
future Arctic maritime routes, as well as ports, railways, airports and other
infrastructure projects along those routes. This requires China to work with countries
beyond Russia, particularly the Nordic states. However, Chinese investments in the
seven Arctic states excluding Russia (the Arctic Seven, A7) have faced a growing
backlash in recent years, as western concern over China’s Arctic agenda has grown.

The aim of this report is to examine the reasons for the backlash against Chinese
activities in the Nordic Arctic, which began several years before Russia’s full-scale
invasion of Ukraine, and to discuss the prospects for future Chinese engagement in
the region.

Various studies have examined China’s Arctic investments. Some provide an
overview of Chinese activities in the Arctic as a whole, while others focus on specific
countries or cases. Studies have noted the controversies and backlash surrounding
Chinese investments in Arctic countries and how they have forced China to
reconsider its approach in the region. This study adds to existing knowledge by
examining the various factors that have fueled the backlash, as well as those that
could influence China’s prospects for future engagement in the region. It also
contributes to a better understanding of how Chinese assessments of and attitudes
to investment in the Nordic countries have evolved over time, and how this might
affect future developments.

The study draws on a wide range of materials in English, Chinese and the
Scandinavian languages, such as policy documents, official statements, newspaper
reports and the academic literature. The analysis is focused on but not limited to
projects inside the Arctic region. The Nordic countries are all Arctic states, and
projects outside the Arctic circle can still have a role in China’s Arctic strategy.

Historical overview of China’s Arctic activities

Chinese official interest in the Arctic dates to the late Qing Dynasty, when Chinese
scientists participated in the first International Polar Year, 1882—83. In 1925, the
Republic of China signed the Spitsbergen Treaty, which allows the signatories to
conduct commercial activities on Svalbard. In 1993, China bought an icebreaker
from Ukraine, which it converted from a cargo ship into a research vessel named
Xue Long. The Xue Long made its first Arctic research expedition in 1999.

China opened its first Arctic research station on Svalbard in 2004. The station
focuses on glacier monitoring and aurora and atmospheric research. In 2013, China
was granted observer status in the Arctic Council, the main intergovernmental forum
for discussing sustainable development and environmental protection in the Arctic.
In the lead-up to the council’s decision, China began calling itself a “near-Arctic
state”.
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In 2014, President of China Xi Jinping (2J31) declared China’s goal to become a

“polar great power” with a capability equal to that of the United States and Russia by
2030. China published its first Arctic policy white paper in 2018. In the white paper,
China announced its intention to develop Artic shipping routes, and to explore and
exploit Arctic resources, promising to do so in accordance with international law.

China has participated in the development of infrastructure along the Northern Sea
Route (NSR), a shipping corridor controlled by Russia that is located entirely within
its Exclusive Economic Zone. The NSR has the potential to cut fuel costs by 20
percent and shipping times by as much as 40 percent for shipments between China
and Europe. As of 2023, China was operating two Arctic research stations and two
icebreakers, including the fully Chinese built MV Xue Long 2.

China has shown enthusiasm for Arctic connectivity projects, such as the “Arctic
corridor”, a currently stalled plan to connect the Norwegian Arctic port of Kirkenes
with Rovaniemi in Lapland through a new Arctic railway, although no Chinese
investment was ever made. An expanded deep-water port in Kirkenes would allow
shipping along the NSR. A new railway would connect with the existing Finnish
railway system, reaching Helsinki in the south. An alternative proposal is to integrate
the Arctic corridor with the standard European rail network in Estonia through an
undersea tunnel linking Helsinki with Tallin.

“China’s New Arctic Policy: Legal Questions and Practical Challenges,” Nong
Hong, Maritime Awareness Project, 16 March 2018 [40]
https://www.nbr.org/publication/chinas-new-arctic-policy-legal-guestions-and-practical-

challenges/

Overview:

China issued its first official Arctic policy in a white paper published on January 26,
2018. The Chinese media and academics were truly thrilled—both by the content of
the policy and by the fact that it had been formalized and published—and reacted
immediately with overwhelmingly positive reporting and analysis. Meanwhile, the
international community, especially the Arctic states, quickly added their views on
the white paper.

Of the Arctic five (the five states with a coast inside the Arctic circle), Canada is the
most concerned about the white paper’s implications. Canadian experts warn that
China’s Arctic policy is attempting to tread a fine line between respecting the
sovereignty of Arctic nations and leaving room to profit from disputes in international
law. The white paper’s use of language like “respect for international law” is viewed
by Robert Huebert from the University of Calgary and Frédéric Lasserre from
Université Laval as an attempt to articulate limits on Arctic states’ sovereignty. One
of the issues that worries Canada the most is whether China will adopt the same
legal position as the United States and the European Union: treating the Northwest
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Passage as a “strait for international use,” in opposition to Canada’s claim to it as
“‘internal waters.” In fact, this essay shows that the white paper largely avoids this
difficult issue, focusing instead on the considerable opportunities and challenges
posed by economic and environmental considerations.

Current & Relevant Information:

Other than the long-standing objections raised by the United States and echoed by
the EU, Canada’s position has not been challenged by other states that also
recognize the importance of shipping through the Arctic. China, Japan, and South
Korea, in particular, see the melting Arctic Ocean as a unique opportunity for
international trade, which will have a measurable effect on their economies because
of their dependence on shipping. In addition, over the past decade a growing
number of cruise ships have sought to transit the Northwest Passage.

The positions of China and other non-Arctic states on the legal status of the
Northwest Passage and the Northern Sea Route will be crucial for the Arctic littoral
states. Sooner or later, non-Arctic states will have to adopt a clear position on
whether the Northwest Passage and Northern Sea Route enjoy the status of
international waters for navigation, as the United States and the EU hold, or whether
they are internal waters, as Canada and Russia insist.

In its white paper, China maintains that all activities to explore and utilize the Arctic
should be conducted in compliance with treaties such as the United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) and the Svalbard Treaty, as well as
with general international law. However, the white paper does not touch on the
status of the Northwest Passage and other straits in the Arctic. On shipping, China
expresses a desire “to work with all parties to build a ‘Polar Silk Road’ through
developing the Arctic shipping routes.” China encourages its enterprises to
participate in infrastructure construction along these routes and to “conduct
commercial trial voyages,” in accordance with international law, to pave the way for
regular commercial operations. In addition to emphasizing opportunities for
commercial shipping, the white paper offers evidence of China’s interest in
supporting and encouraging cooperation with Arctic states to develop tourism in the
region and calls for concerted efforts to enhance security, insurance, and rescue
systems.

One consideration that might weigh against China following the lead of the United
States and EU on the Northwest Passage is that doing so would weaken the
argument that its own Qiongzhou Strait, between Hainan and continental China,
should be considered internal waters. It is worth noting, however, that the status of
the Qiongzhou Strait has rarely, if ever, been a matter of debate, while the status of
the Northwest Passage and the Northern Sea Route has frequently been contested.

Like its neighbors in East Asia, China sees the melting Arctic Ocean as a unique
opportunity for itself and international trade generally. Its recently published white
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paper on Artic policy highlights the country’s interest in shipping routes through the
Arctic, among other interests such as participating in Arctic governance and polar
research. On the one hand, the international community, including Arctic Council
members, welcomes the transparency and increasing confidence that China shows
by participating in Arctic governance. On the other hand, given China’s rapid military
modernization and economic growth, suspicions regarding its global strategic
intentions as it moves toward the Arctic are unavoidable. Canada’s concerns about
China’s evolving position on the status of the Northwest Passage are symptomatic of
this dilemma. Thus, a combination of potential economic benefits, unsettled legal
issues concerning the navigation regime in the Arctic, and technological and
environmental challenges will likely determine the prospects for China’s involvement
in Arctic shipping.

“Coping with a "Near-Arctic" China,” Mischa Longman, University of Calgary, 23
September 2019 [41]

https://prism.ucalgary.ca/bitstream/handle/1880/111088/ucalgary 2019 Longman_ Misc
ha.pdf?sequence=3

Overview:

The purpose of this research project was to explore the implications of an
accelerated Chinese interest in Arctic affairs. More specifically, this project focused
primarily on the practical effects of this greater involvement in the region for the two
largest and most globally influential Arctic states, namely Russia and the United
States from a mix of political, military and economic perspectives. In doing so, this
project would seek to increase understanding of recent developments in Chinese
policy and economic involvement in the Arctic region and how they would influence
the behavior of powerful local actors, a topic of some importance and urgency given
the historical insularity of the Arctic from outside affairs or actors, as well as the
region’s characterization as a zone of inter-state cooperation rather than
competition. How would China’s entry into the region in the form of ambitious policy
proclamations and substantial foreign direct investment into Arctic states affect these
conditions? Given rising competition elsewhere in the world between the United
States and China, the topic of China’s entry into the Arctic seems both highly current
and fraught with the potential to fundamentally reshape the region’s political and
economic landscape. Existing regional issues may serve as fault lines which a
powerful extra-regional actor could exploit, such as the substantially deteriorated
relationship between Russia and the NATO members of the region since the 2014
annexation of Crimea and the resultant weak Russian economy. In studying these
issues under the aegis of the larger research question articulated above, this project
sought to provide a snapshot of the Arctic’s political and economic landscape at a
moment of unprecedented outside interest, as well as accurately capture the
essence of what trends and tendencies have arisen in Russian and American policy
in reaction to these developments.

158


https://prism.ucalgary.ca/bitstream/handle/1880/111088/ucalgary_2019_Longman_Mischa.pdf?sequence=3
https://prism.ucalgary.ca/bitstream/handle/1880/111088/ucalgary_2019_Longman_Mischa.pdf?sequence=3

Current & Relevant Information:

Results

This project revealed a number of interesting preliminary findings on the effects of
China’s entry into the Arctic region. These will be beginning with the broader context
before addressing the specific findings on Sino-Russian and Sino-American relations
in the Arctic. The BRI’s development was traced from inception to its current
ambitions for the PSR, and areas of concern such as the “debt trap” potential by
which Chinese loans could be used as economic leverage to achieve ownership of
strategic resources were addressed, finding them largely overblown. However,
Chinese investment patterns in infrastructural projects such as the Greek port of
Piraeus did show some willingness on the part of Chinese state investors to take
advantage of an economically-disadvantaged state in order to attain decisive
ownership over strategically significant resources. Chinese interest in the Arctic was
traced broadly to establishing energy security, given massive domestic energy
consumption and ongoing efforts to phase out coal in favor of natural gas, a
resource present in great quantities in the Arctic and particularly under Russian
ownership. Additionally, the Arctic would provide new shipping opportunities for both
Chinese importing and exporting, bypassing sensitive areas such as the Suez Canal
or Strait of Malacca.

With this basic contextual information out of the way, the major findings of the
research question may be addressed beginning with Russia. Sino-Russian
cooperation was shown to have experienced a major upswing since 2014, roughly
the same time as Western sanctions aimed particularly at the energy industry began
to severely damage the Russian economy. In this way, China seems to have
stepped in to act as a significant investor in Russian Arctic projects, particularly
those involving energy extraction and exploration as well as the construction of
transport infrastructure related to the Russian Northern Sea Route (NSR). These
developments serve the double purpose of meeting China’s goals through the BRI
as listed above as well as supporting important sections of the Russian economy in
the aftermath of sanctions. However, this project also found significant underlying
tensions in Sino-Russian relations in the Arctic, and it became pertinent to analyze in
particular a trio of failed or stalled multi-billion-dollar (equivalent in USD) projects in
order to ascertain the sources of these tensions. Ultimately, Russian concerns over
Chinese investment were found to potentially stem from considerations of the
strategic sensitivity of the NSR to Russian state security, an unwillingness to cede
operation control or decisive ownership stakes in major extraction projects to
Chinese state investors and a seeming willingness to utilize other Asian investors
such as India in order to avoid over-dependence on Chinese financing. On the
Chinese side, a pair of major contracts were found which fell through due to the
extensive “anti-corruption drive” spearheaded by President Xi Jinping, pointing to a
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potential (albeit difficult and opaque) area for future research on Sino-Russian
relations, namely the effects of entrenched corruption on the relationship.

Research into the American reaction to China’s entry into the Arctic proved
extremely fruitful, as well as the area of the project in which the most use could be
made of primary sources in the form of just-released American policy documentation
and official speeches by the Secretary of State. A lack of releases by civilian
institutions were more than compensated for by a flurry of recent policy releases by
the United States Department of Defense (DoD), particularly in the form of a
comprehensive DoD Arctic Strategy and a Coast Guard strategic document which
went into extensive detail about Chinese capabilities in the region. These were
compared to earlier iterations of the same documents, which were found to have
either mentioned China in somewhat muted terms or not at all, whereas the most
recent documents made clear that China is viewed as a strategic competitor to the
United States in the Arctic. The lack of civilian documentation only served to make
this point more explicit, as did the official policy speech by Secretary of State
Michael Pompeo at the Arctic Council in which he invoked the need for increased
military security and characterized China’s self-proclaimed “near-Arctic” status as

illegitimate. Overall, the American reaction to Chinese Arctic activity was shown to
have been led entirely by considerations of military security, with practical effects
consisting largely of substantially increasing funding for icebreaking vessels in order
to maintain a regional presence and raising the issue of China’s illegitimacy as a
regional actor. While future policy releases or actions may emphasize civilian
aspects or seek to improve Sino-American relations in the region, it is clear at the
time of this project that the current administration of the United States is vocally
opposed to China’s entry into the region and is willing to overtly elevate this topic to
a military concern.

Conclusion

While the above section illustrates the most important findings of this project’s
research, it also illustrates that there are many branching paths which further
research into these fields could follow. The aforementioned language barrier of
Russian and Chinese did serve as a limitation on adequately analyzing Sino-
Russian relations, as did the opacity of political issues in these states. However, the
breadth of the project served as the single largest limitation, and in another iteration
perhaps focusing research on a single aspect (Sino-Russian economic relations in
the Arctic, for instance) would prove even more fruitful. Ultimately, despite this
somewhat overstretched breadth, this project answered our initial research question
of China’s impact on Arctic relationships by showing the region as becoming rapidly
less insular, as a powerful outside actor seeks to establish an economic and policy
foothold in the region.
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China’s growing interest in the region has not gone unopposed, with the Russian
government expressing their misgivings through seeking to maintain decisive
economic and operational control of sensitive projects and the Americans through
overtly threatening behavior and policies opposing China’s Arctic ambitions. Already
there is unprecedented behavior from the American government, with the Secretary
of State speaking of military security in the Arctic Council despite such topics being
explicitly outside the Council’s mandate, specifically to inveigh against an extra-
regional actor. Russia has already, through actions such as inviting India as an
alternate investor and seeking to keep Chinese involvement in direct operations low,
shown a level of unease with growing economic reliance on China. For any future
project on these considerations, a translator skilled in either Russian or Chinese
would prove invaluable for deepening an understanding of the Sino-Russian
relationship beyond economic data and Western academic sources.

“China's Growing Arctic Presence,” Sherri Goodman & Marisol Maddox, Wilson
Center, 19 November 2018 [42] https://www.wilsoncenter.org/article/chinas-growing-
arctic-presence

Overview:

Since gaining the status of Observer to the Arctic Council in 2013, China has been
making strides in increasing its Arctic presence. The vital role of a blue water Arctic
in the future of geopolitics and global commerce is underscored in a remark made by
Li Zhenfu of Dalian Maritime University who said, “Whoever has control over the
Arctic route will control the new passage of world economics and international
strategies.”

In January 2018 China released its Arctic Policy, declaring the “Polar Silk Road” as
the third extension of its Belt and Road Initiative, and China as a “Near Arctic State.”
Chinese companies, which cannot be fully separated from the government, have
strategically stretched that role. They have expanded their engagement both
physically, through funding icebreakers and increasing marine transits through

the Northwest Passage and the Northern Sea Route, as well as financially and
geopolitically, through dual-purpose direct investments and scientific undertakings in
Arctic nations and corresponding territorial waters.

Current & Relevant Information:

Icebreaker Capacity and Transits

September 2018 featured the debut of Xuelong 2 (Snow Dragon 2), China’s first
domestically produced icebreaker endowed with the pioneering capability of two-way
icebreaking. China also has plans for a nuclear-powered aircraft carrier, an
advanced vessel only currently possessed by Russia.

In contrast, the only functional heavy icebreaker belonging to the US is the Polar
Star, which was built in the 1970’s with a 30 year life expectancy. The newest, and
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most technologically capable of the US’ icebreaking fleet, is the Healy, however this
medium icebreaker does not have the icebreaking capacity of a heavy vessel. It is
no wonder, then, that this summer Secretary of Defense Jim Mattis stated,
“‘America’s got to up its game in the Arctic.”

The summer of 2018 marked the first time that Russian LNG cargo was shipped to
China using the Northern Sea Route (NSR) instead of the traditional southern route
through the Suez Canal, which is perceived as a vulnerability to China because it is
controlled by US allies. A northern route would additionally allow ships to avoid
chokepoints that have historically proven problematic due to piracy concerns. This
2018 cargo transit event highlights the way that global commercial maritime transit
will be physically shifting as climate change progresses over the next few decades.
The NSR and other Arctic routes are not currently commercially viable on a large
scale, but that will change as waters warm, ice melts, and improvements are made
in hydrographic mapping, and search and rescue response capabilities. The NSR
passage from Asia to Europe makes geopolitical sense for China as well as
commercial sense, since it shaves around two weeks off of transit time compared to
the southern route.

Foreign Direct Investment and Strategic Advantage

Doubtless, the High North needs investment funds for sustainable development and
construction of infrastructure. To this end, China is a valuable economic partner.
Investment funds accepted must be weighed, however, against the risks associated
with geopolitical leverage gained with those investment dollars. Strategic investment
has been shown to be one form of economic coercion employed by China, whereby
it leverages influence to secure its interests. For instance, major telecom provider,
Huawei, has been called "effectively an arm of the Chinese government.” Financial
investments have been used as leverage to coerce nations into severing diplomatic
ties with Taiwan, which China claims as its sovereign territory. This is where
economic development comes up against issues of sovereignty.

In the Arctic in particular, a November 2017 report from CNA revealed China has
committed what is equivalent to 11.6% of Greenland’s GDP to resource
development projects. This high level of FDI has geopolitical implications because
since voting for independence from the Kingdom of Denmark in 2007, Greenland
has struggled to develop a comprehensive economic strategy that would allow it to
be fully independent. While it is largely self-governing, Greenland still receives
substantial funds from Copenhagen to buttress its seafood export-based economy.

The issue of the implications of FDI came to a head recently over the question of
who would provide funding for airport infrastructure upgrades in Greenland. When
Denmark realized that the financing frontrunner was China, the government quickly
stepped in to provide the funds. When Greenland’s Prime Minister, Kim Kielsen,
accepted the money from Denmark, a pro-independence party (Partii Naleraq) of the
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ruling four-party coalition, broke away because they viewed this as Danish
interference in Greenlandic politics. This caused Kielsen to lose a majority in
parliament, leading him to scramble over the coming days to successfully
renegotiate a new coalition.

Greenland is strategically important for the US both due to the presence of Thule Air
Force Base, as well as NATO airspace. Following the Greenland airport event, the
Department of Defense (DoD) issued a Statement of Intent on Defense
Investments in Greenland, stating the US intends to “pursue potential strategic
investments vigorously, including investments that may serve dual military and
civilian purposes,” and to enhance its “military operational flexibility and situational
awareness.” In response to DoD’s statement, Denmark’s Minister for Foreign Affairs,
Anders Samuelsen stated, “The Arctic is increasingly important from a geopolitical
point of view. We warmly appreciate the defense cooperation with the United States
in Greenland, contributing to our shared objective of security while maintaining the
region a low-tension area.”

China recognizes the strategic benefit of partnering with Russia to facilitate its entry
into the Arctic. In the funding void created by US sanctions on Russia-owned gas
producer Novatek, China has stepped in to provide financing, and is now, along with
France’s Total, a part-owner of Russia’s LNG facility in the Yamal Peninsula. China
will also help to fund the planned second Yamal LNG plant. As part of their
retaliatory tariffs against the US, China chose to institute a 10% tariff on US liquid
natural gas, effectively pricing the US out of their energy market in favor of Qatar,
Australia, and Russia.

As foreign direct investment from China grows in scale and influence around the
globe, it is being more heavily scrutinized. China has quickly and decisively seized
opportunities. When Iceland faced pressure from the 2008 financial crisis, China
leveraged this to ink its first free trade agreement with a European country. China
has been willing to invest in foreign nations’ infrastructure projects even when they
are not commercially viable, for example, the fate of the Hambantota Port in Sri
Lanka has caused much unease. This has brought the concept of “debt trap”
diplomacy into the international dialogue. Even Russia, having agreed upon an Ice
Silk Road with China, remains wary of the mounting investment funds, and is
seeking to counter-balance Chinese influence by building upon a strategic
partnership with India.

The US has started taking measures to provide alternative financing for countries
who are hesitant to accept Chinese investment. This recently manifested in the bi-
partisan passage of the BUILD Act, which expands the US government’s ability to
fund overseas development projects. Development banks also play an important role
in providing international funds, with an emerging option for an Arctic Development
Bank.
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Strategic Science and Technology

China has significantly increased its strategic research and development in the
Arctic with dozens of scientists in Svalbard, Norway, as well as over 200 scientists
dedicated to the mission of the Polar Research Institute of China (PRIC). The
number of China’s ice breaking research vessel transits continues to increase
annually. China has engaged in dialogue with Japan and South Korea on a changing
Arctic for several years. It has also invested in scientists and technology within its
oceanographic research enterprise to better understand the undersea domain.

Some have recently started characterizing the ambiguous nature of scientific
exploration and infrastructure investments as “gray zone” challenges in this new era
of great power competition. U.S. Special Operations Command defines the gray
zone as being characterized by “competitive interaction among and within state and
non-state actors that fall between the traditional war and peace duality. They are
characterized by ambiguity about the nature of the conflict, opacity of the parties
involved, or uncertainty about the relevant policy and legal frameworks.” This
inherent ambiguity makes it challenging, especially for developing states, to seek
economic development opportunities and the scientific wherewithal to understand
climate risk in a way that does not compromise their sovereignty.

In sum, China has been clear that it intends to pursue an Arctic presence for
economic, scientific, and strategic interest. Climate change is a catalyst not only for
melting Arctic ice, but for China’s entry into Arctic geopolitics.

It is imperative for the US to step up its leadership role in the changing climate
geopolitics of the Arctic during this unique window of opportunity. A failure to do so
will have long term detrimental impacts on US strategic interests in the region.

“China's Strategy and Activities in the Arctic Implications for North American and
Transatlantic Security,” Stephanie Pezard, et al., RAND, 23 December 2022 [43]
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA1282-1-v2.html

Summary:

Issue

Although a non-Arctic state, China is a significant Arctic player, undertaking
numerous economic, scientific, cultural, diplomatic, and military activities in and
around various Arctic countries. Since the June 2017 release of its Belt and Road
Maritime Cooperation Plan, which identified the Arctic as a dimension of its larger
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), the Chinese government has repeatedly declared the
Arctic region as a part of its broader strategy for expanding its global engagement
and influence.
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China’s description of the Arctic as a “global commons” further highlights the
country’s intentions to be included in the political, economic, and environmental
decisions that will shape Arctic activities and policies in the decades to come.

This research, which was conducted as a collaborative effort between the RAND
Corporation and the Swedish Defence Research Agency (Totalférsvarets
Forskningsinstitut, or FOI), examines the potential implications of Chinese
investments and activities in the Arctic for the regional rules-based order and for
regional and transatlantic security. It seeks to address three research questions:

1. What are China’s ambitions and current and likely future activities in the
Arctic?

2. What are the implications of Chinese activities for transatlantic security, and
what risks could they pose to the regional rules-based order?

3. What strategies might mitigate the risks posed by some aspects of plausible
Chinese presence and development in the Arctic?

Although these questions are pertinent for all eight Arctic Council member states
(Canada, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Sweden, Russia, and the United
States), this report focuses mostly on the North American Arctic, defined very
broadly as encompassing the U.S. Arctic, the Canadian Arctic, and Greenland.

Approach

To address these questions, the research team conducted several parallel efforts
that consisted of

* reviewing primary and secondary sources in English and Chinese on China’s
Arctic strategy and diplomacy

* mapping existing and projected Chinese Arctic investments in the North
American Arctic

* reviewing effects and implications of past Chinese activities in other regions

» assessing whether these effects are already taking place or could be taking
place in the Arctic

* conducting a scenario-based tabletop exercise (TTX) to validate and
supplement findings.

Our scenario-based TTX, titled “China’s Arctic Reach,” sought to (1) better
understand the pathways through which China could become a prominent Arctic
player, (2) discuss which of these pathways could upset the current regional rules-
based order, and (3) identify potential responses or mitigation strategies for these
pathways. The exercise, which revolved around a scenario set in 2035, took place
remotely over three hours. It involved 20 participants and eight observers selected
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for their expertise on the Arctic, China, or both in academia, research organizations,
government, and industry.

Key Findings

This report finds that, overall, Chinese investments and presence in the North
American sections of the Arctic remain fairly limited. This situation has not been the
result of a lack of effort on the part of Chinese companies, investment firms, and
scientific organizations, including some linked to the Chinese state. Rather, it has
stemmed from U.S., Danish, and Canadian efforts to block or otherwise restrict
Chinese investments in industries identified as being critical to national and NATO
security interests. Additionally, Arctic subnational actors have been cautious in their
welcoming of Chinese activities. More broadly, the Arctic presents strong factors of
resilience that make it unlikely that Chinese investments in infrastructure could
present the negative security, political, economic, social, and environmental
outcomes that other regions of the world have experienced. The report identifies the
following Arctic factors of resilience—some of which are largely within the control of
the United States and its allies:

» China has strained bilateral relations with several Arctic states (defined as
Arctic Council member states), which tend to act in solidarity.

* Arctic states have historically agreed to keep Arctic matters among Arctic
states.

* Arctic states have fairly strict regulations that prevent potentially damaging
Chinese activities.

* Local populations can prevent activities they deem threatening.

* High costs of investments in the Arctic limit the region’s attractiveness.

* Arctic states’ level of technological development limits China’s appeal.

* Arctic states’ relative wealth protects them from predatory lending practices.

Table S.1 provides a list of potential red flags that could alert policymakers to the
possible weakening of these factors of resilience. Furthermore, although these
factors of resilience mitigate many of the risks of Chinese investments and activities,
they do not fully protect North American Arctic nations and populations from some of
the adverse outcomes observed elsewhere. Gaps in these factors of resilience, as
well as uncertainties about the future, that deserve particular scrutiny include the
following:

* Russia’s relationship with China creates uncertainties
* uncertainty related to Greenland’s independence

* opportunities for investments (from China and others) will grow
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* increased influence is difficult to track

» China may realize it is often its own worst enemy in the Arctic.

TABLE 5.4
Potential Red Flags Suggesting Weakening of Resilience

Factor of Resilienca Red Flag: This Factor May Be Weakening If . . .

Strains in bilataral ralations with China China-Ruszia ralations deepen and China makas inroads
with one or more othier Arctic nations

Arctic-centric govemance China's efforts to frame tha Arctic as a global governance
issue gain traction

Strong investmant screaning Screenings and regulations ara relaxed in the context of a

and regulations major economic downturm

Strong environmeantal and local checks A lasting increase in commedity prices pushes for mora
supply

Arctic solidarity The Arctic Council bacomeas fragmeanted over
angagement with Russia and/for China

High cost of investmeants China pricritizes tha Arctic in itz stratagy

High level of tachnology Tachnological breakthrough facilitates access to Arctic
resources

High level of wealth Financial/economic crisis affects Arctic states or creatas

a higher relianca on frade with China

Recommendations

In addition to monitoring Arctic developments for these red flags, the U.S.
Department of Defense (DoD), working in collaboration with interagency and
international partners, can take steps to maintain and reinforce current factors of
resilience, and to address some of the gaps and uncertainties that remain. We
present five specific recommendations.

A first recommendation is to not only maintain solidarity among U.S. allies and
partners in the Arctic, but also to strengthen it wherever possible. There is a
strong consensus among Arctic states to maintain the governance of Arctic affairs
among themselves, and this remains a powerful obstacle to undesirable Chinese
involvement in the region. This recommendation calls for sustaining active
multilateral and bilateral diplomatic activities with these countries and in the Arctic
Council and other international fora. In addition, DoD and the U.S. Coast Guard
have important roles in maintaining, and in some cases enhancing, engagement with
other Arctic states—minus Russia—through security cooperation activities, which
range from high-level exchanges to exercises, to joint training, to maritime domain
awareness and safety activities (particularly with counterparts in Canada, Norway,
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and Denmark and in the context of certain North American Aerospace Defense
Command [NORAD] and North Atlantic Treaty Organization [NATO] activities).

A second recommendation is to explore the conditions and possible pathways
for restoring some level of engagement with Russia on Arctic issues in the
wake of its war on Ukraine. The suspension of the cooperation within the Arctic
Council under the Russian chairmanship represents a break with previous periods of
tension (e.g., after Russia’s 2014 illegal annexation of Crimea and aggression in
Eastern Ukraine) that had seen the continuation of the Arctic Council’s activities.
Although reengagement does not have to be immediate or cover all topics,
concertation and common work in such areas as search and rescue (SAR) or
pollution prevention would benefit all Arctic Council members, including the United
States. Some degree of reengagement might also help maintain Russia’s
commitment to the Arctic Council—an organization that the United States values,
with U.S. Coordinator for the Arctic Region James DeHart noting that it wanted to
maintain it in its current structure and with the current membership. A potential
adverse outcome of the current paralysis of the Arctic Council could be a push from
Russia for a new (or drastically changed) Arctic governance institution, in which it
would not be the only non-NATO member (in the expectation that Finland and
Sweden join NATO), and where other Arctic-interested states—such as China—
might have a louder voice. Although Russia has not yet shown signs that it wishes to
move on from the Arctic Council (calling instead for a resumption of the Arctic
Council’s activities), complete and protracted paralysis could harm current Arctic
governance and pro- vide an opening for China to insert itself more decisively in that
system. Such engagement could help convince Russia that it has more to gain from
maintaining the status quo (that has worked fairly well for Moscow so far) in the
Arctic rather than take the chance of bringing in another—and bigger—player.
Although defense and security cooperation with Russia remain unlikely for the
foreseeable future, the Arctic is a place where cooperation can and has taken place
on other areas of mutual interest during periods of tension. Western cooperation with
Russia on Arctic SAR, which has implications for military and commercial activities,
was continued after other defense and scientific engagement were suspended in
2014 following Moscow’s 2014 illegal annexation of Crimea and aggression in
eastern Ukraine. Another large area of mutual interest with Russia and China will be
countering the effects of climate change in the Arctic region, including engaging on
infrastructure resilience.

A third recommendation is for the United States to work closely with other Arctic
states, particularly Denmark and Canada, to maintain active engagement with the
Greenlandic government to promote mutual interests and sustainable
economic development. The United States has taken positive steps in this regard,
including reopening a consulate in Nuuk in 2020; initiating cooperation on education,
trade and investment, science, minerals and energy, and economic growth; and a
May 2021 visit by Secretary of State Antony Blinken to Greenland during which he
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pledged to further this partnership. This cooperation should be designed first and
foremost with the interests of the Greenlandic population in mind—the key question
being: How can U.S. engagement benefit Greenlanders as clearly and directly as
possible, and make the United States appear as a long-term, promising partner?
The new arrangement, negotiated in 2020, regarding Thule Air Base—whose
maintenance will now largely be undertaken by Greenlandic companies rather than
U.S. ones—is an example that DoD’s presence can add value by supporting the
local economy and contributing—even on a small scale—to addressing long-
standing unemployment issues in Greenland.

A fourth recommendation is for the United States to continue to elevate its
engagement in the Arctic. Our TTX participants highlighted the importance of
making it clear to both other Arctic and non-Arctic states that the U.S. commitment to
the region is solid. This commitment should not be solely based on the strategic role
that the Arctic plays in strategic competition with Russia and China, but rather is the
continuation, at an ever more sustained level, of the long history of U.S. diplomacy,
stewardship, and scientific research in the region.

A fifth recommendation is to curtail some of China’s appeal and elevate U.S.
commitment to those living in the Arctic by working more closely with indigenous
populations. An example that could be replicated is the cooperation between the
Alaska Federation of Natives with DoD, which has resulted in more information-
sharing and a closer partnership overall. This could be done through working with
the Arctic Council’s Permanent Participants, four of which (the Aleut International
Association, the Arctic Athabaskan Council, Gwich’in Council International, the Inuit
Circumpolar Council) represent populations living in Alaska. Such initiatives could be
undertaken as a joint U.S.-Canada effort (with the Arctic Athabaskan Council and
Gwich’in Council International) or as a joint U.S.-Canada-Greenlandic effort, with the
Inuit Circumpolar Council, because indigenous populations live across national
boundaries. This would require identifying issues of overlap between the national
security interests of the United States and its Canadian and Danish allies, and the
human security interests of indigenous people living in these states. Working with
indigenous communities to develop secure telecommunications infrastructure in the
Arctic, or to develop sustainable local renewable energy sources, might be some
areas where overlap could be found.

Current & Relevant Information:

Although a non-Arctic state, China has become a significant player in the Arctic
region, engaging in economic, scientific, cultural, diplomatic, and military activities in
and around various Arctic countries. This report examines the potential implications
of Chinese investments and activities in the Arctic for the regional rules-based order
and for regional and transatlantic security. It evaluates China’s strategy and
diplomacy in the region, inventories existing activities in the North American Arctic
(the United States, Canada, Greenland); and assesses the risks that these activities
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might pose in the Arctic in light of security, political, economic, social, and
environmental issues from similar activities in other regions of the world.

“What Does China's Arctic Presence Mean to the United States?” Doug Irving,
RAND, 29 December 2022 [44] https://www.rand.org/pubs/articles/2022/what-does-
chinas-arctic-presence-mean-to-the-us.html

Overview:

A Coast Guard cutter spotted the ships during a routine patrol of the Bering Sea,
north of Alaska: a guided missile cruiser and two smaller ships from China, traveling
in formation with four ships from Russia. The cutter followed until they split up and
dispersed.

“In the Arctic, the United States sees China as a potentially destabilizing force, with
the economic and military power to try to bend the established order to its liking.”

Current & Relevant Information:

The ships broke no rules and violated no boundaries. But their appearance so close
to the Arctic this past fall raised concern in Washington nonetheless. For years,
China has worked to establish footholds in the region that would give it access to
rich mineral deposits and shipping lanes, as well as a greater say in Arctic affairs.
That—and a strategic presence in a region ringed by the United States and several
other NATO countries.

Researchers at RAND and the Swedish Defence Research Agency looked at where
China is operating in the Arctic, what it wants, and what that could mean for regional
security. They concluded that China has made only limited inroads in the Arctic, but
that's not for lack of trying.

“The threat should not be inflated,” said Stephanie Pezard, a senior political scientist
at RAND who specializes in Arctic security. “But at the same time, they have a clear
intent to not be excluded from Arctic developments as the region becomes more
accessible. The real questions are, How much of a role do they want, and what does
that mean for an Arctic nation like the United States?”

Conditions in the Arctic have always been so extreme, the distances so vast, that
even rivals like the United States and Russia were forced to cooperate there. But the
Arctic is warming faster than anywhere else on the planet. Sea routes that sailors
and explorers have dreamed about for centuries are starting to open. The promise of
Arctic riches—oil, minerals, trade routes, even fish—has started to draw interest
from far outside the northern latitudes.

China has declared itself a “near-Arctic state,” a designation it invented to push for a
greater role in Arctic governance. It has dispatched research expeditions, sought to
establish mining and gas operations, and envisioned a network of shipping routes
crossing the Arctic, a “silk road on ice.” It describes itself as an “active participant,
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builder, and contributor in Arctic affairs,” one that has “spared no efforts to contribute
its wisdom to the development of the Arctic region.”

But in the Arctic, as in the rest of the world, the United States sees China as a
potentially destabilizing force, with the economic and military power to try to bend
the established order to its liking. The Pentagon considers China its “pacing
challenge” of the foreseeable future. Its Arctic strategy, released in October, pays
particular attention to the risk of China using commercial or scientific access to the
Arctic for military advantage.

Researchers at RAND set out to document known Chinese activities in the North
American Arctic, which touches Alaska, Canada, and Greenland. Their counterparts
in Sweden focused on the European side, from Iceland, through the Nordic
countries, to Russia.

What they found: Especially in the North American Arctic, “there's not a ton going
on,” Pezard said. China has invested in a handful of mining operations, mostly
chasing valuable rare earth minerals. It has trade partnerships with Greenland and a
small stake in a zinc mine in Alaska. A Chinese company tried to buy a shuttered
U.S. Navy base in Greenland, but the Danish government quashed the idea.

China has used loans and infrastructure deals to prop open the door for itself in
countries across Asia, Africa, and Latin America. But the countries of the North
American Arctic have generally taken a hard look at any proposed Chinese
investments—and often a hard pass. Canada blocked a $150 million gold mine deal
that would have put Chinese interests too close to military installations. Greenland
has held up plans for another Chinese mine over concerns about pollution.

“We didn't see the more nefarious activities that we've seen in other parts of the
world, like predatory lending or influence over local decisions, that are more
damaging to international norms,” said Stephen Flanagan, an adjunct senior fellow
at RAND and former senior director for defense policy and strategy at the U.S.
National Security Council. “All of the governments are being careful in how they deal
with China. It's a 'buyer beware' approach.”

RAND's study did not include the Russian side of the Arctic. That may be China's
best route to greater Arctic influence. The Arctic Council, a governing body of Arctic
States and indigenous nations, suspended its meetings last year, refusing to engage
with Russia after it attacked Ukraine. A panel of experts that RAND convened for its
study noted that Russia could seek to form its own Arctic governing council, with a
more central role for its ally, China.

The experts thought that was possible, but not necessarily probable. Despite its joint
operation in the Bering Sea this past fall, and codevelopment of a natural gas project
in the Russian Arctic, Moscow has also been wary of letting China pursue its
ambitions so close to its home shores. And rather than walk away from the existing
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council, Russia has called for it to resume its meetings, with Russia back at the
table.

For now, the U.S. should continue to make the Arctic a diplomatic, economic, and
strategic priority, to demonstrate its commitment to the region and its people,
researchers concluded. It should work to strengthen solidarity among its Arctic
allies—and explore conditions under which it could restart some engagement with
Russia, such as on search-and-rescue preparedness.

But the U.S. should also recognize that engaging with China in the Arctic does not
have to be a win-or-lose proposition. There are opportunities to cooperate—

on climate change, for example, or pollution control. China has already played a key
role in international agreements to protect Arctic fisheries and to create maritime
shipping regulations. On paper, at least, both China and the United States are
committed to ensuring the Arctic remains a region of peace and stability.

The next few years will be a crucial test. If current projections hold, the Arctic could
see its first ice-free summer by 2030.

Russia’s Involvement in the Arctic:

“What Are Russia’s Interests In The Arctic, And How Do They Affect Regional
Security?” Maryna Yakymchuk, Ukraine World, 21 August 2023 [45]
https://ukraineworld.org/en/articles/infowatch/russias-interests-arctic

Overview:

Russia has increased its activities in the Arctic in recent years, which poses a threat
to global security.

Russia has long been interested in the Arctic region, and it recently became
one of Russia's military capacity-building hotspots. Over half of the Arctic
coastlines belong to Russia, which is used to locate military bases and
airstrips that rival NATO and its allies.

Current & Relevant Information:

Furthermore, over the last three years, Russia has taken steps to bolster its legal
framework in order to legitimize its actions. This has been achieved through the
adoption of several key documents:

e The basis of State policy of the Russian Federation in the Arctic by 2035 (2020)

e The Strategy of developing the Arctic zone of the Russian Federation and
ensuring national security by 2035 (2020)

e The State Program of Social and Economic Development of the Arctic Region
(2021)
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o The Conception of Foreign Policy of the Russian Federation (2023)

In these documents, Russia defines its main priorities, goals and instruments for
implementing its Arctic policy, with an emphasis on increasing its military presence
and nuclear potential building, as well as searching for new resources and providing
economic developments.

In practice, this means saber-rattling with NATO's members and laying the
groundwork for a possible confrontation with the West.

Russia's reasons for its interest in the Arctic are clear:
SECURITY FOR ITS NUCLEAR ASSETS

According to Carnegie, Russia wants to keep 6 of the 11 ballistic missile submarines
(SSBNSs) on the Kola Peninsula, capable of attacking NATO states in response to
their actions.

In such a way, Russia protects its ability to act in the North Atlantic and the
European part of the Arctic in the event of a confrontation with NATO. Furthermore,
Russia has an exit to the Barents Sea and the Norwegian Sea via its North Navy,
allowing Russia to wield significant influence in potential NATO conflicts.

SEARCHING FOR NEW RESOURCES AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENTS

According to the Strateqgy of developing the Arctic zone of the Russian Federation
and ensuring national security by 2035, 80% of Russian natural gas and 17% of oil
are extracted from the Arctic, but in the future, it is planned to reduce gas output
while increasing oil production.

Russia plans to expand the Northern Sea Route and increase shipments through
Arctic waters by investing in infrastructure and transportation, as well as energy
projects and technologies.

STRENGTH OF GEOPOLITICAL INFLUENCE

In its recent Conception of the Foreign Policy of the Russian Federation, Russia
emphasizes its commitment to territorial integrity and the cultivation of relationships
with non-Arctic states that pursue constructive policies towards Russia.

Additionally, Russia intends to take measures to counteract and mitigate any
initiatives that are detrimental to Russian interests involving the militarization of the
region.

Guided by these principles, Russia interprets China's engagement in its Arctic policy,
as well as the interactions with NATO and its allies, as actions contrary to its
interests and hostile towards Russia.

RUSSIA WANTS TO INCREASE CHINA'S ROLE IN THE ARCTIC
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The Murmansk Memorandum signed by Russia's FSB and China's Coast Guard on
extending security cooperation reflects Russia's perception of China's involvement in
the Arctic region.

The Head of the FSB Border Guard Service, Vladimir Kulishov, stated that both
countries were determined to strengthen cooperation to combat terrorism, illegal
migration, drug and weapon smuggling, and illegal fishing.

Furthermore, Russian officials stated that China and Russia intend to continue
further cooperation in the area.

Such Russian-Chinese cooperation is advantageous to both parties as Russia
attempts to expand its geopolitical role by engaging with China's support and
returning the current security situation to a bipolar world order.

China is not an Arctic state, and its involvement in regional affairs demonstrates
Russia's desire to rally allies to oppose NATO's member states and its partners.

COMPETITION WITH THE WEST

Russia is a member of the Arctic Council, an organization that also encompasses
the United States, Canada, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden.
Notably, six out of the eight members of this council are also part of the NATO
alliance.

Furthermore, there are indications that Sweden will soon become a NATO member.
Consequently, Russia is facing a situation where it will be geographically surrounded
by NATO countries, which it perceives as posing threats to its national security.

According to the Guardian, over the course of the past six years, Russia has
constructed 475 military sites along its northern border.

This initiative included the refurbishment of former Soviet outposts, as well as an
increase in the variety of missile systems deployed. These developments
underscore Russia's efforts to maintain a military posture that is competitive with that
of Western powers.

Furthermore, Russia's media outlets do not rule out an open confrontation between
Russia and the US.

Viktor Murakhovsky, a member of the expert council of the Military Industrial
Collegium, has pointed out that the primary flight routes for the United States'
strategic aviation traverse the Arctic and the North Pole.

He emphasized that this region holds strategic significance for missile launches,
making it particularly advantageous in this regard.

RUSSIA'S ARCTIC POLICY AIMS TO STRENGTHEN ITS MILITARY AND
GEOPOLITICAL ROLE
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Russia is actively bolstering its military capabilities in the Arctic as part of its strategy
to both maintain and enhance its covert confrontation with Western powers. In
addition, the Arctic region serves as a strategic repository for Russia's inventory of
military equipment and missiles.

It also serves as a crucial training ground for honing military capabilities. Despite its
geographical isolation, Russia strategically utilizes the Arctic as a passive instrument
in its broader confrontational stance against Western nations.

To sum up, Russia’'s ambition to reclaim some aspects of its Soviet-era dominance
is driving its desire to revive a Cold War scenario. In light of this, it becomes
imperative for Western powers to prevent Russia from further expanding its
presence and influence in the Arctic region.

This dynamic underscores the geopolitical significance of the Arctic as a theater for
both subtle and overt power struggles.

“The Russian Arctic Threat: Consequences of the Ukraine War,” Colin Walland
and Njord Wegge, Center for Strategic & International Studies, 25 January 2023
[46] https://www.csis.org/analysis/russian-arctic-threat-consequences-ukraine-war

Overview:

The impact of Russia’s war in Ukraine has been felt in the Arctic. The region’s
primary diplomatic venue is paused, and military tensions are increasing. When
Sweden and Finland join the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), every Arctic
country save Russia will be a member of the U.S.-led alliance. The war has not
diminished Russia’s core economic and security interests in the region, but it has
had some impact on its military readiness there in the short term, especially in terms
of ground capabilities, if not at sea or in the air. In addition, there are some
preliminary indications that sanctions and export controls may diminish Russia’s
ability to deploy precision munitions to the Arctic to a degree. At the same time,
Russia’s use of hybrid tactics in the region seems to be increasing in both frequency
and severity. The United States and NATO will need to take stock of these
developments in a region they have not historically prioritized as they begin to
implement their new, respective strategies.

Current & Relevant Information:

Introduction

Russia’s unprovoked and brutal invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 disrupted the
European security architecture and altered the risk calculus underpinning the foreign
and security policies of its neighbors. This shift was also stark in the Arctic, which
had for a long time been hailed by many as a highly cooperative and unusually
peaceful part of international affairs.
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First, the Arctic Council ceased to function when its seven members other than
Russia suspended participation in official meetings. This left the region without its
main intergovernmental venue for cooperation. Next, in search of security, Finland
and Sweden requested to join NATO. Furthermore, Russian “hybrid tactics”—to now
possibly also include the sabotage of the Nord Stream pipelines, as well as that of
undersea cables in the Arctic and near-Arctic, among other activities—have raised
the level of alarm in NATO members like Norway and nearby states. Finally, the
increased security concerns are also seen in newly released policy documents, such
as the U.S. Arctic Strategy. The first U.S. government-wide Arctic strategy since
2013, it states that Russia’s war in Ukraine has “raised geopolitical tensions in the
Arctic” and created “new risks of unintended conflict,” a point that is also
emphasized in the U.S. National Security Strategy (NSS). However, the Arctic has
not been a top security priority for the United States or NATO in recent years, and
there are weighty arguments that this might be a problem that needs addressing as
tensions rise.

Russia’s military interests in the Arctic are ostensibly defensive: to defend its
second-strike, sea-based nuclear deterrent capability operating out of the Kola
Peninsula; to defend the homeland; and to protect its regional economic endeavors,
especially oil and gas megaprojects like the Yamal LNG and Vostok Oil ventures,
and the Northern Sea Route (NSR), which Russia views ambitiously as a future
global trade thoroughfare.

Russia also has offensive goals. First, it seeks to use the Arctic as a staging ground
for power projection, especially into the North Atlantic Ocean via the Greenland-
Iceland-UK (GIUK) Gap. Second, it may consider hybrid activities to intimidate or
coerce European Arctic countries. Finally, in an unlikely—but not unthinkable—wider
NATO-Russia conflict, having escalated to a war, one can imagine Moscow risking a
limited incursion into Norway or Finland in a bid to protect its critical nuclear assets
in the Kola Peninsula by creating greater defensive depth through, for example, the
establishment of more western anti-access/area denial system systems at relatively
easily defended sites west of its border. This scenario resembles Cold War-era
fears. A perhaps more likely modern conflict scenario could involve long-range
precision strikes of high-value assets like the Norwegian or future Finnish F-35s and
the infrastructure needed to keep them flying. In addition, in accordance with basic
military-strategic theory, one can also assume that command and control sites,
radars, and important bases supporting key naval capabilities or anti-submarine
warfare planes such as P-8 Poseidon maritime patrol aircraft would be attractive
targets.

The war in Ukraine has not materially changed these Russian core interests. The
need to protect the nuclear second-strike capability based out of the Kola Peninsula
will be undiminished, and even heightened, in the likely event that Finland joins
NATO. If and when this scenario plays out, critical military installations such as the
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Northern Fleet’s strategic submarine base at Gadzhiyevo will be less than 200
kilometers away from the border of a new NATO country. As a response, Russian
defense minister Sergei Shoigu, after meeting with President Putin, stated in
December that new military bases would be established: “Given NATO'’s desire to
build up military potential near the Russian borders, as well as to expand the North
Atlantic Alliance at the expense of Finland and Sweden, retaliatory measures are
required to create an appropriate grouping of troops in Northwest Russia.”

Furthermore, despite the diminishing European market for Russian Arctic fossil
fuels—and the evaporation of foreign investment in such projects from sanctioning
countries—there is little evidence Putin intends to reduce his economic ambitions in
the region: an NSR development plan including roughly 1.8 trillion rubles in funding
was approved in August 2022, and work continues on oil megaprojects. It is
reasonable to assume Russia will maintain its regional military posture
commensurately.

This paper first reviews Russia’s prewar Arctic military assets before investigating
which of these assets have been used and potentially lost in the invasion of Ukraine.
Taking stock of these potential war damages, as well as the impact of sanctions on
Russia’s defense industry, the third section assesses the relative attractiveness of
hybrid tactics for Russia to assert itself in the Arctic. The fourth section analyzes
some implications of these findings for NATO and the United States.
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Figure 1: Spotlight on Northern Europe
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Section One: Russian Conventional Military Capacity in the Arctic before the
War

EUROPE, RUSSIA,
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Command and Unit Structures

The Northern Fleet Joint Strategic Command is Russia’s Arctic military command
and the core of its regional presence. The fleet's area of responsibility includes the
western and central Arctic. The Eastern Military District commander is responsible
for the eastern Arctic, all the way to the Bering Strait. The fleet’s primary
responsibilities are to defend and ensure beneficial operational conditions for
Russia’s second-strike nuclear capability, as well as the homeland.

The Northern Fleet has five operational formations, each with several tactical units.
Most are housed on the Kola Peninsula. These include three naval formations, the
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45th Air and Air-Defense Forces Army (AADA), and the 14th Army Corps. The naval
formations include the Northern Fleet’'s Submarine Command and fleet, as well as
the Kola Flotilla, which contains most naval assets intended for Arctic-specific use,
including some main surface combatants. There is also the 61st Naval Infantry
Brigade, which includes some reconnaissance forces among other assets, as well
as special forces units in Polyarny. The 45th ADAA was formed in December 2015.
Its precise tactical makeup is not publicly available, but reports indicate that it bears
responsibility for anti-missile systems and distributed units on bases in the central
Russian Arctic. The two main units of the 14th Army Corps are the 200th Motorized
Rifle Brigade and the 80th Arctic Motor Rifle Brigade, in addition to other smaller
subordinated units working on tasks like command and control, among other roles.

Figure 2: Russian Arctic Military Installations
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The Northern Fleet also oversees the restoration of dozens of Soviet-era military
installations that now dot the Russian Arctic, east of the Kola Peninsula. These
installations vary in size and the degree to which they host troops and kinetic
capabilities. Roughly, there are 3 major bases, around 13 airfields, 10 radar stations,
20 border outposts, and 10 emergency rescue stations. Finally, there are military
assets that are not based in the Arctic but should be considered in the analysis. For
example, two Russian airborne assault units are assigned to help protect the Kola
Peninsula: the 76th Guards Air Assault Division and the 98th Guards Airborne
Division. These divisions, as well as the 106th Guards Airborne Division, have
trained for Arctic-specific missions.
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Specific Capabilities

Submarines. The Northern Fleet hosts eight of Russia’s ballistic missile
submarines (SSBNSs) of the Delta IV and Borei classes. Their purpose is
strategic: to maintain Russia’s retaliatory nuclear strike capability. The Delta IV
submarines are each capable of carrying 16 SS-N-23 Sineva submarine-
launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs), as well as, reportedly, the SS-N-15 Starfish
anti-submarine missile. The Borei submarines can carry 16 SS-N-32 Bulava
SLBMs. The Northern Fleet is believed to have approximately 16 other active
combat submarines, including six nuclear-powered attack submarines (SSNs) of
the Akula, Victor Ill, and Sierra Il classes, five nuclear-powered guided missile
submarines (SSGNSs) of the Severodvinsk and Oscar I/l classes, and five Kilo-
class diesel submarines (SSKs). The upgraded Akula-class submarine will
reportedly be armed with some variant of the Kalibr missile. The Sevorodvinsk
submarines carry two variants of the Kalibr—both the land attack missile (SS-N-
30) and the anti-ship variant (SS-N-27). The formidable submarine is also armed
with the SS-N-26 Strobile anti-ship cruise missile, i.e. the P-800 Oniks. The
Oscar ll-class is armed with SS-N-19 Shipwreck and SS-N-16 Stallion anti-ship
missiles. Victor Il and Sierra Il submarines are armed with the SS-N-21
Sampson cruise missile. One could also argue that the Northern Fleet has
access to auxiliary submarines for noncombat functions, ostensibly including
undersea research, but most likely also including covert tasks, even though these
officially report to the Main Directorate of Deep-Sea Research. Not all
submarines are made equal, of course—some are outdated and noisy, and some
have limited combat potential. Overall, anti-submarine warfare experts consider
Russia’s subsurface fleet to be formidable. The deployments of the Kalibr are
especially notable: it is a long-range precision missile at the high end of Russian
capabilities. It gives the Russian Navy the ability to hit distant targets—between
1,500 and 2,500 kilometers—from platforms that can be difficult to detect.
Surface Combatants. As of 2019, the Northern Fleet officially had 37 surface
vessels, including 10 operational large vessels and the Admiral Kuznetsov
aircraft carrier (the only one in The Russian Navy), although the latter was
damaged in a pair of accidents a few years earlier and will likely not re-enter
service before 2024. The Admiral Kuznetsov is armed with the SS-N-19
Shipwreck anti-ship missile and the SA-N-9 Gauntlet surface-to-air missile,
among other systems. The fleet’s flagship vessel is the Kirov-class nuclear-
powered missile cruiser Pyotr Velikiy. Kirov-class cruisers also use the
Shipwreck and Gauntlet systems, as well as other surface-to-air missiles. A
second Kirov-class cruiser has been under reconstruction since 1999; although
The Russian Navy claims it will be back in service in 2023, work on this vessel
has repeatedly been extended. There is a Slava-class guided missile destroyer
(the Marshal Ustinov), which uses the SS-N-12 Sandbox anti-ship missile, as
well as having surface-to-air missile systems. There are also two Gorshkov-class
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frigates, which are armed with both the land-attack and anti-ship variants of the
Kalibr, as well as Oniks missiles, two Udaloy I/ll-class anti-submarine warfare
ships, and one Sovremenny-class destroyer that uses the SS-N-22 Sunburn anti-
ship missile. The fleet has an estimated eight landing ships (Ropucha- and Ivan
Gren-class). It also has two ice-class ships of its own and can call on 46 “civilian”
icebreakers. It also has a small fleet of minesweepers. Finally, there are ice-
reinforced auxiliary vessels, such as a logistics ship, a tanker, and two research
vessels.

Ground Capabilities. Russia’s major ground capabilities are limited in the Arctic.
According to a prewar study from the Royal United Services Institute (RUSI), the
three brigades had between them approximately 50 tanks, 450 armored
personnel carriers, and an indeterminate number of “cross-country vehicles and
multipurpose articulated tracker carriers,” as well as various artillery systems and
some attack aviation capacity.

Air Combat Capabilities. According to RUSI, Russia has four major air units in
the Arctic. At Severomorsk, there are two: the 279th Shipborne Fighter Regiment
with approximately 24 Su-33 fighter jets and the 100th Shipborne Fighter
Regiment with 24 MiG-29K fighters. At Monchegorsk, the 98th Mixed Air
Regiment has an estimated 12 MIG-31BMs, 12 Su-24Ms, and an indeterminate
number of Su-24MR reconnaissance crafts. Finally, there is an uncrewed aerial
vehicle (UAV) regiment at Severomorsk, as well as maritime patrol aircraft like
the 1-38N and Tu-42. Before the war in Ukraine, there were also an estimated 30
bombers under the command of the Northern Fleet, many of which were housed
at Olenya under the control of the 40th Mixed Aviation Regiment.[60] In addition,
there are occasionally Tu-95 and Tu-160 bombers forward deployed across the
Arctic.

Missile Capabilities. The distinction between defensive and offensive missile
capabilities is not sharp in practice, and the below capabilities can be used for
multiple ends. The Northern Fleet operates a “hardened, Arctic-capable,
multilayered air defence and sea denial system,” which is part of the Bastion
defense concept. In addition to the key air defense capabilities on the Kola
Peninsula, including the S-400 system, there are three Arctic bases most critical
to this concept: Nagurskoye, on Alexandra Land Island, Franz Josef Land; Temp
base on the main New Siberian Island in the east; and Rogachevo base on
Novaya Zemlya. Each has some combination of long-range S-300 and S-400
anti-air systems, medium-range P-800 Oniks anti-ship missiles, short-range
Pantsir and Tor M2DT surface-to-air systems, and coastal defense K-300P
Bastion-P and 4K51 Rubezh systems. In addition, the S-400 is deployed at
Severodvinsk, and the S-300 system is deployed at Olengorsk on the Kola
Peninsula and to the Tiksi air base in the eastern Russian Arctic. The latter
system, it should be noted, has been reported as being used in a surface-to-
surface offensive role in Ukraine. As the S-400 is a similar system, it may be
similarly versatile.
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Furthermore, the Northern Fleet reportedly “holds 20 percent of Russia’s
precision strike capability in peacetime, and possesses the launch platforms of all
its air-launched Kinzhal [hypersonic] ballistic missiles.” Kinzhal missiles have
reportedly been fielded on bombers and MiG-31s. In addition, the Admiral
Gorshkov frigate and Sevorodvinsk submarines have tested the hypersonic
Tsirkon anti-ship missile in the Arctic at least eight times since fall 2020. Both the
Sevorodvinsk- and Oscar ll-class submarines are able to launch both the Tsirkon
and the supersonic P-800 Oniks cruise missiles, making them “increasingly lethal
at long ranges.” The fleet’s largest ammunition storage for submarine-launched
ballistic missiles is at Okolnaya Bay on the Kola Peninsula. The result of all this is
a dense missile defense network with offensive potential in the western Russian
Arctic that becomes more open as one moves eastward.

Domain Awareness. Russia claims to have deployed its Rezonans-N radar
system to bases on Novaya Zemlya, the Kanin Nos Peninsula, and at Indiga.
These systems may be notable in that, according to some Russian sources, they
can detect hypersonic missiles and stealth planes and possess supposedly
advanced over-the-horizon capabilities. It is not clear, however, if the indication
and warning they can provide against stealth aircraft can come early enough to
ensure interception. There is reportedly also a “dual-use air-surveillance radar
station” on Graham Bell Island. Sopka-2 radar systems are deployed at the
Temp, Nagurskoye, and Rogachevo air bases. Finally, Russia has some space-
based intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) capabilities pertaining
to the Arctic, including Meridian-M communications satellites and an Arktika-M
weather satellite for navigation support.

Electronic Warfare. Russia reportedly maintains electronic, or electromagnetic,
warfare centers at Severomorsk, Kamchatka, and Primorsky Krai. Analysts note
that the systems likely deployed to centers such as these could facilitate anti-
submarine warfare and interfere with maritime communications. Russia’s
doctrine emphasizes electronic warfare. It may be used to jam Western
communications, radars, and datalinks for one of several purposes: to confuse
an adversary, to blind them, and/or to lengthen or interrupt adversary decision-
making processes and kill chains. If used well, this can provide a battlefield
advantage. This capability can also be used maliciously in peacetime, as Section
Two describes.

Section Two: Impact of the War on Russia’s Conventional Capacity

Direct Impact of the War

Establishing credible unclassified reports of destroyed Russian assets or decimated
units is challenging, but a few assertions can be made. First, relatively early in the
war, some Northern Fleet naval assets were sent to the Mediterranean Sea, the
Black Sea, or Ukraine itself, including the Marshal Ustinov—which is now one of only
two remaining Slava-class cruisers after the sinking of the Moskva in April—and
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three large landing ships. Second, the three large landing ships carry an estimated
30 tanks and 1,000 troops between them but, even though they took off from a
Northern Fleet port originally, they made a port call in Kaliningrad before sailing
south to the Black Sea. It is therefore highly likely that some assets the ships were
transporting were not from the Northern Fleet. Third, no Northern Fleet warships or
submarines have been reported destroyed in the conflict. The Marshal Ustinov left
the region during the summer, and at least one of the landing ships has been seen
in the Arctic as recently as September. Fourth, there are no credible reports that any
of the Northern Fleet air combat capabilities identified above have been destroyed in
the conflict.

Fifth, and most notably, there are reports that several Russian Arctic units have
been deteriorated, especially ground forces. The 200th Motorized Rifle Brigade and
61st Independent Naval Brigade have been involved in the fighting in Ukraine, as
has the 80th Arctic Motor Rifle Brigade and the 76th Guards Air Assault Division.
What is more, there is reason to believe one battalion tactical group of the 200th has
been not only involved in the fighting but effectively wiped out: an adviser to
Ukrainian president Volodymyr Zelensky asserted in March that 645 of the group’s
648 soldiers had been killed. Eighteen of the tanks confirmed to be destroyed in
Ukraine are T-80BVMs, a type that the 200th had at its disposal. Finally, a Northern
Fleet unit of marines that reportedly “trained for reconnaissance and sabotage
operations behind enemy lines,” the Special Underwater Forces unit 69068, may
have been effectively eliminated. However, as the war goes on, credible
independent verification of the war losses is difficult to obtain.

Impact of Sanctions

In addition to direct attrition due to the war, it may be useful to consider the impact of
sanctions and export controls on the Russian economy and defense industry, both
with respect to forthcoming capabilities destined for the Northern Fleet and to
advanced systems in the Arctic that depend on foreign technology and may be in
demand for Russia’s war in Ukraine.

To the first question, there is a sizeable list of assets that the Northern Fleet is
supposed to receive in the coming years. Another Borei-class SSBN is due to join
the fleet, as are the following submarines: three Akula SSNs undergoing refits to, it
is believed, give them the ability to launch Kalibr cruise missiles; three more
Severodvinsk SSGNs; and an indeterminate number of next-generation Lada-class
SSKs. The ambitious Lider-class destroyer project had intended to build eight of
these advanced vessels, which would have been split between the Northern and
Pacific Fleets. Even before the recent round of sanctions, the project was beset by
difficulties and a reported lack of funding. Its current status is not clear based on
public information. As noted earlier, the Admiral Kuznetsov aircraft carrier is
currently undergoing repairs. A second diesel-electric icebreaker may be
forthcoming for the navy, as well as one new Arctic patrol icebreaker. Two more
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Rezonans-N complexes are expected to be constructed by the end of the year.
Russia also intends to launch three more Arktika-M satellites by 2025 and has
claimed that two early-warning Voronezh systems will be operational by the end of
2022. Finally, it has been speculated that Russia’s long-rumored, nuclear-enabled,
autonomous torpedo drone, the Poseidon, could be based on the Kola Peninsula.

The overall state of the Russian economy and the impact of sanctions may affect its
ability to field these and other capabilities on schedule. Sanctions have already
significantly impacted the Russian economy. Some analysts predict it will not return
to prewar levels until the end of the decade, and the threat of secondary sanctions
will only increase over time. Some sectors have been significantly affected and, as
of June 2022, imports from sanctioning countries had “collapsed by 50 percent or
more in comparison” to the same period in 2021. Russia has already fallen into a
recession. At the same time, there are signs of resilience. Russia has shown some
ability to source goods from some non-sanctioning countries, and India and China
have increased oil purchases, compensating so far for the loss of the EU market.
Furthermore, the Russian defense sector is relatively less dependent on imports
than those of other countries. Moscow is willing to prop up the sector and divert
funding to it at the expense of others, such as healthcare or education. Experts have
estimated that defense spending in the first seven months of 2022 exceeded the
same period in 2021 by about $20 billion, and the defense procurement budget may
have increased by roughly 45 percent over the past year. Overall, there is some
consensus among experts that the Russian defense industry will still be able to
produce less sophisticated weapons systems, but that high-tech capabilities will be
an issue, both because of export controls and because of brain drain. Despite
attempts to increase its self-sufficiency in the last eight years, Russia has relied on
foreign technology in its defense, especially when it comes to high-end computer
chips. For example, as of June, Russia’s main armored vehicle manufacturer had
ceased tank production for lack of foreign parts; tank variants like the T-90 rely on
Western electronics. Even parts of Russia’s military tactical communications system
reportedly depend on Western components.

A few specific findings are relevant to the Arctic theater. First, Ukrainian forces found
five U.S.-made chips in a captured defense Pantsir air defense system, which has
been deployed to the major bases on Alexandra Land Island, the New Siberian
Islands, and Novaya Zemlya, as well as on the Kola Peninsula; it was intended for
use to support the 80th Arctic Motor Rifle Brigade. Second, some precision-guided
munitions also depend on Western components, including the Kalibr, Iskander-M,
Kh-101, and 9M727 cruise missiles, as well as the 9M549 guided artillery rocket.
The Kalibr is used—or intended for use—by the Northern Fleet’'s Gorshkov frigates,
Severodvinsk SSGNs, and Akula-class SSBNs, and was intended to be used by the
Lider-class destroyers as well, if that project ever comes to fruition. As of
September, Ukrainian intelligence estimated Russia had used 55 percent of its
stockpile of guided missiles, though these are dated numbers associated with very
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high uncertainty. The Ukrainians similarly assessed that Russia was down to only
four dozen hypersonic missiles. Russia has in recent years often tested such
missiles in the Arctic theater. It also had plans to deploy some, such as the Kinzhal
missile, to the region. Without advanced and imported chips, Russia may not be able
to fully build these stocks back up—though recent reporting from the New York
Times indicates that the country may have some resilience in this regard.
Nonetheless, given the likely shortfall at present, there may be a competition
between missile needs in the Arctic and in other theaters like Ukraine.

To summarize, Russia’s conventional land forces in the Kola Peninsula, including
naval infantry and possibly special forces, are today depleted and substantially
weakened. Russia’s ability to successfully conduct a rapid conventional ground
incursion toward its western neighbors in the Arctic is in the short term even more
minimal than before the war. Its ability to do so in the medium and long term will
depend on its ability to recruit new conscripts and train them for Arctic operations.
There is also reason to think that the same issues relating to “low morale, poor
execution of combined arms, subpar training, deficient logistics, [and] corruption”
may bedevil Russian forces in the Arctic, as they have in Ukraine—though one
should not underestimate Russia’s potential to learn from its failures.

However, the toll from the Ukraine war is not necessarily reflected in the other
service branches in the Russian Arctic. The naval components of Russia’s Northern
Fleet, particularly its strategic submarine fleet, continue to give Moscow a credible
second-strike capability. One can also assume the same situation to be the case for
Russia’s strategic air force, as well as intelligence collection capabilities, special
purpose ships and submarines, and other parts of the Kremlin’s nonconventional
power-projecting apparatus. As such, Russia’s ability to threaten the West in the
Arctic with naval and air assets in the short term has been affected less. Its ability to
do so in the medium to long term will depend on how sanctions impact its defense
industry: given the assets the Northern Fleet was due to receive that are in varying
stages of development or construction, it may be supposed that the fleet will be
somewhat less formidable in 5-10 years than it might otherwise have been if
sanctions had never been imposed. One potential weakness is that precision
munitions will be harder to come by for the entire Russian armed forces, to include
some Arctic capabilities. This may make certain offensive measures against Arctic
NATO allies less attractive, such as the scenario discussed in section one, wherein
Russia may consider, in the early stages of a wider NATO-Russia conflict, using
such munitions to strike at key targets inside of Norway, Finland, or Sweden.
Russia’s Arctic air defense capacity is hardly affected at all, except to the extent that
the Pantsir system will become more difficult to replace. While Russia has other
advanced air defense systems in the region, such as the S-300 and S-400, those
are intended for long-range protection; the Pantsir is used for short-range base
defense.
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Section Three: Hybrid Threats in the Arctic

With the conventional thus accounted for, it must be further noted that other
capacities, such as Russia’s propaganda machine and “hybrid” tools of influence,
also continue to work at full steam. Observations from NATQO’s northern flank
suggest that campaigns where hybrid instruments play a role might be on the rise in
Russia’s northern neighborhood. However, as the term “hybrid” often lacks a clear
definition, this conceptual aspect needs to be addressed before laying out some
empirical observations of Russia’s increasing use of a hybrid playbook.

“Hybrid warfare” is a problematic term to define in a scientifically satisfactory way. It
is often used interchangeably with “hybrid threats” or “hybrid influence,” essentially
being expressions for composite hostile activities in what has been described as the
“gray” or “blurred zone” between peace and war. While it is hard to settle on a
precise, commonly accepted definition, the connotation is nonetheless frequently
used by policymakers, military experts, or in media when describing “gray zone
events,” or threats, that do not fit the traditional dichotomy of peace and war.

Building on the Multinational Capability Development Campaign’s “Countering
Hybrid warfare” project, in this publication we apply the term hybrid warfare to mean
“the synchronized use of multiple instruments of power tailored to specific
vulnerabilities across the full spectrum of societal functions to achieve synergistic
effects.” These instruments of power are also designed to be under the threshold of
what is viewed as an act of war, hence not triggering an Article 5 response from
NATO.

When scrutinizing recent events in the northern parts of NATO’s area of
responsibility, Norway stands out as a country where multiple hybrid threats seem to
have been observed recently. During fall 2022, numerous unidentified drones have
flown over or around important parts of Norwegian communication infrastructure,
airports, or military facilities. In addition to these installations, large drones have also
overflown oil and gas facilities, such as Karstg, a crucial facility for processing and
transporting gas out of Norway. The flying of drones also included illegal
photographing on Svalbard, the remote Norwegian archipelago between the North
Pole and the northernmost tip of mainland Norway. Suspicious activity also led to the
arrest of no less than seven Russian citizens in a short amount of time in fall 2022
for illegal photographing across the country. At about the same time, the Norwegian
Police Security Service arrested and charged an illegal Russian spy who was
working under a fake identity as a researcher at University of Tromsg, Northern
Norway. Of other earlier suspicious activities that have been reported by media, the
Russian Orthodox Church’s friendship visit from the Russian border city of
Severomorsk to Kirkenes deserves to be mentioned. As the priests arrived on the
visit, they displayed an unusual interest in studying the Kirkenes’ water supply.
However, the desired on-site study trip was canceled by the mayor of Kirkenes after
discreet advice from the Chief of Police in Finnmark. Similarly, substantial parts of

186



eastern Finnmark in northern Norway have for several years been affected by the
jamming of GPS signals. This electronic interference originates from Russia and is
affecting various nonmilitary activities in Finnmark, such as civilian aviation. As of
today, Norwegian Aviation Authorities report that “the jamming from Russia is more
frequent than ever before.”
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Figure 3: Pipelines on the Norwegian Continental Shelf
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In the aftermath of the sabotage of the Nord Stream 1 and 2 pipelines in the Baltic
sea, Norway’s gas pipelines to Europe have been recognized as a “prime target for
sabotage.” This realization comes after years of reporting on consistent suspicious
Russian activities in the Norwegian littorals, where key ports and subsurface cables
and pipelines have drawn a lot of interest from Russian “research” or fishing vessels.
Worrying reports, such as the cutting of a subsurface fiber-optic cable stretching
from mainland Norway to Svalbard, as well as the damage of fiber-optic submarine
cables near the Faroe and Shetland Islands, point to a pattern fitting the traits of
hybrid warfare.

Given Russia’s conventionally weakened capacity in the Arctic, and the high
tensions between Russia and the West, it is reasonable that such hybrid campaigns
might turn out to be the preferred Russian tool to target communities in its Arctic
neighborhood in the future, at least for the short and medium term. While it is
debated what the true intention of the abovementioned campaigns might be, the
actual mapping of potential targets is one hypothesis, while other likely intentions
might simply be the desire to create uncertainty and fear in the population or to
signal Russian dissatisfaction with Western policies.

Section Four: Implications for NATO and the United States

First, Russia’s capacity to project power into the North Atlantic Ocean from the Arctic
seems unchanged. This was the only threat pertaining to the Arctic, or High North,
that NATO allies agreed to put in the new 2022 Strategic Concept, and so it is
especially notable. It was not specifically discussed in the U.S. Arctic strategy, but it
is the United States, along with Canada, whose naval assets would need to cross
the North Atlantic Ocean to reinforce European allies in an Article 5 contingent.
Allied plans to invest in surveillance capabilities, especially radars in the area of the
GIUK gap, will help mitigate this challenge.

Second, Russia’s relative incapacity to threaten a conventional military land
incursion into European Arctic allies will be welcome news to the Biden
administration, whose recent strategic documents do not indicate a high prioritization
of the region in terms of defense. Most notably, the NSS lists the Arctic last in its
overview of regional policies. The strategy is cautious about promising U.S.
presence in the Arctic, saying it will only be exercised “as required, while reducing
risk and preventing unnecessary escalation.” The U.S. National Defense Strategy
mentions the Arctic fleetingly and is also cautious: “U.S. activities and posture in the
Arctic should be calibrated, as the Department preserves its focus on the Indo-
Pacific region.” Its emphasis is on stability, homeland defense, and maritime domain
awareness, and there is no language in the Arctic section about deterring threats to
Arctic allies and partners. This language does appear in the U.S. Arctic strategy,
which states, “We will deter threats to the U.S. homeland and our allies by
enhancing the capabilities required to defend our interests in the Arctic.” The
document promises needed investments in domain awareness capabilities and
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icebreakers. Still, it also emphasizes avoiding escalation and notably states that it
‘may be possible to resume cooperation under certain conditions.”

Taken together, the three documents seem to indicate an administration that will
take regional threats in the Arctic seriously and will likely continue to show
occasional presence and participate in exercises, but that will prefer cautious actions
S0 as not to threaten the relative stability of the region. Doing so allows the
administration to focus on other geopolitical priorities, like China, and not
excessively complicate other regional priorities like climate change research and
economic development. One finding from this paper that may therefore be of interest
is that there are indirect, light-touch ways to enhance Arctic security: effective
imposition of the sanctions regime concerning dual-use computer chips seems to be
one way to diminish the conventional Russian threat in the Arctic that does not
involve deploying U.S. military assets or personnel to the region. If the administration
is seeking to balance the need to protect allies and partners with a desire to not
overly militarize the region, this could be notable.

Third, given the state of Russia’s conventional armed forces, Russian aggression
toward Arctic European states may continue to lean heavily on hybrid tools. There
have been encouraging signs of a Western response to this, such as Norway’s
deployment of the Home Guard to protect critical infrastructure, and NATO allies’
assistance to help them do so via increased allied ship patrols in the North Sea.
Norway also recently adopted its annual Flotex naval exercise to include a
component focused on protecting oil and gas installations. Even the U.S. Arctic
strategy recognizes the challenge, promising to focus on “building the resilience of
critical infrastructure,” including against cyberattacks. This is a welcome recognition
from the Biden administration of Russia’s penchant for using hybrid tactics in the
High North—however, the administration may not yet have fully recognized that this
tool is likely becoming more attractive to Russia in the Arctic, relative to conventional
force. NATO allies like Norway, and future members like Sweden and Finland, may
need to further impress this probability on the United States and other allies at the
NATO level.

Finally, it is probably too early to give an accurate and comprehensive estimate of
the future Russian warfighting capability in the Arctic, given the impact of the
Ukraine war. It would be prudent, however, given what is known and what is coming
to light, to revisit assumptions that guided prewar analysis, campaign modeling, and
wargaming concerning the region. Indeed, U.S. military doctrine is explicit that
assumptions should be constantly reconsidered in light of new information, and
NATO doctrine echoes this. As NATO’s new Supreme Allied Commander Europe
starts crafting the alliance’s new regional defense plans, there is an opportunity to
consider some of these preliminary findings in High North scenarios. In the
meantime, the old saying, sometimes attributed to Winston Churchill, that “Russia is
never as strong as she looks; Russia is never as weak as she looks,” might be a
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prudent approach for the West with respect to its security and defense planning in
the Arctic.

“Joint Statement on Arctic Council Cooperation Following Russia’s Invasion of
Ukraine,” US Department of State, 3 March 2022 [47] https://www.state.gov/joint-
statement-on-arctic-council-cooperation-following-russias-invasion-of-ukraine/

Summary:

Canada, the Kingdom of Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Sweden, and the
United States issue the following joint statement.

Current & Relevant Information:

Canada, the Kingdom of Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Sweden, and the
United States condemn Russia’s unprovoked invasion of Ukraine and note the grave
impediments to international cooperation, including in the Arctic, that Russia’s
actions have caused.

We remain convinced of the enduring value of the Arctic Council for circumpolar
cooperation and reiterate our support for this institution and its work. We hold a
responsibility to the people of the Arctic, including the indigenous peoples, who
contribute to and benefit from the important work undertaken in the Council.

The core principles of sovereignty and territorial integrity, based on international law,
have long underpinned the work of the Arctic Council, a forum which Russia
currently chairs. In light of Russia’s flagrant violation of these principles, our
representatives will not travel to Russia for meetings of the Arctic Council.
Additionally, our states are temporarily pausing participation in all meetings of the
Council and its subsidiary bodies, pending consideration of the necessary modalities
that can allow us to continue the Council’s important work in view of the current
circumstances.

“Fears mount for the Arctic as cooperation with Russia stalls,” Al Jazeera, 9 May
2023 [48] htips://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/5/9/fears-mount-for-the-arctic-as-
cooperation-with-russia-stalls

Overview:

For nearly three decades, the Arctic Council has been a successful example of post-
Cold War cooperation.

Its eight members, including Russia and the United States, have worked together on
climate change research and social development across the ecologically sensitive
region.

Now, a year after council members stopped working with Russia following its
invasion of Ukraine and as Norway prepares to assume the chairmanship from
Moscow on May 11, experts are asking whether the polar body’s viability is at risk if
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it cannot cooperate with the country that controls more than half of the Arctic
coastline.

An ineffective Arctic Council could have dire implications for the region’s
environment and its 4 million inhabitants, who face the effects of melting sea ice and
the interest of non-Arctic countries in the region’s mostly untapped mineral
resources.

The work of the council — made up of the eight Arctic states of Canada, Denmark,
Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden and the United States — has produced
binding agreements in the past on environmental protection and preservation.

It is also a rare platform giving a voice to the region’s Indigenous peoples. It does
not deal with security issues.

But with the end of cooperation with Moscow, about a third of the council’s 130
projects are on hold, new projects cannot go ahead and existing ones cannot be
renewed. Western and Russian scientists no longer share climate change findings,
for example, and cooperation for possible search-and-rescue missions or oil spills
has stopped.

‘I am worried that this will really hobble the ability of the Arctic Council to work
through these various issues,” US Senator Angus King from Maine told the Reuters
news agency.

Current & Relevant Information:

A divided region?
The Arctic is warming about four times as fast as the rest of the world.

As sea ice vanishes, polar waters are opening to shipping and other industries eager
to exploit the region’s bounty of natural resources, including oil, gas, and metals
such as gold, iron and rare earth minerals.

The discord between Russia and the other Arctic Council members means that an
effective response to these changes is far less likely.

“‘Norway has a big challenge,” said John Holdren, co-director of the Harvard
Kennedy School’s Arctic Initiative and a former science adviser to US President
Barack Obama. “That’s how to rescue as much as possible of the Arctic Council’s
good work in the absence of Russia.”

Russia argues this work cannot continue without it.

The council is weakening, Russian Arctic Ambassador Nikolay Korchunov told
Reuters, saying he was not confident it “will be able to remain the main platform on
Arctic issues”.
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Adding to the worries is the possibility that Russia will go its own way on issues
affecting the region or even establish a rival council.

Recently, it has taken steps to expand cooperation in the Arctic with non-Arctic
states. On April 24, Russia and China signed a memorandum establishing
cooperation between the countries’ coastguards in the Arctic.

Days earlier, on April 14, Russia invited China, India, Brazil and South Africa — the
BRICS countries — to conduct research at its settlement on Svalbard, an Arctic
archipelago under Norwegian sovereignty where other countries may operate under
a 1920 Treaty.

“‘Russia is seeking to build relationships with some non-Arctic countries, particularly
China, and that is a development that is concerning,” said David Balton, executive
director of the Arctic Steering Committee at the White House.

Korchunov said Moscow welcomed non-Arctic states in the region, provided they did
not come with a military agenda.

“Our focus on a purely peaceful format of partnership also reflects the need of
development of scientific and economic cooperation with non-Arctic countries,” he
said.

‘1 don’t see an Arctic Council without Russia in the future’

Norway said it is “optimistic” a seamless transition of the chairmanship from Russia
can be achieved because it is in the interest of all Arctic states to maintain the Arctic
Council.

“We need to safeguard the Arctic Council as the most important international forum
for Arctic cooperation and make sure it survives,” Norwegian Deputy Foreign
Minister Eivind Vad Petersson told Reuters.

That will not be easy, given Oslo’s own strained relations with Moscow. In April, Oslo
expelled 15 Russian diplomats saying they were spies. Moscow denied the
accusations, and Korchunov said the expulsions undermined the trust needed for
cooperation.

Analysts said NATO member Norway, which shares an Arctic border with Russia, is
still well-placed to handle the delicate balancing act with Moscow.

“‘Norway has been the most outspoken when it comes to the possibility of keeping
the door ajar so that Russia could, when politically feasible, be part of the Arctic
Council again,” said Svein Vigeland Rottem, a senior researcher in Arctic
governance and security at the Fridtjof Nansen Institute in Oslo.

Indeed, lawmaker Aaja Chemnitz Larsen said, the council will eventually need to re-
engage with Russia even if that moment has not yet arrived.
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‘I don’t see an Arctic Council without Russia in the future,” said Larsen, a Greenland
lawmaker at the Danish Parliament and the Chairperson of Arctic Parliamentarians,
a body of MPs from Arctic countries.

“We need to be prepared for a different time when the war [in Ukraine] one day will
be over,” she said.

1. Military and Security:

“Dark Arctic: NATO allies wake up to Russian supremacy in the region,” Jacob
Gronholt-Pedersen and Gwladys Fouche, Reuters, 16 November 2022 [49]
https://www.reuters.com/graphics/ARCTIC-SECURITY/zgvobmblrpd/

Overview:

The world’s largest satellite ground station, on the Svalbard archipelago off Norway,
is used by Western space agencies to gather vital signals from polar-orbiting
satellites. This January, one of two fiber-optic cables on the Arctic seabed
connecting Svalbard to the mainland was severed. Norway was forced to rely on a
back-up link.

In April 2021, another cable — one used by a Norwegian ocean research laboratory
to monitor activity on the Arctic seafloor — was ripped away.
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“This could have happened by accident,” Norway’s defense chief Eirik Kristoffersen
told Reuters in response to the ruptures, which received little media coverage
outside Norway. “But the Russians are capable of cutting cables.”

He was speaking generally and did not offer any evidence to suggest deliberate
damage, but months later, in September, saboteurs caused major leaks to suddenly
erupt in gas pipelines from Russia to Europe on the floor of the Baltic Sea. Russia’s
defense ministry did not respond to a request for comment.

As Russia’s invasion of Ukraine ends a post-Cold War era of low tension and
cooperation, such events highlight how hard it is for states to monitor their own
waters — particularly in the Arctic, an ocean one and a half times the size of the
United States, where satellites are crucial to allow real-time detection and monitoring
of activity.
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Over recent years, NATO allies and Russia have scaled up military exercises in the
region; Chinese and Russian warships conducted a joint exercise in the Bering Sea
in September. Norway raised its military alert level in October.

Major military exercises
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But the West trails Russia in military presence.

Since 2005, Russia has reopened tens of Arctic Soviet-era military bases,
modernized its navy, and developed new hypersonic missiles designed to evade
U.S. sensors and defenses.

Four Arctic experts say it would take the West at least 10 years to catch up with
Russia’s military in the region, if it chose to do so.

“The Arctic is currently a dark area on the map,” said Ketil Olsen, formerly Norway’s
military representative in NATO and the European Union, who heads Andoeya
Space, a Norwegian state-controlled company that tests new military and
surveillance technologies and launches research rockets.

“It's so vast and with few civilian surveillance resources.”
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The chief of the U.S. Northern Command, General Glen VanHerck, told a Senate
hearing in March the United States needed better Arctic “domain awareness” to
detect and address Russian and Chinese capabilities to launch advanced missiles
and destroy communications infrastructure. In a Pentagon strategy document
released in October, the United States committed to improving early warning and
surveillance systems in the Arctic, but the pace of the planned modernization is
unclear.

At the same time, fast-rising temperatures are creating problems for some U.S.
military infrastructure built on permafrost foundations, which are melting. Coastal
erosion could also impact U.S. radar sites, the Pentagon says.

There are few risks in the near term, U.S. officials and military analysts say: The
West is far stronger than Russia in conventional forces and Russia’s limited success
in Ukraine exposed weaknesses many in the West had not expected.

Russia’s military efforts are currently mostly focused on Ukraine, leaving “very
limited strength of personnel on the army side” in the Arctic Kola Peninsula, which is
home to its Northern Fleet navy and nuclear submarines, according to Kristoffersen.

U.S. missile defenses are designed to defend against a limited attack from a rogue
state, and the United States has expressed confidence in its ability to deter a nuclear
attack by Russia or China. But insufficient visibility in the Arctic could limit U.S.
response time in a crisis, a situation VanHerck and other officials want to avoid.

“What you can't see and what you can't determine, you can't defend from,"
VanHerck told the Senate.

Police investigating the Norwegian cable ruptures interviewed the crew of Russian
fishing trawlers that had been nearby, but dropped the investigations without charge
for lack of evidence of what happened; the government said it brought forward a
planned upgrade of the back-up line.

If a sabotage attack were to happen in Norway, it would likely be difficult to hold
anyone accountable for it, Hedvig Moe, deputy head of Norway’s PST police security
service, told Reuters. “We call it a deniable attack in our world,” she said.

“‘NATO is increasing its presence in the Arctic with more modern capabilities,” NATO
chief Jens Stoltenberg told Reuters. “This is of course a response to what Russia is
doing. They have significantly increased their presence ... and therefore we also
need greater presence.”

Current & Relevant Information:

Tensions

As a shrinking ice cap opens up new sea lanes and resources, the Arctic is
becoming strategically more important.
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Parts are accessible in a few months in summers as the sea ice melts, unlocking
opportunities.

A couple of sea routes are in use.

The Northern Sea Route runs along Russia’s northern coast from the Bering Sea to
the Barents Sea. Russia aims to develop this for shipments from Asia to Europe.

The Northwest Passage, on the other side, is less frequently travelled.

For Russia, vast oil and gas resources lie in its Arctic regions, including a liquefied
natural gas plant on the Yamal Peninsula.

The shortest path by air to North America for Russian missiles or bombers would be
over the North Pole.
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The waters between Greenland, Iceland and the UK - known as the GIUK Gap - are
the only way Russia’s northern-based ships can reach the Atlantic.

For the NATO allies, the GIUK Gap is crucial for links across the North Atlantic.
There are oil and gas fields too: Norway is now Europe’s largest gas supplier.

If Sweden and Finland join the Alliance, seven out of eight Arctic countries will be
members.

Also at risk today are communications cables and satellite systems including the
global positioning system (GPS) linking both civilian and military users, Andrew
Lewis, former commander of NATO’s Joint Task Force in Norfolk, Virginia, told
Reuters.

In July, President Vladimir Putin launched a new naval strategy pledging to protect
Arctic waters “by all means.”

Russia usually tests its nuclear deterrent in the Arctic in the autumn. This year, that
happened on Feb. 19, five days before its Ukraine invasion.

“This was of course a signal,” said Norway’s defense chief Kristoffersen.

Diplomacy in the region was thrown into disarray in March when seven members of
the Arctic Council, a forum for international cooperation, said they would boycott
talks in Russia, which currently holds the body’s chairmanship.

An incident on Oct. 15 underlined the sharpening tone. In a speech at an Arctic
forum in Iceland, the chairman of NATO’s military committee, Rob Bauer, criticized
China for not condemning Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. China calls itself a near-
Arctic state and Beijing’s envoy to Reykjavik, He Rulong, was in the audience.

He stood up and said Bauer’s speech was “full of arrogance” and “paranoid,”
accusing him of heightening tensions. NATO and the Chinese embassy in Iceland
declined to comment on the exchange.

Russia’s dominance

“At the moment, the military balance in the Arctic is heavily weighted towards
Russia,” said Colin Wall, research associate at Center for Strategic and International
Studies in Washington.

Russia's bases inside the Arctic Circle outnumber NATO’s by about a third,
according to data compiled by the International Institute for Strategic Studies (lISS)
and Reuters.
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Russia has invested heavily in ports, infrastructure and vessels to develop and
protect the Northern Sea Route. Last year, it upgraded the Northern Fleet to make it
the country’s fifth military district.

A string of new and upgraded Soviet-era air strips along its northern coast has
improved Russia’s ability to operate in the Arctic. In March 2021, a pair of MiG-31
fighter jets made a demonstration flight from Nagurskoye, its northernmost base, to
the North Pole and back.

Russia also has more ground-force bases than NATO within the Arctic Circle.

200



According to the IISS, several non-operational bases on both sides could host
military assets in the future or be logistically relevant in a conflict. More of these are
on the Russian side.

Russia now has 11 submarines capable of launching long-range nuclear weapons
for use in an all-out nuclear war, eight of them based in the Arctic Kola Peninsula,
according to the IISS. NATO has 22 between the United States, France and the UK.

In July, Russia’s navy took delivery of a new submarine, Belgorod, which can carry
the Poseidon torpedo, a new, nuclear-armed stealth torpedo designed to sneak past
coastal defenses by travelling along the seafloor. Russian state media have said
Poseidon could cause a giant tsunami that would turn the coastline into a
‘radioactive desert.”

Moscow also has over the last two years tested a hypersonic glide missile, Zircon,
which Putin said in 2019 can reach nine times the speed of sound, making it the
world’s fastest. In February, it said the missile was launched in the Arctic waters
between mainland Norway and Svalbard.

“We are starting serial production of Zircon missiles, and we have actually put it into
service,” Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu was quoted as saying by military news
outlet Zvezda on Aug. 20. Russia's defense ministry did not respond to a request for
more details.

Russia’s icebreaker fleet vastly outnumbers those of other nations, according to the
[ISS. Official data shows it has seven nuclear-powered icebreakers and around 30
diesel-powered ones. The United States and China each have two diesel-powered
icebreakers in operation.

201



Major icebreakers and ice-capable patrol ships
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Icebreakers play a limited role in military operations, but they are necessary to
maintain an Arctic presence.

NATO invests

For decades, Arctic NATO allies stuck to a belief that conflicts with Russia would not
spill over into their region: With overall defense budgets capped, investments in
military hardware and surveillance and communication capabilities were often
considered too expensive.

Now NATO and Arctic allies are changing their stance.

Since Russia launched its “special operation” in Ukraine, Canada has pledged to
boost military spending by some C$13 billion ($10 billion) including an upgrade of an
early warning radar system with the United States, the North American Aerospace
Defense Command, or NORAD, and new surveillance planes capable of detecting
submarines.

The first planes will be delivered in 2032. Given the challenges of the harsh
environment, it will take decades to be ready, Canada’s Chief of Defense Staff
General Wayne Eyre told a parliamentary committee in October.
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Eyre says one reason NORAD’s research and development component needs
modernizing is to track hypersonic missiles better.

“That is of great concern — the ability to detect hypersonics coming from any country
— and we've seen some technological advances from some of the competitors out
there,” Eyre told reporters in November.

He said it was difficult to judge the effectiveness of Russia's hypersonic missiles
based on those used in Ukraine, because the distances in Ukraine were far shorter
than any that could be used to target North America.
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Since 2020 a joint force command in Norfolk, Virginia in the United States has been
monitoring the Atlantic, but the Atlantic Council, a U.S. think tank, says there are not
enough satellites above the North Pole to give a complete picture. General
VanHerck said in May that the military is testing some of the hundreds of polar-
orbiting satellites launched in recent years by commercial providers SpaceX, owned
by Elon Musk, and Britain’'s OneWeb.

The U.S. military says it is planning “major investment upgrades” at a U.S. base at
Thule, Greenland to fix ageing infrastructure. A U.S. delegation travelled to
Greenland in May to explore radar locations, a diplomatic source told Reuters.

Sweden and Finland have begun investing in surveillance and deterrence
capabilities and military hardware including jets so their air forces can fight alongside
Arctic NATO allies. Denmark has set aside some $200 million to improve its Arctic
military capabilities, including satellites and surveillance drones capable of flying up
to 40 hours, and is reopening a Cold War era radar on the Faroe Islands between
the UK and Iceland.

Norway, whose maritime areas spread across 2 million sq km (770,000 square
miles), has four satellites to help monitor the Arctic. It is launching four more, two in
2023 and two in 2024. It is also investing $35 million in Andoeya Space to set up a
spaceport. Sweden and Canada are also planning Arctic spaceports.

Andoeya Space is a partner in an Arctic surveillance and sensing project led by U.S.
aerospace company Boeing Co. Based on satellites, unmanned aircraft, drones,
ships and unmanned submarines developed for the Arctic environment, the project -
under development since 2018 - says it is ready to offer NATO allies real-time
updates in the north, including surveillance of enemy vessels, aeroplanes and
submarines.

The U.S. Department of Defense is installing a long-range radar system allowing
satellites and other ground-based radars to work together in Alaska that it says will
“be able to address hypersonic missiles in future configurations.” It is due for
completion in 2023, but the Missile Defense Agency declined to comment on
whether it would be able to intercept the Zircon.

More answers may come in a stand-alone Arctic strategy document the Pentagon is
expected to publish next March, a U.S. military official said, in what would be the first
update since 2019. It would come as the Pentagon tries to better define what
capabilities are needed for American warfighters at dangerously low temperatures.

“When it's dark all the time in the winter and it's 50- to 60-below-zero or even more,
it is just brutal,” the official told Reuters.

“Russia’s Military Posture in the Arctic: Managing Hard Power in a ‘Low Tension’
Environment,” Mathieu Boulégue, Chatham House: The Royal Institute of
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International Affairs, June 2019 [50] https://www.russiamatters.org/analysis/russias-
military-posture-arctic-managing-hard-power-low-tension-environment

Summary:

* Russia’s military posture in the Arctic is informed by the changing geopolitical
environment, and can no longer be considered in isolation from the country’s
growing tensions with the West. In this sense, the period of ‘Arctic exceptionalism’ —
in which, by convention, the region has been treated as a zone of depoliticized
cooperation — is coming to an end.

» Certainly, the Russian Arctic is not exceptional for Moscow in military-operational
terms. Russia’s leadership has accorded the same threat perception to the Arctic as
it has to other theatres of operation. It seeks consistent control over foreign military
activity in the Russian Arctic, and ensured access for Russian armed forces,
particularly the Northern Fleet. Russia’s military build-up in the Russian Arctic and
the Kremlin’s intentions are, at least for now, defensive in nature.

* Russia’s military build-up in the Arctic Zone of the Russian Federation (AZRF)
primarily aims to ensure perimeter defense of the Kola Peninsula for the survivability
of second-strike nuclear assets. Russia’s ‘Bastion’ defense concept consists of the
projection of multi-layered sea denial and interdiction capabilities.

* Another Russian priority is to ensure the Northern Fleet’s access to, and passage
along, the Northern Sea Route (NSR) from the Atlantic Ocean to the Pacific Ocean.
This has hitherto been achieved through military infrastructure along the NSR.
However, due to the receding ice, Moscow will seek to enforce ‘border control’ over
a larger portion of its Arctic area in the future. The revamping of dual-use border
control infrastructure and facilities is deemed a priority for safeguarding Russia’s
vision of national security in the AZRF.

+ Since the mid-2010s, Russia has deployed substantive force and capabilities along
its northern border in the AZRF. Parts of the armed forces, such as the Arctic
Brigade, are now Arctic-capable and have developed concepts of operations tailored
to that environment. The Northern Fleet has been repurposed with the Arctic
environment in mind, and has been provided with Arctic-specific military technology
and training.

* Russia acts as a status quo power and a reluctant rule-follower in the Arctic, partly
because international law there plays in its favor, and partly because it is in Russia’s
interest to do so. Despite growing tension, cooperation between Russia and other
Arctic nations is likely to endure.

* Russia’s military leadership rules out starting a conflict in the Arctic, and would
push any Arctic-based conflict towards sea lines of communication between the
North Atlantic and the Baltic Sea. However, the risk exists of escalation and
miscalculation around incidents at sea.
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* In dealing with Russian ambition in the region, Western military and policy planners
should seek to maintain the convention of treating the Arctic as a ‘low tension’ area.
However, planners must also acknowledge the existence of pressing military
security issues in the wider Arctic. A more inclusive debate and the establishment of
a regulatory framework around military security in the Arctic would be useful. As
Russia will chair the Arctic Council and the Arctic Coast Guard Forum between 2021
and 2023, this is a window of opportunity to address military security in the region.

* Innovative efforts can be made to strengthen military security and domain
awareness in the region, without militarizing the issue. This should start with the
creation of a military code of conduct for the High North. This would send a powerful
signal that cooperation should remain an absolute priority for all Arctic states, and
that maintaining the region’s ‘low tension’ status requires action, not just words.

Current & Relevant Information:

Introduction

Ever since Mikhail Gorbachev’s ‘Murmansk speech’ in 1987, in which he defined the
Arctic as a ‘zone of peace and cooperation’, the region has been widely understood
by coastal states to be an area of ‘low tension’. In other words, it has been seen as a
place where great-power politics between coastal states should be set aside and
replaced with practical, depoliticized cooperation.

However, the Arctic is not insulated from global security challenges, especially those
around the impacts of climate change. ‘Arctic exceptionalism’ is coming to an end.
Despite its unique geography, the Arctic does not exist in isolation from the wider
international context, or away from the pressures around the strained relations
between Russia and the West.

After the fall of the Soviet Union, the Kremlin paid little attention to the Arctic. During
the 1990s, the Russian Arctic was at best considered a burden fraught with socio-
economic problems. Little was done there until an ‘Arctic revival’ began in the 2000s,
focused on reinvesting in a region that had previously been abandoned for more
than 15 years. Russia has been described as a ‘confused Arctic superpower’,
balancing cooperation and competition with other Arctic nations as part of its efforts
to reassert its role as a great power.

Moscow’s intentions for the Arctic are not Arctic-specific, but are related to the
Kremlin’s global ambitions for reviving Russia as a great power. Russia’s force
posture in the Arctic is informed by the changing geopolitical environment around its
strained relations with the West. This explains why growing tension with the West
and the risk of miscalculation could lead to a more assertive Russian posture in the
Arctic in the future.

What happens militarily in the Russian Arctic has little to do with the region itself. In
that sense, the Russian Arctic is not exceptional for Moscow in military-operational
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terms. The leadership has accorded the same level of threat perception to the Arctic
as it has to other theatres of operation regarding NATO and the West. For the
Kremlin, the Arctic is fundamentally Russian — especially since the four other coastal
nations are NATO members.

This paper focuses on Russia’s military posture, force structure and military
intentions in the Russian Arctic. It seeks to demystify Moscow’s military build-up in
the region: it explains that if Moscow is indeed militarizing the Russian Arctic, the
military build-up and the Kremlin’s intentions are, at least for now, defensive in
nature.

A further section deals with the implications of Russia’s Arctic military posture for
NATO and its key partners in the region, Sweden and Finland, arguing that all of
these actors should address the issue of Russia’s increased military presence now.
The paper also presents policy-relevant recommendations for NATO and its partners
regarding military security in the Arctic.

In terms of geography, the paper considers the Arctic Zone of the Russian
Federation (AZRF), from its territorial sea to the extended continental shelf. The
analysis covers both the ‘High North’ (namely the European Arctic, where NATO and
its Nordic partners are concerned with Russia’s presence) and the Pacific or ‘North
American’ Arctic. The term ‘Arctic Eight’ refers to eight nations, consisting of a core
of five ‘coastal’ states (Russia, the US, Canada, Denmark and Norway) plus three
‘non-coastal’ states (Iceland, Sweden and Finland) — the latter being states that are
not bordering the Arctic Ocean.

Conclusion

It is no longer quiet on the Northern Front. Because climate change is not a linear
process, annual variations in the extent of ice floes will be unpredictable, and this will
have an impact on coastal states in unprecedented ways. The Arctic today will not
be the same as the Arctic that Russia and other coastal states will experience by the
2040s and 2050s, when the Arctic Ocean will be navigable.

It seems that the golden era of ‘low tension’ is slowly coming to an end: the Arctic is
now a place of growing military security wariness, albeit with enduring scope for

cooperation. It is time to puncture the myth of ‘Arctic exceptionalism’ and recognize
that the region can no longer be insulated from the broader military security context.

It is yet to be determined whether Arctic nations will continue their cooperative
course, or whether strategic competition will increase in the polar seas. Just as
space conquest was a venting mechanism for great-power competition during the
Cold War, the Arctic could very well become the arena for the new ‘Great Game’ of
the 21st century.

Arctic matters will remain on the Russian policy agenda and will outlast the tenure of
President Vladimir Putin. The nature of economic and military activities, however,
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will depend on how the Kremlin manages to turn political and symbolic rhetoric into
economic dividends. In the future, this could push Moscow into altering, to an extent,
its cooperative approach with other Arctic nations. This would have serious security
implications. Although not a given, military build-up could very well become an
escape strategy for the Kremlin, or even potentially an end in itself. The
‘militarization’ of the Russian Arctic, for now defensive in nature, would then have a
more offensive contour in respect of NATO and its partners.

So far, Russia has been acting as a status quo power and a reluctant rule-follower in
the Arctic, partly because international law plays in its favor, and partly because the
Kremlin values a cooperative stance and it is in its interest to preserve the current
arrangements. Despite growing tension, cooperation is likely to endure. For the
West, working continuously with Russia, especially on military security affairs, will
avoid transferring the current security tensions into the Arctic.

Russia will chair the Arctic Council and the Arctic Coast Guard Forum (ACGF)
between 2021 and 2023, taking over from Iceland. There might now be a window of
opportunity to prepare the ground for a more inclusive debate around military
security in the region. This would send a powerful signal that cooperation should
remain an absolute priority for all Arctic states, and that maintaining the ‘low tension’
status takes action, not just words.

“Climate Change, Chinese and Russian Military Activity Increase Risk in the
Arctic,” Kylie Bielby, Homeland Security Today, 25 September 2023 [51]
https://www.hstoday.us/subject-matter-areas/climate-security/climate-change-chinese-
and-russian-military-activity-increase-risk-in-the-arctic/

Overview:

According to the U.S. Army’s Arctic strategy, Russia seeks to consolidate sovereign
claims and control access to the region while China aims to gain access to Arctic
resources and sea routes to secure and bolster its military, economic, and scientific
rise.

Current & Relevant Information:

In the Arctic, warming temperatures and melting sea ice have opened new shipping
routes but have also increased climate risks and international economic competition.
Addressing these issues is a strategic priority for the U.S. government.

By virtue of Alaska, the United States is an Arctic nation and consequently has
substantial interests in the region. As the Arctic warms twice as rapidly as the rest of
the world, the effects of climate change have driven increasing interest and activity
in the region in recent years and these climate effects have been far-reaching.
Reports have documented the global implications of the widespread changes
occurring in the Arctic. For example, scientists at Department of Energy’s Pacific
Northwest National Laboratory found that declines in Arctic sea ice during the
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summer months are linked to increases in autumn wildfires over the western United
States.

In addition, there has been an escalation of great power competition between the
U.S., Russia, and China, which seeks Arctic resources, among other things. Both
Russia and China have developed Arctic strategies with geopolitical goals contrary
to U.S. interests. According to the U.S. Army’s Arctic strategy, Russia seeks to
consolidate sovereign claims and control access to the region while China aims to
gain access to Arctic resources and sea routes to secure and bolster its military,
economic, and scientific rise.

In September 2022 and August 2023, the U.S. monitored Chinese and Russian
military vessels conducting joint exercises off the coast of Alaska in the Bering Sea
and near the Aleutian Islands, respectively. These activities have introduced tension
into the Arctic’s geopolitical environment.

In October 2022, the federal government published an updated Arctic strategy that
serves as a framework for guiding its approach to addressing emerging challenges
and opportunities in the Arctic. The strategy identified four priorities spanning
domestic and international issues: security, climate change and environmental
protection, sustainable economic development, and international cooperation and
governance.

While many federal entities engage with foreign partners on Arctic issues, the
Department of State serves as the lead for Arctic diplomacy efforts. The Biden
administration announced that an existing Arctic coordinator position at State would
be elevated to an Ambassador-at-Large position in August 2022, but the nominee
has yet to be confirmed. State Department officials told a Government Accountability
Office (GAO) review earlier this month that discussions regarding the new position
are continuing internally and that the department is in the process of developing the
final details of the Ambassador’s role. The officials said the Ambassador position will
be located in the Office of the Secretary, and will report to the Secretary or the
Secretary’s designee.

U.S. and foreign stakeholders have previously identified factors that may help
advance U.S. priorities, such as creating the Ambassador position, as well as
providing scientific and other expertise at the Arctic Council—a forum that promotes
cooperation among Arctic countries. But GAO found that challenges in interagency
coordination and other areas may make some U.S. priorities harder to achieve.

Stakeholders told GAO of five factors that facilitate and five factors that hinder the
federal government’s management of U.S. Arctic priorities. For example,
stakeholders identified U.S. Arctic expertise and engagement as factors that
facilitated its influence in the Arctic Council. However, some stakeholders said that
the Arctic Executive Steering Committee and the broader federal government face
various challenges related to interagency coordination that hinder implementation of
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U.S. Arctic priorities outlined in the 2022 strategy. They added that limited
engagement with Alaskans, coordination obstacles, and budget uncertainties also
impact efforts.

The stakeholders identified three factors pertaining to State’s structures that
facilitated and two factors that hindered State’s management of U.S. Arctic priorities.
For example, stakeholders identified continuity within the Senior Arctic Official
position and supporting office as a factor that has deepened institutional knowledge
for Arctic Council work, facilitating efforts to promote U.S. priorities. However, some
stakeholders identified gaps in leadership and limited convening authority as factors
that had hindered management. Many stakeholders viewed the announcement of
the Ambassador-at-Large for the Arctic Region position positively but identified
elements State and the new Ambassador should consider to manage U.S. Arctic
priorities successfully going forward. These elements include consistency in position
and title, a formalized office structure, clarity of Ambassador’s role within the
department, and greater authority to coordinate with all the relevant bureaus across
the department.

In their discussions with GAO, some stakeholders questioned Americans’
awareness of Arctic issues and said that the U.S. government and public may need
a greater appreciation of the region to fully support the implementation of the Arctic
Strategy. One also questioned the federal government’s understanding of the region,
noting that some federal agencies with regional offices that cover Alaska are based
in Denver or elsewhere. However, other stakeholders noted that recent increased
attention to Arctic issues from policymakers and federal entities has been helpful.
For example, one of these stakeholders said that attention from the White House
and the Senate has helped to advance the U.S. Coast Guard’s Polar Security Cutter
Program, which will enable the United States to increase its maritime presence in
the Arctic.

Read the full report at GAO

“How Russia’s Future With NATO Will Impact the Arctic,” Christian Perez, FP
Analytics, 2023 [52] https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/02/25/arctic-ukraine-russia-china-
eu-invasion-
nato/#:~:text=Armed%20conflict%20threatens%20longstanding%20Arctic%20cooperati
on&text=Since%202014%2C%20Russia%20has%20built, most%20recently%20in%20J
anuary%202022.

Overview:
Three critical ways the crisis in Ukraine will determine the region’s future.

The geopolitical importance of the Arctic region is coming back into focus as
Russian troops further encroach into Ukraine. The Russian invasion is further
deteriorating relations and highlighting critical fault lines between Russia and NATO-
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allied states. In determining their response to Russian aggression, NATO allies are
weighing key considerations, including the various impacts from the potential use of
force, balancing the use of sanctions with Europe’s reliance on Russian energy
supplies, and addressing Russia’s strengthening ties with China.

The Arctic region is set to play a key role in each of these considerations. Abundant
natural gas and energy reserves are concentrated in Russian Arctic territory, which
European countries are highly dependent on for their energy supply. Meanwhile,
Russia has made the Arctic a focal point of its military modernization efforts, leading
to a steady buildup of Russian and NATO forces throughout the region. The
widespread military buildup since 2007 amplifies the potential for a conflict between
Russia and NATO-allied states to spill over into the region. Armed conflict in the
Arctic could permanently damage regional cooperation, compromising coordinated
efforts, dating back to 1996, among the Arctic states (Canada, Denmark, Finland,
Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden, and the U.S.) in search-and-rescue operations,
environmental protection, and prevention of illegal fishing, among other issues.
President Putin is also leveraging Arctic resources to strengthen his hand
elsewhere, including deepening connections with China by announcing renewed
cooperation in the Arctic and signing a new 30-year agreement on energy exports in
early February.

As the Ukraine crisis evolves, the Arctic’s role and the impact the crisis could have
on the region are broken down below.

Current & Relevant Information:

Armed conflict threatens longstanding Arctic cooperation

Today, the Arctic is the only region where Russia has military and strategic
supremacy, and as the ongoing crisis in Ukraine escalates, it brings with it increased
risk for conflict in the Arctic. Since 2014, Russia has built over 475 new structures
across its Arctic military strongholds and has conducted extensive military exercises,
most recently in January 2022. Both Russian and NATO troops are currently
stationed in close proximity throughout the region and have conducted war games in
the same geographic vicinities, such as the Norwegian Sea. As the situation along
the Ukrainian border escalates tensions between NATO allies and Russia, the fallout
from a miscalculation across a militarized Arctic could become severe.

Since Russia’s 2014 annexation of Crimea, the Arctic has served as one of the key
arenas in which cooperation among the U.S., Russia, and other Arctic nations has
continued to progress. However, an escalation of the Ukraine conflict could limit
communication between Russia, the U.S. and other Arctic states and undercut
coordination on common regional interests. Additionally, a breakdown in
communication between Russia and other Arctic nations would further heighten the
risk of a miscommunication between Russian and NATO forces stationed across the
region.
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The emergence of a conflict would risk not only ending cooperation in key areas
across the Arctic, but also potentially fraying the Arctic’s existing patchwork
governance structure. Arctic governance, as currently constructed, consists of
various national standards, laws, and treaties, with the Arctic Council serving as the
most comprehensive governance forum. These forums have played a critical role in
improving relations between Russia and NATO-allied states in the past—for
example, after the Russo-Georgian war in 2008, cooperation in the Arctic helped
normalize relations between Russia and the other Arctic states. In contrast, the
former Arctic Chiefs of Defense Forum, the main venue for security dialogues with
Russia in the Arctic, was suspended in 2014 after Russia’s annexation of Crimea.
The remaining governance structures are meant to facilitate cooperation among
Arctic nations and indigenous groups on small-scale regional issues, not contain
great power competition or resolve armed conflicts. An escalation of the current
crisis in Ukraine will provide a major test for Arctic governance structures and
determine, in part, the extent of future coordination with Russia across the region.
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NATO Countries’ Military Bases In The Arctic

Norway has extensive Arctic military infrastructure, but other NATO countries do not have
similar capacities.
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NATO Countries’ Military Bases In The Arctic

Norway has extensive Arctic military infrastructure, but other NATO countries do not have
similar capacities.
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NATO Countries’ Military Bases In The Arctic

Morway has extensive Arctic military infrastructure, but other NATO countries do not have
similar capacities.
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Europe’s reliance on Russian energy limits sanctions’ effectiveness
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As Russia amassed some 200,000 troops along the Ukrainian border, European
countries have faced record-high increases in natural gas prices and a regional
energy crisis exacerbated by Europe’s longstanding reliance on Russian energy
supplies. Despite its efforts to diversify its energy mix, Russia remains the EU’s
single largest energy source, supplying roughly a third of Europe’s natural gas and a
quarter of its crude oil. The Arctic is estimated to contain roughly 13 percent of the
world’s oil reserves, and nearly 30 percent of its natural gas reserves, much of which
resides in Russian territory. Russia is already the world’s third-largest producer of oll
and second-largest producer of natural gas, and Russian energy exports play a
critical role in supporting Europe’s power supply. This relationship between Europe
and Russia has made enforcing effective sanctions on Russia more difficult, as
many European states have been opposed to placing sanctions on Russia’s energy
sector—the most important part of its economy. However, the crisis in Ukraine is
rapidly changing this assessment, potentially altering Europe and Russia’s future
economic relationship.

The Nordstream 2 pipeline has played a central role in the debate over Russian
sanctions. In September 2021, the Russian company Gazprom completed the
pipeline, which would enable Russia to funnel natural gas directly from Russia to
Germany, effectively doubling its capacity to export natural gas to Europe. The
pipeline would also allow Russia to circumvent Ukraine and export natural gas
directly to EU states, severely limiting Ukraine’s leverage, as numerous existing
natural gas pipelines that Russia uses run through Ukrainian territory. However, the
pipeline has never been operational, due to pushback from the U.S. and other
European countries. Germany has now halted its certification after Russia
recognized the independence of two separatist regions in eastern Ukraine (the
Donetsk People’s Republic and the Lohansk People’s Republic) on February 22nd
and began mobilizing troops into Ukraine’s Donbas region, where they are located.
With further sanctions coming after Russian airstrikes in Ukraine, Russia’s energy
sector could be targeted with additional restrictions.

This development signals a significant shift in the EU’s approach, but also leaves it
vulnerable to Russian retaliation. Russia could further limit its energy exports to
Europe, forcing countries in the region to seek alternative suppliers from the U.S.
and Middle East and elevating already near-record-high energy prices. While the
loss of sales to the EU market would hurt Russian export revenue in the short term,
Russia has been securing new energy export customers in Asia. China has been
particularly eager to purchase Russian energy supplies, which could help sustain
Russia’s energy sector in the face of additional EU and U.S. sanctions.

Deepening ties with Russia could expand China’s Arctic influence

Closer cooperation with Russia grants China the chance to expand its role in the
Arctic, where it has been steadily ramping up its activity over the past decade,
further transforming the region into a future arena of great power competition. In
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2013, China became an Arctic Observer state on the Arctic Council, and from 2012
to 2017 it invested over $435 billion across Arctic states in a range of sectors,
including research, infrastructure, and resource extraction. In 2018, China published
its Arctic Strategy and outlined its plan for a “Polar Silk Road” as part of its Belt and
Road Initiative. China’s interest in the Arctic to date has centered on ensuring
access to the rapidly opening Northern Sea Route—an Arctic shipping lane
connecting Europe and Asia along Russia’s Northern ocean—and securing a share
of the region’s energy and critical mineral reserves. Pursuing these interests has led
to major economic agreements with Russia, including a $400 billion natural gas deal
signed in 2014 and, most recently, a 30-year natural gas deal finalized this month.

China and Russia’s cooperation in the Arctic is sparking further security concerns
from the U.S. and EU and is generating speculation that China is using the Arctic as
an arena to expand its global ambitions. While Russia can supply China with energy
resources, China provides a lucrative market for energy exports, access to capital,
and financial services to counteract NATO sanctions on Russia. Additionally, China’s
participation in Russian military drills, conducted in the Arctic in 2018 and 2019,
raises concerns that future agreements between the two nations in the region could
include military cooperation. As the ongoing crisis in Ukraine leads to new sanctions
on Russia from both the U.S. and EU, it is likely that Russia will increasingly turn to
China for economic support. While that bilateral relationship is nuanced, this
dynamic could create an opening for China to further pursue and cement its long-
term presence in the Arctic region. An expansion of China’s role in the Arctic would
increase tensions with the U.S. and other Arctic nations already wary of China’s
intentions, and potentially catalyze a transformation of the Arctic’s future role in
geopolitics.

Chinese Investment in the Arctic

A large influx of Chinese FDI accounted for a significant portion of Iceland
and Greenland’s total economic output from 2012 to 2017.
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Looking Ahead

As Russia continues its invasion of Ukraine and challenges NATO, the Arctic is
positioned to play a crucial and growing role in future geopolitical, economic, and
military affairs. The abundant resources contained in the Arctic, combined with
Russia’s strong military position in the region, are rapidly becoming critical factors in
determining the U.S. and EU’s strategic engagement with Russia. For a deeper dive,
FP Analytics’ Arctic Competition Power Map breaks down the varying dimensions of
Arctic resource and military competition, and comprehensively lays out the interests
and strengths of each Arctic nation.

“Myth 8: ‘Russia’s military build-up in the Arctic is defensive’,” Katarzyna Zysk,
Chatham House, 23 August 2022 [53]
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2022/07/myths-and-misconceptions-around-russian-
military-intent/myth-8-russias-military-build

Overview:

Although Russia claims that its expansion of military assets in the region is both a
legitimate response to emerging threats and part of a necessary modernization
process, offensive capabilities are also in evidence.

Current & Relevant Information:

What is the myth?

The narrative of a looming conflict over Arctic resources and territories, with Russia
as the most likely aggressor, has been largely put to bed. At the same time, the
claim that Russia’s Arctic military build-up is defensive or mainly defensive in nature
continues to be perpetuated. The basic argument is that the development of Russian
facilities and assets in the region is merely a necessary modernization after the
decay of the 1990s, and that it aims to ensure safety and security for Russia’s
legitimate Arctic interests. The argument often highlights Moscow’s cooperative and
constructive policies toward regional relations, especially compared with the
country’s behavior in other borderlands.

Who advocates or subscribes to it?

This argument has been at the center of the Russian official Arctic narrative since
the early stages of the country’s military development in the region (set in motion in
2008). Senior figures, including President Vladimir Putin, Foreign Minister Sergei
Lavrov and Secretary of the Security Council Nikolai Patrushev, have repeatedly
stated that Russia’s Arctic military modernization is purely defensive, and that it
provides a response to a spectrum of growing threats from both state and non-state
actors. For example, Lavrov stated at the International Arctic Forum in St Petersburg
in 2019: ‘We don’t threaten anyone. We ensure sufficient defense capabilities given
the political and military situation around our borders.’ In a similar vein, Putin said in
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2014: ‘We are not going to engage in militarization of the Arctic. Our actions in the
Arctic are restrained and reasonable in scope but are absolutely necessary to
ensure the defensive capability of Russia.’

Over the years, the Kremlin has been keen to maintain an image of Russia as a
reliable and responsible Arctic leader. To this end, it has highlighted Russia’s
interest in broad multilateral dialogue and cooperation, and has promoted the image
of the Arctic as a ‘zone of peace and cooperation’ and ‘territory of dialogue’, where
there are ‘no problems requiring a military solution’.

Similarly, analysis by various Russian and Western experts has held that ‘there is
only a rather limited level of modernization and increases or changes in force levels
and structures’, and that this constitutes ‘a correction rather than a wholesale
militarization’. A recurrent justification for the ‘limited modernization’ program has
been the decay in Russian defense infrastructure in the 1990s and early 2000s.
Others have claimed that development in the region is no cause for alarm because
modernization has also been ongoing in other Russian regions, and the build-up in
the Arctic is ‘roughly in line with other strategic directions’. Even if it is slightly larger,
it is simply because the region was neglected previously.

Why is it wrong?

This argument is flawed for several reasons. First, it oversimplifies the military
dynamics in the Arctic. The distinction between offence and defense is not clear cut
in Russian strategic thinking. One example is the prominent role of pre-emption in
Russian military theory, notably in the concept of ‘active defense’. This problem is
also highly relevant when considering some of the Russian military capabilities,
including a broad spectrum of nuclear weapons and long-range high-precision
weapons; the Russian Aerospace Forces, which integrate offensive and defensive
capabilities; and the offensive elements of Russian airpower, not least long-range
and tactical-strike capabilities, which are integral to Russia’s air defense posture.
Russia has also conducted numerous operations in the Arctic that can qualify as
provocative or threatening to other countries, even if the level of such activities has
generally been lower than in the Baltic and Black Sea regions. Hence, describing the
Russian military posture in the Arctic as defensive does not explain much from the
military strategy point of view. Likewise, claiming that Russian Arctic military
investments are primarily designed to ‘protect critical economic and security
infrastructure from attack by the United States, in a pre-emptive attack’ does not
preclude offensive use of these capabilities.

Second, the geography is misunderstood. The Russian Arctic is often incorrectly
treated as a monolithic space. Confusion about the character of Russian military
modernization and activity derives partly from a lack of, or insufficient, differentiation
between the various Russian Arctic subregions that play different roles in Russian
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strategic thinking and defense policy. Russia expects different threats, often on
different timelines, that call for different sets of missions and capabilities.

For instance, although Russia has increased its focus on the central and eastern
parts of the Arctic, especially since 2010, the main center of gravity for military
investments and activities has remained the High North, i.e. the European (or
western) Arctic. In this part of the region, the Russian military presence is centered
around the Northern Fleet deployed on the Kola Peninsula, just across the border
from NATO member Norway. This remains the strongest part of the Russian Navy,
which also constitutes the foundation of the fifth military district. The Northern Fleet
hosts the largest share of Russian strategic submarines (SSBNs), in addition to
modernized and new nuclear, strategic non-nuclear and other conventional forces
that could threaten other states. In addition, Moscow considers security challenges
and threats in this part of the Arctic, where Russia shares a border with NATO, an
immediate security concern. Hence, this subregion plays a special role in Russia’s
security and defense thinking, notably in nuclear and naval strategies, with missions
extending beyond the Arctic region.

Conversely, key security challenges in the central and eastern parts of the Russian
Arctic belong to the further future. They are expected to be generated by growing
human activity, largely deriving from economic development, which, to date, has
been non-linear and expanded below Russia’s expectations. The infrastructure
Russia has been developing on the Arctic islands in the central and eastern part of
the region has a predominantly defensive character and includes new radar stations,
early-warning capabilities, and coastal and air defenses.

Third, the Arctic is strategically intertwined with other security spaces in Russian
thinking. The Russian Armed Forces, in particular in the European part of the region,
have possible roles assigned in the case of escalation of a major conflict involving
another great power elsewhere. Russia sees the various regions along its western
perimeter (the High North, the Baltic Sea and the Black Sea regions) as
interconnected security spaces. As the ‘Zapad’ and ‘Kavkaz’ Russian annual large-
scale exercises have demonstrated over the years, if there is a regional-level conflict
along Russia’s western border, the Northern Fleet may not only deploy its ‘bastion
defense’ concept to protect the bases and operational area for SSBNs, but also
engage in horizontal and/or vertical escalation in order to pressure opponents from
another strategic direction. In addition, Russian forces in the Arctic can be used in a
conflict outside the region for pragmatic reasons. Despite extensive military
modernization in all defense branches, Russia’s military capability remains limited.
Russia has repeatedly drawn on these forces when necessary, as with the
deployment of the 200th Motor-Rifle Brigade of the Northern Fleet to Ukraine’s
Donbas region in 2014 and to northern Ukraine in 2022, or the participation of the
Northern Fleet in large-scale military exercises in other regions (e.g. Vostok—2018).

What is its impact on policy?
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One of Russia’s traditional policy objectives has been to limit any foreign military
presence close to its borders. The Arctic myth helps the Russian authorities shift the
blame and accuse NATO and the US of being the aggressive parties as the alliance
responds to Russia’s policies by strengthening its presence. This inaccurate
representation of Russia’s military development in the Arctic could lead to confusion
and disagreements in NATO countries about what an adequate policy response
should be. Russia could exploit these potential divisions.

What would good policy look like?

Nuances such as those discussed above matter. Neither exaggerating the extent of
the Russian military build-up and overreacting as a result, nor underestimating its
importance and responding inadequately, will serve Arctic security and stability. The
state and composition of Russian military capabilities, their geographic distribution,
the underlying threat perception and patterns of military operations are variables that
can, and probably will, change over time.

They will be further influenced by spill-over effects from international security,
economic and other global dynamics, including Russia’s policies in other regions,
not least the direct and indirect consequences of the 2022 full-scale invasion of
Ukraine. To avoid succumbing to disinformation and creating artificial debates and
disagreements, Western actors must correctly assess the Russian military build-up —
its strengths, weaknesses and the intentions behind it — in the Arctic and elsewhere.

“Russia's Arctic Military Posture in the Context of the War against Ukraine,”
Mathieu Boulegue, The Arctic Institute: Center for Circumpolar Security Studies,
31 October 2024 [54] https://www.thearcticinstitute.org/russias-arctic-military-posture-
context-war-against-ukraine/

Overview:
The Arctic Institute NATO Series 2024-2025
¢ NATO in the Arctic: The Arctic Institute’s NATO Series 2024-2025 (Part |)

e Russia’s Arctic Military Posture in the Context of the War against Ukraine

¢ An Evolution in Arctic Collective Defense

¢ France’s Strategic Role in NATO’s Arctic Ambitions: A Non-Arctic Power’s
Perspective

The full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 did not alter Russia’s Arctic
military posture. If anything, Moscow’s obsessive search for complete control over
the Arctic Zone of the Russian Federation (AZRF) has been vindicated by wider
geopolitical developments. Nevertheless, Finland’s and Sweden’s accession to
NATO is making Russia feel more vulnerable from a military point of view.
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This self-perception of vulnerability will inform how Russia projects itself in the
region, especially through low intensity warfare operations against NATO and its
allies — which in turn raises the risk of miscalculation and escalation in a changing
Arctic.

Current & Relevant Information:

Posture change in the context of ‘NATO’s expansion’

From Moscow’s viewpoint, the perceived ‘enlargement’ of NATO to Finland and
Sweden is fueling both a sense of vindication and vulnerability across the AZRF —
geographically extending from the North Atlantic and the European High North, to
North Pole approaches in the Central Arctic, to the North Pacific and the Bering
Strait.

On the one hand, Russia’s self-inflicted fear of ‘encirclement’ by the Atlantic Alliance
has been validated by Finland and Sweden joining NATO. The double accession
represents a fait accompli for the Kremlin, honed by a self-reinforcing propagandistic
narrative that the Alliance is turning the Arctic into a ‘conflict zone’ or that there is a
‘new Cold War’ in the region because of Western policy.

This narrative is compounded by the recent release of the US National Strategy for
the Arctic Region (NSAR) in 2022 and the US Department of Defense Arctic
Strategy in 2024, which are also denounced as ‘deciding the region’s future by
force’ or ‘inviting confrontation’ in the Arctic.

Finland and Sweden joining the Alliance further fuels the Russian logic that the non-
Russian Arctic has become ‘NATO territory’. This ends up creating a ‘NATO 7 vs.
Russia’ approach, which tends to securitize Arctic affairs and shape discussions
increasingly in military terms. The policy consequences are that Moscow is planning
more than ever for all contingencies, including open military confrontation in the
Arctic.

On the other hand, from a previous perception of relative regional strength and
assertive force posture, the impact of the war has led Moscow to feel vulnerable in
the Arctic. This vulnerability is strategic (with the perceived ‘expansion’ of NATO)
and military, especially with regards to the impact of climate change and receding
sea ice across the AZRF.

The Russian leadership fears that a more accessible Arctic will bring along more
military activity from NATO and its allies in the European Arctic and above North
Pole approaches. It also fears there will be more military presence from the US and
Canada in the Pacific Arctic — alongside Chinese inroads in circumpolar governance
and presence.

The July 2024 Ukrainian drone strike on the Olenya air base in the northwestern
Russian Arctic, where strategic bombers are stationed, also reinforces their sense of
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vulnerability — not least by defying the genuine effectiveness of Russian regional air
defense capabilities.

Ultimately, Moscow does not want to be dispossessed of its control over the AZRF.
The fact that NATO’s direct borders with Russia have increased in size in the Arctic
and Baltic theaters will undoubtedly push the Kremlin to adapt its force projection.

This situation will also force the Kremling to rethink the deployment of capabilities
across the Arctic — not least towards regional chokepoints in the European High
North such as the Greenland-Iceland-United Kingdom (GIUK) gap.

However, the consequences of the war against Ukraine have not (yet) led to a
complete strategic reassessment regarding Russia’s Arctic military posture. Existing
strategic priorities are linked to:

« Imposing cost on foreign military access to the region (ambitions of control),

« Extending interdiction capabilities beyond the AZRF and removing tension away
from the Russian Arctic (ambitions of denial) and

o Protecting the Northern Sea Route (NSR) and contested ‘internal waters.’
Wartime adaptations

If strategic priorities remain unchanged, Russian force projection in the Arctic will
continue to adapt to the impact of the full-scale invasion of Ukraine. The main
adaptation is the reshuffle of the command-and-control (C2) structure in High North.

In early 2024, the Russian armed forces reverted to the Soviet-era Moscow and
Leningrad Military Districts, thus officially putting an end to OSK Sever and the
Northern Fleet’s status as a formal Military District. This change is less about the
Arctic as it took place in the context of the full-scale invasion of Ukraine to deal with
the demands of the war.

The Leningrad MD will oversee Arctic-related operations in the western and central
Arctic and connect with the Eastern MD and the Pacific Fleet. This new situation will
inevitably create integration and coherence issues within the wider C2 structure.

Although air, naval, and nuclear capabilities have been left largely untouched by the
war against Ukraine, Russia has lost a large amount of its spearhead, Arctic-capable
conventional ground forces located at the borders with Finland and Norway. It will
take some time before Russia can recapitalize its conventional troops in the High
North.

Finally, the lofty and ambitious plans to completely (re)build dual-use infrastructure
across the AZRF have been paused. Although it is often argued that ‘Russia has
more Arctic military bases than NATO’ the actual operational picture is that of a
disparate, uneven, and disheveled network of forward bases and outposts in the
Russian Arctic.
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The Kremlin is now prioritizing the completion and maintenance of existing
infrastructure rather than seeking to expand the network. Moscow must also
consider climate change impact and budget constraints.

Russia’s low intensity warfare operations in the Arctic

As a response to the sense of vulnerability in the AZRF, Russia is becoming more
confrontational in its approach towards regional security and finding excuses to
‘defend’ itself against perceived external threats. While the Kremlin is taking stock of
the consequences of Finland and Sweden joining NATO, Russia will likely conduct
more conventional power demonstrations, sub-threshold activities, and grey zone
operations in the Arctic.

While there is little incentive for the Kremlin leadership to escalate in the region per
se, there is also a strong willingness to continue probing and testing the resolve of
the Arctic 7 through a well-established toolkit of low intensity warfare operations.
These sub-threshold operations and grey zone activities mostly take the form of:

« Brinkmanship-prone activities through offensive peacetime maneuvers at sea
and in the air, especially close to the air defense identification zones (ADIZ) of
NATO countries and NORAD,

o Regular snap military exercises, strategic bomber overflights and patrol activities,
and the weaponization of notices to air missions (NOTAM) in the Barents Sea,
across North Pole approaches, and close to the Bering Strait and Alaska —
including with China,

e Seabed warfare activities, and notably the disruption of critical undersea
infrastructure (CUI) such as energy pipelines and fiber optic data cables across
Arctic chokepoints,

« GNSS/GPS jamming and recurrent electronic warfare operations in Lapland and
Finnmark in the European High North — with severe risks for civilian and
commercial assets.

Risks of miscalculation

A more vulnerable yet assertive Russia in the Arctic, coupled with more NATO
attention towards the region, can only mean that the risk of miscalculation provoked
by civilian and military accidents, incidents, and tactical errors will increase. Because
of the absence of clear lines of communication and deconfliction between Russia
and the Arctic 7 countries, it could lead to unintended escalation and further down
the road, to military tension if not conflict.

This situation is worsened by the fact that Moscow’s restraint over such events
cannot be taken for granted anymore — as exemplified by Russia’s continued low
intensity warfare operations in peacetime against Arctic nations and NATO allies.
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Finally, the absence of Russian transparency regarding recent environmental
disasters in the region adds more complexity to peacefully solving potential crises.

Another form of risk relates to horizontal escalation — i.e. military tension from other
theaters such as the North Atlantic or the North Pacific spilling over into the Arctic. In
the context of the Finnish and Swedish adhesion to NATO, the Baltic Sea represents
a key area for horizontal escalation towards the Arctic.

Finally, miscalculations could happen in the context of Russian sharp power
activities in circumpolar governance — for instance, the contestation of the Svalbard
Treaty with Norway or exploiting recent decisions by the UN Commission on the
Limits of the Continental Shelf (CLCS) regarding Russia and the United States. As a
knee-jerk reaction, Moscow also recently threatened to withdraw from the UN
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS).

Freedom of navigation?

The main risk of miscalculation with Russia, however, pertains to Moscow’s
contestable interpretation of the legal status of the Northern Sea Route (NSR). For
years, the Kremlin has been projecting the NSR as a body of internal waters covered
by Article 234 of the Law of the Sea (also known as the ‘Ice Clause’), therefore
offering Russian authorities the possibility to enforce ‘non-discriminatory laws and
regulations’ over ice-covered areas.

The issue is twofold. On the one hand, the impact of climate change is completely
reshuffling access to the AZRF, in turn preventing Russia from invoking the clause to
increase control over the NSR because of seasonal sea-ice reduction. On the other
hand, Moscow’s application of ‘non-discriminatory’ rules is, in fact, highly
discriminatory. Indeed, for the past few years, Russia has been introducing stringent
national regulations clearly violating UNCLOS - for instance by strengthening
navigation rules and transit rights or interdicting passage to foreign military

assets through the NSR.

Moscow seeks to appropriate the NSR as a body of internal waters regulated by
Russian law, and no longer linked to UNCLOS under the principles of freedom of
navigation and innocent passage. This obsession for control responds to the fear of
‘encirclement’ in the Arctic and the unwarranted belief that NATO will soon contest
the self-appropriation of the NSR.

Russian fears have crystallized in the belief that NATO or the United States are
willing to conduct a freedom of navigation operation (FONOP) through the NSR to
‘test’ innocent passage in contested waters. Most of these fears remain unfounded,
especially since there is little value in arranging such an operation as well as high
operational risk.

The fact remains that the Kremlin’s rhetoric around a potential Western-led FONOP
has grown aggressive in recent months, with NATO arguably seeking to ‘snatch’ the
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NSR from under Russia’s control. Furthermore, the Russian armed forces and the
FSB (in charge of the Coast Guard and Border Guard) have reportedly been making
plans to ‘counter’ a potential foreign FONOP.

Policy consequences

Under the impact of climate change and the subsequent increase in human
presence across the Arctic, Russia will find it harder to secure its ‘new’ Northern
border in the AZRF. So far, Moscow’s response has been to approach the region
through a military lens, leading to perimeter control and sovereignty enforcement as
well as the deployment of Arctic-specific capabilities and the revamp of dual use
infrastructure.

The Arctic remains key to national interests, and especially the survivability of the
sea-based nuclear deterrent on both sides of the AZRF as well as the security of
North Pole approaches in the central Arctic.

Russia’s imperative to remove tension from the Arctic is consequently adding
pressure on critical regional chokepoints — notably in the European High North with
the Greenland-Iceland-United Kingdom (GIUK) gap, the Greenland-Iceland-Norway
(GIN) gap, and the ‘Bear gap’ (between the Svalbard archipelago, Bear Island, and
mainland Norway) as well as in the Pacific Arctic across the Bering Strait.

In the High North, Russian actions are heightening tension across the North Atlantic
sea lines of communication and on the Nordic-Baltic continuum regarding NATO
reinforcements. As the Atlantic Alliance is taking stock of the Finnish and Sweden
accession, more policy attention will be required to determine the exact role and
place of NATO in a circumpolar environment.

Meanwhile, the Kremlin is currently taking stock of how Finland and Sweden will
approach their NATO membership, notably the deployment of troops and military
capabilities. The Alliance recently agreed to the creation of a Multi Corps Land
Component Command (MCLCC) as well as Forward Land Forces (FLF) in Finland, a
multinational battle group initially composed of Norwegian, Swedish, and Finnish
troops.

These initiatives will undeniably strengthen the land component of High North
defense. Yet it is something Moscow will follow closely and ultimately feel forced to
respond to, with the risk of miscalculation and military escalation looming.

“Arctic Strategy: Deterrence and Détente,” Rolf Folland, Journal of Indo-Pacific
Affairs, 3 October 2022 [55]
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/JIPA/Display/Article/3173373/arctic-strateqgy-

deterrence-and-dtente/

Abstract:
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The guiding principle for NATO'’s political strategy toward Russia for the past 50
years was defined in the 1967 Harmel Report—a dualistic approach based on
deterrence and détente.1 This double-track approach came as a response to intense
Cold War relations in the mid-1960s that required a revision of the Alliance’s policy.
The Harmel Report is still relevant, but the dynamics on the northern flank have
changed. This article offers valuable insight into how Norway must rebalance its
Arctic policy against the strategic backdrop of increased global rivalry, Arctic
volatility, and the war in Ukraine. It argues that Norway should lean its Arctic strategy
more toward deterrence to avoid exploitation by a revisionist and aggressive Russia
while continuing to mitigate a potential security dilemma through active dialogue and
cooperation on regional matters.

Current & Relevant Information:

The Arctic is resuming an important geopolitical role. The primary driver for
revitalized interest is the effect of global warming. Declination of the Arctic ice cap is
creating economic opportunities as untapped resources become available and new
waters become navigable. The resource-rich region is estimated to hold large
amounts of undiscovered oil, natural gas, and minerals and shorter shipping routes
between Europe and Asia are becoming accessible. Growing signs of a great-power
“scramble” for the Arctic are emerging, and Russia has claimed expanded
jurisdiction and bolstered its military presence in the region. As the Russian invasion
of Ukraine has proven to the world, President Vladimir Putin is no stranger to illegal
aggression and violation of international law. Russia clearly has the military
superiority in the Arctic region, and Putin has already shown the willingness to grab
territory in Europe. This raises questions of whether Russian revisionist ambitions
along its southern and western European border will metastasize to the Arctic and
threaten the cooperative climate that has characterized the region in the post—Cold
War era.

Norway has had “1000 years of peace” with Russia, and the two Arctic neighbors’
relationship has been characterized by dialogue, predictability, and cooperation. But
the relationship is asymmetrical, and Norway has based its security policy on a
balance between deterrence through NATO membership and reassurance through
dialogue in combination with self-imposed restrictions on allied presence and
activity. The Norwegian policy in the Arctic will remain a combination of deterrence
and détente, but Russia’s growing military capability, assertiveness, and explicit use
of force is calling for a renewed balance.

Russian Intentions in the Arctic

To comprehend fully the new challenges in the Arctic, it is vital to analyze Russia’s
intentions in the region. Understanding Moscow’s aims in the Arctic through
analyzing Russia’s policy documents is a challenging enterprise that includes a
substantial element of assumptions. Public documents from Moscow offer basic
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principles and trends but may also deliberately convey misleading signals to
influence political dynamics. However, this article highlights three main observations
driven by the changing physical nature of the Arctic and more demanding security
dynamics between key actors in the region. First, the region has emerged as an
important resource base vital for bolstering the Russian economy. A weak economy
has long been Russia’s Achilles’ heel; the economic situation has deteriorated even
further as a result of sanctions imposed after Russia’s 2014 invasion of Ukraine and
annexation of Crimea—sanctions that were substantially tightened after the 2022
invasion of Ukraine. This has made the region crucial for Russia’s economic future.
Second, Moscow will strengthen its control over vast Arctic resources by dealing
with the expanded continental shelf and the Northern Sea Route (NSR) as within
Russia’s jurisdiction. The latter is disputed by other Arctic actors, especially the
United States, because it challenges freedom of navigation. Third, Russia’s regional
focus seems to be gradually shifting from cooperation to deterrence. New indications
of strengthened Arctic security measures and regional militarization are particularly
intensified in policy documents published after 2014. With Russia becoming
somewhat of a pariah state in Western international relations by 2022, the climate
for cooperation appears rapidly dwindling, and increased reliance on deterrence
seems to be becoming the new normal.

The Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation from 2016 states Russia’s
ambition of being a great power in a multipolar world where national sovereignty and
force are essential. The concept reveals a realist view on international relations,
where sovereign states are the main actors competing in a zero-sum game of power
and security. Reflecting this, force—and especially military force—is important. A
key element in Russian strategic culture is the propensity to use force to achieve
strategic objectives, demonstrated lately in the Ukraine. On the one hand, the policy
documents clearly indicate Moscow wants to pursue Arctic policies that “preserve
peace, stability and constructive international cooperation.” On the other hand, it
signals that “Russia will be firm in countering any attempts to introduce elements of
political or military confrontation in the Arctic.” Herein lies the greatest uncertainty
with Russian intentions for the Arctic: Moscow’s dual-track communication and
inclination to use military force to reach political objectives. The 2014 Russian
invasion of Ukraine revealed Russia’s ability to engage in hybrid modus operandi
and Moscow’s ability to test the Western security framework’s limits. The 2022
Russian invasion of Ukraine was yet another and more explicit and overt testing of
the Western security framework, albeit this time ending up with conventional military
operations resembling tactics and strategy dating back to the Second World War.
One should be careful not to have a short-sighted view of the 2022 invasion of
Ukraine, as it needs further research and thorough analysis, but it shows the
Moscow’s willingness to use force to achieve Russia’s objectives, and the wide
spectrum of military, political, and diplomatic tools Moscow is willing to employ to
achieve its national interests. The reassuring argument is that Russia is dependent
on international collaboration in the Arctic to realize its economic potential due to
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lack of investment resources, offshore technology, and human knowledge9 and,
therefore, likely will continue to solve questions of Arctic sovereignty through
international law and multilateral institutions like the Arctic Council. However,
Moscow’s Arctic policy is also characterized by fear of Western expansion and a
struggle for strategic depth, a deep-rooted fear that has likely deepened after its
2022 exploits.

Prior to 2022, Gleb Yarovoy, in his chapter “Basics of the State Policy of the Russian
Federation in the Arctic for the Period Until 2020 and Beyond,” revealed this fear and
signaled that Russia will build-up and modernize its military capabilities to ensure
national security and protect its northern border. Russia’s National Security Strategy
highlighted that NATO’s encirclement through regional build-up, expansion, and
posture closer to Russian borders is a threat to Russian national security in the
Arctic. Russian military doctrine makes the same point of holding NATO as the
nation’s main external military threat and points to the necessity of increasing
Russian military capabilities in the High North. The inclusion of Sweden and Finland
into NATO is likely to fit this Russian narrative. So, although the Russian policy
documents emphasize stability and multilateral cooperation in the Arctic, military
build-up and offensive behavior reveals Moscow’s fear and militarized threat
assessment.

Russia’s Military Build-up in the Arctic

Russia has strengthened and modernized its nuclear and conventional capabilities
across the board. Since 2008 it has enhanced its military capability in all areas in the
Arctic by investing in mobile systems, special forces, new military bases,
infrastructure, and long-range precision weapons. In 2019, the Chief of Defence
Valery Gerasimov launched the new defense concept “active defence.” This concept
emphasizes high readiness, mobility, strong coordination, and massive firepower. As
a result, the Northern Fleet Command has been modernized, transformed into Joint
Strategic Command North, and further developed to be one of five Russian military
districts. Moscow has centralized command authority of all the Russian military units
in the Arctic, including the Russian Navy’s nuclear-strike capabilities. The
reinforcement concept has been modernized, and together with improved force
readiness, this ensures that the northern command relatively quickly can achieve
short-term local superiority by reinforcing Kola with troops and equipment by rail and
air. Several new long-range precision-guided strike weapons, particularly sea- and
air-launched systems, have entered into service. Common for most of them is that
they can deliver both nuclear and conventional warheads. Different variants of the
land- and sea-launched Kalibr cruise missile, the air-launched hypersonic
intermediate-range missile Khinzal, together with the land-based mobile SSC-8
Screwdriver pose significant threats to NATO due to their duality, long-range, short
warning time, and high precision. The deployment of new multilayered air and
coastal defense systems improves protection of the Kola Peninsula, as well as
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offering the ability to assert sovereignty in the Arctic region. In sum, this
interconnected system of long-range precision-guided strike and multilayered air and
coastal defense orchestrated with cyber and electronic tools forms a robust Russian
antiaccess/area-denial (A2/AD) capability from the Arctic to the Baltics and the
Greenland—Iceland—-United Kingdom (GIUK) gap that calls for reinvigorated NATO
conventional deterrence and collective defense. However, in addition to nuclear and
conventional military power, President Putin has a third ace up his sleeve: hybrid
tools that create ambiguity and doubt. Since 2014, Western security analysts have
given hybrid warfare much attention, often viewing it as a new Russian tool. It is
essential to understand that for Russian decision makers the hybrid tools are
integrated with all the other available instruments of national power that can be
utilized from peacetime to wartime. In fact, there is a strong interdependence, as
Russian hard power supports the elements of hybrid warfare and adds a looming
threat to the equation that weakens the adversary’s decision making.

On the other hand, military history has provided numerous hard lessons that modern
equipment and new concepts are just part of the equation for success. Although |
am careful not to draw conclusions prematurely, the Russian political and military
performance leading up to and during its invasion of Ukraine leaves much to be
desired. Its underachievement will impact its deterrent effect, not least the basic
need to replace its military inventory and personnel, which will likely take years.
Conversely, the same dynamics of the 2022 war in Ukraine have expanded and
galvanized NATO; invigorated European economic, energy, and security
cooperation; and strengthened transatlantic security bonds. How this will influence
Moscow’s Arctic strategy is too soon to assess, but Russia’s long-term military build-
up and posture in the Arctic creates uncertainty about Russian intentions. Former
US Secretary of Defense James Mattis has claimed that Russia is taking
“aggressive steps” to increase its military posture in the region. Such a shift in
Russian behavior on the northern flank has been significant since 2017.

Aggressive Russian Military Behavior

The Russian military is operating in a more offensive manner against Norwegian and
allied activity in the region. According to the Norwegian Intelligence Service (NIS),
there have been several examples of Russian assets targeting Norway and NATO
with simulated weapon usage. In 2018, during the NATO exercise Trident Juncture
in Norway, Russia demonstrated its assertiveness by deploying surface vessels and
patrol aircraft to the exercise area, flying strategic sorties over the Norwegian Sea,
and performing live firing off the coast of Norway. In addition, there have been
several incidents of Russian jamming, resulting in lost GPS signals for civilian and
allied air traffic in the northern part of Norway. Russian policy, military build-up, and
belligerent behavior in the Arctic—combined with its invasion of Ukraine—signal
Moscow’s will and capability to reassert its great-power status through military
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strength and Arctic energy. Norway must adapt to this new reality in the High North
to ensure regional stability and national security and sustain its prosperity.

Norway and the Arctic

The Arctic is Norway’s most important foreign policy priority. The region has
strategic importance for Norway based on two main factors: economic potential and
geopolitical location next to Russia. Norway is a global leader in Arctic petroleum
production, a large exporter of oil and natural gas, and half its undiscovered
hydrocarbons are estimated to be found in the Barents Sea. This becomes ever
more valuable as Europe tries to free itself from Russian energy dependence.
Norway is the second-largest fish exporter in the world, and this sector is the
second-largest industry in the country after oil and natural gas.

There is a remarkable military asymmetry between Norway and Russia, and defense
against neighboring Russia is driving Norwegian security. Norway’s militarily
inferiority to Russia represents a vulnerability that Russia might exploit. This is the
main reason Norway has been a strong advocate for revitalizing NATO’s focus on
collective defense and increased vigilance on the Alliance’s northern flank.
According to the former Norwegian Minister of Foreign Affairs, Ine Eriksen Sgreide,
“‘Norway constitutes NATO's northern flank, and our military presence in the north is
therefore a significant contribution to the security of the Alliance.” Thus, Norway has
emphasized military presence in the High North. The number of Norwegian high-end
capabilities available for credible deterrence is limited compared to Russia’s military
capabilities, and the political authorities have lately allowed greater influx of allied
activities on Norwegian territory. US and UK forces train and exercise more in
Norway than they did just a few years ago. This has led to strong reactions from
Russia, warning Norway that such actions will have negative consequences, and it
has also sparked debate over Norwegian strategic approach among scholars and
professionals in Norway.

Adding to this debate, the NATO Summit in Madrid in late June 2022 was a big leap
forward for Sweden and Finland in their aspirations for joining NATO. Should
Sweden and Finland join NATO (which | hope and believe they will), they too will be
part of NATO’s northern flank. How Nordic cooperation within the framework of
NATO will influence Norwegian security and its relation to Russia and Arctic
cooperation is difficult to assess. Still, despite disagreements on strategic approach
in the Arctic, the legal principle that law is the basis of governance is the bedrock of
Norwegian policy. As a small state neighboring a mighty military power, Norway is
strongly committed to the international rule of law. This is also the case in the Arctic.
Norway’s vision for the High North is “a peaceful, prosperous, and environmentally
sound Arctic where international cooperation and respect for the principles of
international law are the norm.” Russia has so far supported Arctic governance
based on international law, and Norway’s strategic goal for the Arctic is to make sure
this continues in the future.
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Russian and Norwegian Cooperation in the Arctic

Norwegian and Russian overlapping interests in the Arctic are based on a shared
view that the region should be governed by international law in questions of
sovereign rights. Both countries seek stability to pursue their economic interests.
The llulissat Declaration, signed in 2008 by the Arctic Five, including Russia,
demonstrated this and signaled that the Arctic is “governed according to the
principles that operate anywhere in the world.” In line with this declaration, after
nearly four decades of negotiations, Norway and Russia bilaterally agreed on their
maritime delimitation line in the Barents Sea in 2010.

The rule of law is paramount for a small state, and like other Allies, Norway has
suspended bilateral military cooperation with Russia since Putin’s 2014 illegal
annexation of Crimea. Norway is currently an integral part of Western sanctions on
Russia, following the invasion of Ukraine. However, Norway continues to search for
areas to cooperate with Russia that are important for safety and predictability in the
region, such as search and rescue, coast and border guard, the Incidents at Sea
Agreement, and environmental protection in the north. The two neighboring Arctic
nations also have a hotline between the Norwegian Joint Operational Headquarters
and the Northern Fleet to avoid unnecessary escalation and misunderstandings.
And, despite differences, there is enough “common interest to provide a favorable
climate for extended future cooperation.” Nonetheless, the 2014 crises and 2022
invasion of Ukraine, plus the sanctions against Russian Arctic energy interests have
complicated cooperation and increased regional tension.

Potential for Conflict in the Arctic

This article analyses two factors that can lead to an Arctic spillover: increased
domestic unrest in Russia and an intensified great power rivalry in the region.
Economic set back from sanctions, military setbacks, and the sense of becoming an
international pariah state leading to increased isolation in the wake of a large-scale
pandemic can result in domestic unrest that may drive Russia toward a more
confrontational track in the Arctic. Domestic and foreign policy are intertwined in
Russia, and they are centered around Putin: “Putin believes that only a Russia that
is strong at home can be strong abroad, and vice versa, and that the strength of the
state derives in part from its stability and unity of purpose.”

Russia’s economic growth has internally been explained as a result of Putin’s great
leadership, while periods of recession have been blamed on Western malign forces.
Criticizing the West, and especially the United States, has become a tool for
stabilizing domestic politics in difficult times. As a result of sanctions, the public
dissatisfaction over economic stagnation has grown in Russia. In line with Putin’s
political philosophy, this can cause an assertive Russia to take more confrontational
steps in the Arctic to secure its energy interests and indicate strength to internal
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audiences. In addition, Russia’s economic fragility and dependency on European
markets have given substance to a growing Sino-Russian cooperation in the Arctic.

Globally, there is an escalating great-power rivalry between the United States and
China that seems to have hardened the Arctic strategies and increased the risk for
Arctic spillover. Russia is traditionally reluctant to any non-Arctic nation’s
involvement in the region, but sanctions have made Moscow look to the East for
Arctic investments, technology, and cooperation. As a self-proclaimed “near Arctic
state,” China has a growing interest in the region based on science, energy, and
Arctic sea routes as part of its Belt and Road Initiative. This cooperation seems to
have strengthened after Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine. The rising presence of
China and the strengthened Sino-Russian cooperation in the Arctic have sparked
serious concerns in Washington, and the United States has criticized both Russian
and Chinese Arctic motives. Washington has disputed Moscow’s claims to
sovereignty over the NSR because it endangers US and Allied military
maneuverability, and the growing great-power rivalry seems to have revitalized
American political interest in the region. In a speech given before the Arctic Council’s
2019 ministerial meeting in Finland, then-US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo
revealed an American militarized threat assessment of the region and pointed at
Russian and Chinese behaviors as illegitimate, aggressive, and destabilizing. The
United States, Russia, and China seem to be hardening their Arctic strategies, and
spillover from great-power rivalry is an emerging risk for the region. This creates
dilemmas for European NATO-members as they find themselves in a balancing act
between security and prosperity. European security is still dependent on US military
protection, either bilaterally or through NATO, but most European nations also want
to trade as much as possible with China. A strengthening Sino-Russian alliance,
together with fear of former President Donald Trump’s and the US Republican
Party’s unilateralism, protectionism, and focus on China represents a long-term
danger for Europe and the liberal order since it will create opportunities for an
assertive Russia that has shown its willingness to take more aggressive steps.

Against this strategic reality Oslo must balance Norway’s security policy against
Russia. On one hand, Norway has a unique position for mitigating unintended
escalation through established bilateral dialogue on Arctic matters with Russia. On
the other hand, Norway is dependent on Allied support for credible and capable
deterrence against Russian aggressive behavior. The key question is how Oslo
should tailor Norway’s Arctic policy to the current security situation.

Recommendations

This article recommends that Oslo lean Norway’s Arctic strategy more toward
deterrence to avoid exploitation by a revisionist Russia, while continuing to mitigate
any potential security dilemma through active dialogue and cooperation on regional
matters. These recommendations are derived from three main arguments.
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First, the Arctic is existential for Russia’s great-power ambitions. Moscow’s
intentions in the melting Arctic indicate Russia pursues economic development and
military build-up to restore its great-power position. There is a growing instability in
the international system with great-power rivalry and less confidence in the
international rules-based order. Big shifts in the balance of power create
opportunities for an assertive Russia that Moscow will exploit. Thus, a Russian
behavioral mix of belligerence and cooperation will most likely continue in the Arctic.
Therefore, Norway’s choice of strategy boils down to risk management and a flexible
balance between deterrence and reassurance measures in the face of Russia’s
behavior.

Second, Norwegian policy on the Arctic must be realistic, pragmatic, and aimed at
ensuring hard security before softer issues to protect against Russian exploitation.
The language that best restrains an assertive and revisionist Russia from coercive
strategies is the language of power, and Norwegian posture and capability in the
Arctic must therefore signal strength. Hence, Oslo must pursue continuous territorial
presence with high-end capabilities in the High North to ensure Norway’s
sovereignty and freedom to pursue national interests and enhance deterrence on the
Alliance’s northern flank. NATO is the cornerstone of Norwegian deterrence, and
Norway has been the most eager member in NATO for proactive Arctic defense.
This strategic approach should be strengthened despite Russian complaints of
encirclement. Credible deterrence can only be attained if Moscow believes that the
Allies will come to Norway’s aid, and Norway must therefore ensure solid NATO
coherence and cohesion on Arctic matters. A significant factor in this equation is the
future level of cooperation between the Nordic nations should Sweden and Finland
join NATO. With their geopolitical similarities, shared values as small liberal
democracies, strong institutions, strong economies, and populations inclined to
support increased Nordic cooperation, a more collective Nordic defense approach,
within the framework of NATO and bilateral partners, should entail a stronger
deterrent posture toward a more aggressive Russia. However, a broader and deeper
NATO involvement in the region could also contribute to unintended escalation and
endanger the stability that currently exists in the region. Moscow tends to respond
aggressively to any NATO encirclement, and the strategic importance of the Kola
Peninsula calls for caution. Thus, a stronger and enhanced regional engagement will
establish a more balanced deterrence that creates space for détente.

Third, being both a NATO member and an Arctic partner with Russia, Norway has a
unique position that Oslo must use for establishing tailored reassurance measures to
reduce the security dilemma without sacrificing NATO cohesion. As the Alliance
increases its Arctic capability and activity, Moscow will likely perceive it as a danger,
and Russia will respond by increasing its own military posture. Hence, the potential
for a security dilemma between NATO and Russia in the region is present. Thus,
Norway’s strategic initiative for increased NATO presence in the High North must be
balanced with strengthened reassurance measures to avoid escalation. Keywords
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for reassurance are transparency, predictability, stability, and accountability,
alongside pragmatic cooperation on Arctic governance where common interests
already exist. Thus, Norway should combine its military deterrence with
strengthened political dialogue and cooperation on military safeguarding the
economic opportunities and environmental challenges in the region. The Arctic
Council has effectively been bridging Arctic gaps but does not address security
matters, and since 2015 Russia has been excluded from the Arctic Security Forces
Roundtable. Even with the current international climate toward Russia after its
invasion of Ukraine in mind, the long-term absence of an arena to discuss security
matters for the Arctic is a vulnerability that over time should be reduced. Because
defense against neighboring Russia is driving Norwegian security, it is highly
recommended that Norway welcomes an Arctic security dialogue with Russia either
through existing formats or new ones.

“NATO Is Unprepared for Russia’s Arctic Threats,” Liselotte Odgaard, Foreign
Policy Magazine, 1 April 2024 [56] https://foreignpolicy.com/2024/04/01/nato-russia-
arctic-steadfast-defender-2024/

Overview:

Even with Finland and Sweden, the alliance lacks a capable defense presence in the
north.

Even as its members take part in Steadfast Defender 2024, NATO'’s largest military
exercise since the Cold Watr, it is clear that the alliance remains ill-prepared against
Russia’s military capabilities in the Arctic. The exercise, which runs between January
and May, involves more than 90,000 troops across the Atlantic and up to the Arctic
and suggests that NATO has a strong and capable defense presence in the region.

Current & Relevant Information:

However, a closer look at the capabilities of the Arctic states—which are all NATO
members except Russia—reveals otherwise. Finland and Sweden’s recent
membership in NATO has been heralded as a turning point in deterrence against
Russia in the north. However, the countries’ proximity to northwest Russia means
that their strategic focus is primarily targeted at the Baltic Sea region, where Russia
has pursued a military buildup directed toward NATO’s eastern flank.

No NATO member state has ice-strengthened ships with both anti-aircraft and anti-
submarine capabilities. The United States, Canada, Denmark, Finland, and Sweden
have prioritized capabilities designed for other theaters, such as the Indo-Pacific and
the Baltic Sea regions. Iceland, which has no standing army, only operates coast
guard vessels. Norway has ice-strengthened coast guard vessels, but they are not
designed for military operations.

Russia’s nuclear submarines, which are capable of launching an attack on North
America, can travel from the Barents Sea through the Bear Gap between
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Scandinavia and Svalbard, Norway, and under the ice along the coast of eastern
Greenland without being detected. This leaves big gaps in NATO’s defense posture.
Russia’s war in Ukraine also gives it incentives to work with China in the Arctic,
including joint naval exercises and coast guard cooperation.

NATO should not let Arctic deterrence fall by the wayside by concentrating its force
posture along its eastern flank. Instead, the trans-Atlantic alliance must act urgently.

Russia’s 2022 naval doctrine raised the Arctic region to the highest priority. Between
its invasion of Crimea in 2014 and 2019, Russia built more than 475 military facilities
in the Arctic. Its Northern Fleet, located in the Barents Sea, accounts for around two-
thirds of the Russian Navy’s nuclear strike capabilities. A multilayered network of
sensors, missile systems, coastal defense systems, and electronic warfare
technology protects these capabilities, including the strategic submarines.

Despite NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg sounding the alarm in 2022, the
alliance lacks an Arctic strategy. Its current area of responsibility extends only to the
“High North,” a less ambitious term that describes the ice-free parts of the Arctic.
The term is indicative of disagreement within NATO over whether its remit goes
beyond the North Atlantic.

As glaciers melt, more countries from outside the region are engaging in the Arctic,
which risks further crowding the Northern Sea Route and incentivizing Russia to
protect the entry and exit points to its military bastion.

Russian vulnerabilities in the Arctic have affected its strategic cooperation with
China. On the one hand, Russia needs to cooperate more with Beijing—in areas
such as digitalization; infrastructure; and intelligence, surveillance, and
reconnaissance—to utilize the economic potential of the Northern Sea Route and
protect its strategic assets. On the other hand, Russia is concerned with maintaining
control of its Arctic coastline.

Moscow will cooperate with Beijing if this red line is respected. Although access to
Russian facilities and ports will allow China to use its military capabilities in the
Arctic, including icebreakers and semi-submersible vessels, Beijing has little interest
in becoming a military power in the region. Decades of strategic coordination in
Central Asia and in the Korean Peninsula have proved that China understands the
benefits of not undermining Russia, even if Moscow’s geopolitical agenda is not
always to Beijing’s liking.

Despite Chinese concerns over Russia’s war of attrition in Ukraine and its military-
strategic cooperation with North Korea, Beijing benefits from Moscow maintaining a
strong force posture toward NATO. This is especially true in the case of the Arctic,
where a permanent Chinese presence would open a new front with U.S. allies at a
time when Beijing is already engaged in hot spots in its own backyard.
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The supply line that runs through the GIUK gap—the strategically important entrance
to the North Atlantic between Greenland, Iceland, and the United Kingdom—is a vital
route for U.S. and Canadian forces to deploy and send supplies to northern Europe
in the event of military conflict with Russia. Moscow can currently disrupt this supply
line without NATO intervention because the Nordic states in the Arctic do not have
capabilities to detect Russian forces operating in the Bear Gap and off the coast of
eastern Greenland.

This mismatch underscores how countries such as Norway and Denmark have
limited defense budgets but major responsibilities—including manning the Arctic and
Baltic regions as well as, in the case of Norway, a land border with Russia.

Such budget constraints explain the reluctance to acquire the expensive capabilities
to take on responsibilities that should fall to all Arctic NATO member states. But the
widespread unwillingness among all members to invest in Arctic capabilities is easily
explained: NATO has focused on pushing member states to spend 2 percent of GDP
on defense, and investments in capabilities such as ice-strengthened navy vessels
do not count as contributions to NATO’s minimum force requirements. That comes
at the cost of Arctic security, which Russia is willing to exploit.

Amid heightened tensions with Russia, it is important that NATO does not ignore
Moscow’s threat in the Arctic. This is not to say that trans-Atlantic allies should
engage in a massive military buildup that risks provoking a Russian military
response. Russia is likely to interpret freedom of navigation operations from states
that do not border the Arctic Ocean, such as the United Kingdom, France, and Italy,
as an escalatory NATO presence from states that lack legitimate obligations to patrol
the Arctic.

A Russia that perceives itself as vulnerable in the Arctic may respond more forcefully
than is desirable from NATO’s perspective. This points to the need for the United
States, Canada, Denmark, and Norway to take on more responsibility for deterrence
in the region by focusing on the areas adjacent to their sovereign territories.

As it marks its 75th anniversary, NATO should come to an agreement on an Arctic
strategy. For starters, it should revisit and update its minimum force requirements
and allow members states to count the development of special capabilities, such as
ice-strengthened frigates, as contributions to the NATO spending targets. As U.S.
leaders increase pressure on other NATO member states to meet the defense
spending target—ultimately requiring those states to cancel other investments in
areas such as public welfare—few states can justify taking on defense expenses
that do not count as part of the minimum force requirements.

Although Finnish and Swedish membership has seemingly enhanced NATO'’s Arctic
posture, the alliance still has a long way to go in the region. NATO must increase its
footprint in the Arctic to credibly deter Russia’s military force posture.

237


https://foreignpolicy.com/2024/03/26/russia-shadow-fleet-denmark-straits-shipping-sanctions/
https://www.voanews.com/a/nato-s-european-allies-collectively-at-2-gdp-defense-spending-for-1st-time-ever/7489447.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2024/02/12/nato-countries-defense-spending-gdp-trump/

“Changes in the Arctic: Background and Issues for Congress,” Congressional
Research Service, 1 October 2024 [57] https://sgp.fas.org/crs/misc/R41153.pdf

Summary:

The diminishment of Arctic sea ice has led to increased human activities in the
Arctic, and has heightened interest in, and concerns about, the region’s future. The
United States, by virtue of Alaska, is an Arctic country and has substantial interests
in the region. The seven other Arctic states are Russia, Canada, Iceland, Denmark
(by virtue of Greenland), Norway, Sweden, and Finland. The Arctic Research and
Policy Act (ARPA) of 1984 (Title | of P.L. 98-373 of July 31, 1984) “provide[s] for a
comprehensive national policy dealing with national research needs and objectives
in the Arctic.” The National Science Foundation (NSF) is the lead federal agency for
implementing Arctic research policy. The Arctic Council, created in 1996, is the
leading international forum for addressing issues relating to the Arctic. The United
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) sets forth a comprehensive
regime of law and order in the world’s oceans, including the Arctic Ocean. The
United States is not a party to UNCLOS.

An array of climate changes in the Arctic is now documented by observing systems,
with more expected with future greenhouse gas-driven climate change. Observed
physical changes in the Arctic include warming ocean, soil, and air temperatures;
melting permafrost; shifting vegetation and animal abundances; and altered
characteristics of Arctic cyclones. A monitoring report of the Arctic Council
concluded in 2019 that “the Arctic biophysical system is now clearly trending away
from its previous state [in the 20th century] and into a period of unprecedented
change, with implications not only within but also beyond the Arctic.”

Following the end of the Cold War, the Arctic states sought to maintain the Arctic as
a region of cooperation, low tension, peaceful resolution of disputes, and respect for
international law. Over the past 10 to 15 years, the emergence of great power
competition between the United States, Russia, and China has introduced elements
of competition and tension into the Arctic’s geopolitical environment. Russia’s war in
Ukraine beginning on February 24, 2022, has further affected the region’s
geopolitical environment by prompting the seven Arctic states other than Russia to
suspend most forms of Arctic cooperation with Russia, by prompting Finland and
Sweden to apply for NATO membership (they are now NATO members), and in
other ways.

The Department of Defense (DOD) and the Coast Guard are devoting increased
attention to the Arctic in their planning, budgeting, and operations. Whether DOD
and the Coast Guard are taking sufficient actions for defending U.S. interests in the
region is a topic of congressional oversight. The Coast Guard has two operational
polar icebreakers and through FY2023 has received funding for procuring the first
two of four or five planned new heavy polar icebreakers.
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The diminishment of Arctic ice could lead in coming years to increased commercial
shipping on two trans-Arctic sea routes—the Northern Sea Route close to Russia,
and the Northwest Passage close to Alaska and through the Canadian
archipelago—though the rate of increase in the use of these routes might not be as
great as sometimes anticipated in press accounts. International guidelines for ships
operating in Arctic waters have been updated.

Changes to the Arctic brought about by warming temperatures will likely allow more
onshore and offshore exploration for oil, gas, and minerals. Warming that causes
permafrost to melt could pose challenges to onshore exploration activities. Increased
vessel traffic (e.g., oil and gas exploration, cruise ships, expanded fishing activities)
in the Arctic increase the risk of pollution in Arctic waters. Cleaning up oil spills in
ice-covered waters will be more difficult than in other areas, primarily because
effective strategies for cleaning up oil spills in ice-covered waters have yet to be
developed. Changes in the Arctic could result in migration of fish stocks to new
waters, and could affect protected species. The United States is working with other
countries regarding the management of Arctic fish stocks.

Current & Relevant Information:

Introduction

The diminishment of Arctic sea ice has led to increased human activities in the
Arctic, and has heightened interest in, and concerns about, the region’s future.
Issues such as geopolitical competition in the region between the United States,
Russia, and China; increased military operations in the region by Russia and other
Arctic countries; growth in commercial shipping through the Arctic; and oil, gas, and
mineral exploration in the Arctic could affect the region’s future.

The United States, by virtue of Alaska, is an Arctic country and has substantial
political, economic, energy, environmental, and other interests in the region.
Decisions that Congress makes on Arctic-related issues could significantly affect
these interests.

This report provides an overview of Arctic-related issues for Congress, and refers
readers to more in-depth CRS reports on specific Arctic-related issues.
Congressional readers with questions about an issue discussed in this report should
contact the author or authors of the section of the report discussing that issue. The
authors are identified by footnote at the start of each section.

This report does not track legislation on specific Arctic-related issues. For tracking of
legislative activity, see the CRS reports relating to specific Arctic-related issues that
are listed at the end of this report.

Russia’s Arctic Military Modernization
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Russia since 2008 has adopted a series of strategy documents outlining plans that
call for, among other things, bolstering the country’s Arctic military capabilities.
Among other actions, Russia established a new Arctic Joint Strategic Command at
Severomorsk (the home of the Russian navy’s Northern Fleet), reactivated and
modernized Arctic military bases that fell into disuse with the end of the Cold War,
assigned upgraded forces to those bases, and increased military exercises and
training operations in the Arctic.

Prior to Russia’s war in Ukraine, some observers expressed growing concern at
these developments. Other observers noted the cooperative aspects of relations
among the Arctic states, including Russia, and argued, that the competitive aspects
were overstated. Some observers argued that Russia’s military investment in the
Arctic were sometimes exaggerated, reflected normal modernization of aging
capabilities, or was intended partly for domestic Russian consumption. Russia’s war
in Ukraine has heightened concerns among the A7 states and other observers about
the purpose behind Russia’s military modernization in the Arctic.

2. Geopolitical Environment:

“Russia’s Reimagined Arctic in the Age of Geopolitical Competition,” Shaheer
Ahmad and Mohammad Ali Zafar, Journal of Indo-Pacific Affairs, 9 March 2022
[58] https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/JIPA/Display/Article/2959221/russias-reimagined-
arctic-in-the-age-of-geopolitical-competition/

Abstract:

The melting Arctic serves as a precursor for a renewed geopolitical contest among
the great powers. Russian policy posture of developing Yamal LNG and opening of
the Northern Sea Route (NSR) as a global shipping artery sets the course for Russia
on the Arctic’s chessboard. Similarly, the revival of the Northern Fleet shows
Moscow’s anticipation to counter the maritime threats coming from the United
States. Meanwhile, the US approach is likely to challenge the Russian claims on
NSR and Arctic militarization in the context of Sino-Russian cooperation. Finally,
using the qualitative content analysis, the article argues that the melting Arctic has
enabled Russia to increase its geopolitical influence due to its topography and
military might, which has intensified geopolitical competition in the region.

Current & Relevant Information:

The Arctic is an ample tale of economics and oll, territories, and politics, particularly
the Russian reassertion on the Arctic region. Climate change is a precursor for the
new geopolitical contest as the dawn of global warming is changing the peaceful
pace of the region. The unprecedented changes in the Arctic are setting the course
for a challenging geopolitical situation for Russia vis-a-vis other major competitors,
including the United States, collaborating with its allies to counter the Russian
territorial claims and maintain a free and open Arctic.
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Russian Arctic strategy aims to develop untapped energy reservoirs to elevate its
economy. This includes the interrelated projects of Yamal LNG (liquified natural gas)
and the Northern Sea Route (NSR), which are strengthening the Russian economy,
reducing maritime routes, and assisting Russia to become a dominant power in the
region. Besides this, Russian attempts to develop and utilize the NSR as a global
shipping artery raise the value of the Arctic in the Kremlin’s geopolitical calculus.
Moreover, Russia perceives the United States as a geopolitical competitor in the
Arctic. Thus, Moscow is undergoing an overhaul of the Soviet-era bases to counter
threats to its oil and gas terminals and reinforce its position as a maritime power.
Russia’s declining energy assets and its status of an energy superpower as its
foreign policy tool are the motives to maintain its hold on the untapped energy
reservoirs in the region. Therefore, the interplay of economics and geopolitics has
transformed the region into a hotspot for a renewed geopolitical competition among
the great powers.

The United States has been the least active in the Arctic region after the Cold War.
Nevertheless, it holds important strategic interests in the growing Russian and
Chinese presence in the region. Washington’s approach is likely to discourage the
Russian claims on the NSR and militarization of the Arctic. Similarly, the United
States is actively building the icebreakers to counter the Russian superiority in the
icebreakers fleet. Moreover, the US collaboration with its regional NATO allies aims
to establish security equilibrium against the growing Sino-Russian cooperation in the
region.

The shift in the geopolitical landscape of the Arctic has posed several challenges to
the Russian dominance. These challenges will likely hinder the Russian economic
and geopolitical ambitions. Thus, the changing dynamics requires Russia to
undertake a comprehensive approach regarding the United States and its allies.
Likewise, Russia must utilize Sino-Russian cooperation prudently in its shared
animosity with the United States, coupled with balancing Chinese cooperation by
solving out the legal discrepancies. Thus, a coherent approach will enable Russia to
pursue its broader economic and geopolitical goals.

The growing Russian activities in the region are knotted with its broader geopolitical
and economic goals. Therefore, to understand Russia’s interplay of politics and
economics, this article is divided into four parts. The first part undertakes an in-depth
analysis of the changing dynamics in Russia’s Arctic policy. It also analyzes the
policy actions including Yamal LNG, the opening of the NSR, and the revival of the
Northern Fleet. The second part will analyze the role of the United States as a
geopolitical competitor as it is concerned with the Russian and Chinese presence in
the Arctic. The third part analyzes Sino-Russian cooperation in the Arctic region. The
last part concludes the article by discussing challenges and the way forward.

Russian Arctic Policy
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The Arctic has gained prominence to the Russian international agenda. The
resource competition in the barren region can easily be a source of conflict in the
near future. The upsurge in the Russian activities can be seen in the revival of the
Northern Fleet, development of new oil and gas terminals including Yamal and
Shtokman, and expansions in Russian exclusive economic zones by taking approval
from the United Nations Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf.

The continuous warming of the Arctic coupled with aspects of national security and
Russia’s deteriorating relations with the West, especially after the Ukrainian crisis,
have forced Russia to look for alternative options. Meanwhile, the increasing
significance of the Indo-Pacific is reflected in Russian policy documents that indicate
the priority of a “turn East.” These drivers of the Russian Arctic strategy determine
the main objectives, primary goals, and strategic policies of the Russian Federation.
Also, it validates the measures regarding the strategic planning of social and
economic development and preserving Russia's national security and territorial
integrity. The Arctic zone of the Russian Federation comprises the areas of Sakha
Republic, Arkhangelsk, and Murmansk. Additionally, Krasnoyarsk territory, Nenets,
Yamal-Nenets, and Chukchi districts are the areas where Russia advocates for
autonomous rights and jurisdictions under the perspective of international law.

Russia Arctic Policy 2020-2035

The policy posture adopted by Moscow as its Arctic strategy 2020 includes the
utilization of the Arctic as a strategic resource base to fulfill the country's
socioeconomic needs. It also centers on using the NSR as a national transport route
for Russia in the Arctic. The strategic priorities of the Russian Federation can be
seen in the expansion of the resource base region to fulfill its energy needs. It is not
surprising that the Arctic accounts for 10 percent of Russia’s GDP and 20 percent of
its exports. Therefore, the region is crucial in the strategic designs of the Kremlin.
While dealing with military and security, the Russian government favors an
auspicious operating regime, including the army and other military formations.
Therefore, the deployment of the Northern Fleet demonstrates the Russian intent to
protect the NSR. Meanwhile, the policy posture of 2035 shows the Kremlin’s urge to
access the naval chokepoints in Greenland, Iceland, and the UK to demonstrate the
significance of Russia’s sea power. Hence, the opening of the NSR and the revival
of the Northern Fleet is transforming Russia from a continental to maritime power in
the region.

The parallels in the policy postures of 2020 and 2035 exist in the Russian national
interest in naming the Arctic as a strategic resource base. Moscow is aiming to
utilize the opportunity to develop energy reserves, including 85.1 trillion cubic meters
of natural gas and 17.3 billion metric tons of crude and condensate oil. Moreover, it
is also trying to intensify its LNG production to 91 million tons by 2035. Furthermore,
it is planning to increase the role of the Arctic in crude and condensate oil production
to 20 percent in 2024, 23 percent in 2030, and eventually 26 percent in 2035.
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However, these economic gains are highly dependent on the successful functioning
of the NSR.

The strategic plan to develop the NSR as a global shipping route will allow the
Kremlin to play a dominant role in Arctic geopolitics. While referring to the security
interests linked to the NSR, the role of the Northern Fleet cannot be overlooked to
intercept the aggressive actions by NATO countries in Norway. Therefore, the
intensified activities of the Northern Fleet to establish an effective monitoring system
for surface and underwater activities show how regulation and control of shipping
along the NSR is a priority for the military as an effective stakeholder.

Opening of the NSR: A Strategic Enabler for Yamal LNG and the Northern Fleet

The development of the NSR is crucial for the Kremlin's strategic designs and the
Arctic's future geopolitical course. The NSR remains closed for eastbound shipping
for half of the year due to Arctic ice. The change in the climate patterns unlocked the
NSR much earlier during the past year, which significantly reduced the time for
Yamal LNG cargoes to reach East Asian markets. The success of Yamal LNG
endeavors on developing the Arctic infrastructure depends upon the functioning of
the NSR because it can assist the Kremlin in extending its influence to the Asia-
Pacific. Yamal LNG will allow the Kremlin to attract potential customers by offering
them the Arctic LNG at a low cost. Moreover, Novatek's smooth price enhances the
company's portfolio in global market positioning. James Henderson has argued that
the NSR not only provides a shortcut from Yamal to Asia, but also provides an
alternative to the US-controlled maritime routes. He further asserts that the Russian
military modernization along the NSR has made it a “potential leverage point” amid
growing geopolitical competition.

The Northern Fleet remains a focal point when it comes to maritime shipping in the
NSR. The Kremlin has elevated the significance of the Northern Fleet by upgrading
its status to a military district. According to Matthew Melino and Heather A. Conley,
Moscow’s ambitions to project Russian power in the Arctic is an “avenue of
approaches” for United States. The Murmansk-based fleet is crucial for safeguarding
maritime shipping in the NSR. Moreover, the addition of offensive and defensive
capabilities to the Northern Fleet includes the equipment of S-400 and hypersonic
missiles, which shows the Kremlin’s concern regarding the security of the route.
Moreover, the induction of the Knyaz Vladimir, a Borei-A strategic missile submarine
armed with Bulava ICBMs and 667BDRM Delfin submarines equipped with Sineva
ICBMs, is a powerful signal to other actors regarding the Russian defense planning
of the Arctic and the NSR.

The growing Russian military presence along the NSR is due to the evolving security
concerns revolving around the defense of Russian national security and the denial of
US maneuvers. The Kremlin's Northern Fleet is crucial to deny the US claims of
freedom of navigation and maintaining Russian status quo in the region. Although
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the NSR is a strategic enabler for the Kremlin, it however requires the Northern Fleet
to deter the United States, a geopolitical challenge for Russia. Thus, the success of
the Kremlin's policy is dependent upon the successful functioning of the NSR.

Policy Actions

Yamal LNG: Gas has remained a strategic element for the Kremlin's economic and
political interplay. Russia has used gas as a geopolitical weapon for many years.
The project of Yamal LNG is believed to harness 926 billion cubic meters of natural
gas. The construction began in 2012 and will last till 2021, costing 27 billion USD.
Perhaps it is the most successful LNG project during the last decade regarding
projects and cost management. Moreover, the efficacy of Yamal LNG can be
assessed through its efforts to fetch an international consortium. It comprises the
French company with LNG expertise (Total), a major consumer of LNG in the form of
the China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC), and a major financing source in
the Silk Road Fund. Similarly, Yamal’'s success in buying sales contracts from
customers in the Asia-Pacific, Europe, and South Asia has enhanced the project to
take its final investment development in 2013. However, with a high pace in
accordance with its schedule, the rapid development of the project had put its
international and domestic rivals in disrepute.

Yamal LNG has directly attracted the Kremlin’s support, which can be seen in the
proposal of the Russian energy minister, Dmitry Medvedev, who ensured the
Kremlin’s support for the LNG project, which includes a tax exemption for the first
250 billion cubic meters of natural gas, 20 million tons of condensate and exemption
of property tax under the Mineral Resource Extraction Tax regime for 12 years.
Similarly, the project also reaped $19 billion—the largest ever project financing in
Russia. This leap forward has presented Russia and China with limited choices:
either to defect or cooperate. Russian dependence on East Asian markets for the
sale of LNG products and Beijing’s dependence on Russia to take its expeditions in
the Arctic makes it evident that both players cannot get an optimal outcome while
deviating unilaterally from the game. Meanwhile, the interstate agreement between
Russia and China had also assisted in attracting Chinese shareholders and loans
from the Chinese Development Bank. Therefore, Yamal LNG’s efficacy in
developing hydrocarbon reserves makes it a significant part of Russia’s geostrategic
calculations.

The rationale behind the Kremlin’s support of the project lies in the fact that it has
been trying to expand the scope of the LNG industry to reduce its reliance on
European markets. Additionally, the development of infrastructure, notably the
Sabetta port, airfield, and the construction of LNG tankers and icebreaker fleet that
will perform 200 voyages per year, requires direct and indirect support from the
government. Despite the failures of the Kahrasavey, Baltic LNG, and Shtokman
projects, it is necessary for the Kremlin to support Yamal LNG because it enables
the Kremlin to achieve its various economic objectives. Nevertheless, Russia knows
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that without the intensification of the activities on the Arctic and attracting foreign
customers it will be difficult for Russia to utilize the region as a strategic resource
base. Hence, the Yamal LNG has secured various deals to sell LNG products to its
European and Asian customers on a durable basis. Similarly, the NSR, with its east-
and westbound routes, makes the European and Asian markets accessible.
Therefore, the LNG exports coupled with Russian influence over the NSR acts as an
enabler for the Kremlin to enhance its status as an energy superpower and utilize its
geopolitical and economic interplay efficiently.

Opening of the Northern Sea Route: The opening of the NSR is part of the
Kremlin’s strategic priorities, providing it a shortcut from Europe to Asia. The route
significantly reduces the distance from Yamal to Asia as compared to the Suez
Canal route. It connects the Atlantic and Pacific oceans and is considered an
important trade route for Europe and Asia. The route runs from the Russian coast of
Novaya Zemlya in the west to the Bering Strait in the east. However, the route
remained neglected after the demise of the Soviet Union, both domestically and
internationally. Nonetheless, the commencement of climate change compelled the
Putin administration to revive the route, which can be seen in a policy document of
2008 explaining the “exploitation of Northern Sea Route as a national unitary
transport communication,” which prioritizes the NSR in Kremlin’s strategic domain.
The functioning of the NSR will reduce the geographical limitations on the Kremlin’s
sea power while easing its access to the sea. From the Baltic front, Russian ships
have to face the sea power of Nordic states in the Gulf of Finland and the Danish
straits. Moreover, the Black Sea Fleet had to pass through the Dardanelles strait or
Suez Canal route. Hence, the opening of the Northwest Passage and the shipping
between the Eurasian land and the Arctic has enabled Russia to become a dominant
maritime power. The Kremlin’s strategic designs, as aforementioned, are to utilize
the NSR as a global shipping artery under its jurisdiction concerning the international
treaties of the Russian Federation.

The NSR is a fuel-efficient alternative for shipping between Far East and Europe and
decreases the peril of piracy. The Kremlin is setting out its desire to increase the
traffic in the NSR to 80 million tons per year by 2024. The timing of the goal may not
seem realistic; however, by 2030, the NSR will emerge as a key trade route. The
available statistics of 2018 depict a significant increase in the gross revenue of
transportation by 84 percent per annum. The turnover via the NSR amounted to 19.7
million tons, among which Novatek’s project accounted for 8.4 million tons, crude oil
and refined products for 7.8 million tons, and gas condensate for 0.8 million tons. It
shows that hydrocarbons comprised 86 percent of total transportation in 2018.
Nevertheless, 2019 statistics witnessed a significant surge in the transportation
turnover to 31.5 million tons that marked an increase in maritime cargo traffic.
Therefore, the NSR is among the crucial strategic calculations of the Kremlin’s policy
postures.
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The interrelated projects of Yamal LNG and the opening of the NSR are crucial for
the commercial and geopolitical future of the country. The opening of the NSR will
strengthen the Russian influence in the Arctic and provide short access to Asia-
Pacific and European markets. Moreover, the strengthening of Russian presence in
the Arctic and supplementing the socioeconomic conditions of the region depend
upon the Kremlin’s strong influence on the NSR.

Revival of the Northern Fleet: Since the Cold War, the Arctic has held a
geopolitical significance in the systemic competition between the Soviet Union and
the United States. However, it lost its geopolitical relevance in the 1990s after the
demise of Soviet Union, but again reemerged due to Russia’s determination to
reinstate its military prowess soon after the North Pole expedition in 2007. The
Russian Arctic strategy aims to sustain Russia's status as an energy superpower by
developing its oil and gas terminals. Similarly, the refurbishment of the NSR is linked
with the Russian objective to preserve its “territorial integrity.” The yoke between
these policy postures resonated in Putin's statement during his election campaign of
2011 that “We will also beef up our military bases there, and we will certainly
increase national security in the north.” However, the economic concerns of Russian
Arctic policy are knotted with the matter of prestige that ultimately relies on military
might. The Northern Fleet and its nuclear-powered submarines equipped with
ballistic missiles consolidate the Kremlin's beliefs on the primacy of “hard power.”

The privilege of the Northern Fleet not only enhances the Kremlin’s geographical
position but also grants it a “strategic advantage” to conduct hostile operations
against its adversaries. Geostrategists acknowledge the significance of the Northern
Fleet by addressing Russia’s lack of access to the sea. This is evident from H. P.
Smolka’s analysis of the Russian fleet stationed at Murmansk, which has access to
the high seas thus transforming Russia from land to naval power.

The Kremlin has recently upgraded the status of the Northern Fleet amid the
growing significance of the Arctic in its policy circles. The presidential decree signed
by Putin granted the Northern Fleet the status equivalent to the existing four military
districts of East, West, and South. Rob Huebert analyzed this move as “...a
recognition that offensive and defensive capabilities of the Northern Fleet represent
one of the most important elements of the Russian military.” The Kremlin’s
modernization of the Northern Fleet aims to protect its oil and gas terminals, which
are strategic assets for the Kremlin. This development includes the stationing of the
S-400, which strengthens the Russian air defense capabilities. Moreover, the
Kremlin has increased its offensive capabilities by equipping the MIG-31 of the
Northern Fleet with Kh-47M2 Kinzhal missile, which will project the military prowess
of the Kremlin in the Arctic.

The security concerns linked with the NSR revolve around preserving Russian
territorial integrity and denying foreign incursions. The Northern Fleet remains at the
center when it comes to the regulation of shipping in the NSR. Moreover, the
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Kremlin is also intensifying its presence to intercept the actions of the foreign military
forces in the region, which includes the joint exercises of the United States, Norway,
and NATO above the Arctic Circle in 2018. The access of the Northern Fleet to the
High Seas will provide it an offensive capability, while the functioning of the NSR wiill
put Russia in a position to control the traffic in the region. Hence, the Kremlin’s
aggressive military buildup in the Arctic is to contain NATO and respond to the US
maneuvers.

The United States as the Primary Geopolitical Competitor

The emergence of Russia as a militarily and strategically dominant power has
conflicted with the US interests in the region as Washington views the growing
Russian influence as a threat to its national security. The changing dynamics are the
prelude for the United States to counter Russian military presence in the region.
Russian flexing of military muscle has raised worries among the Arctic states,
including US allies. Biden’s administration therefore is concerned by enhanced
Russian military capabilities. Similarly, increased Sino-Russian cooperation has
raised alarms in Washington, evident in the newly published US Arctic Strategies—
notably the US Navy’s A Blue Arctic Blueprint and the US Army’s Regaining Arctic
Dominance.

The US Department of Defense’s Arctic Strategy 2019 identified three threats to the
US national security interests in the region. The first threat is the possibility of an
attack on the US homeland, made more likely by increasing cooperation between
Russia and China. The second threat is the challenge to the rules-based order from
Russia and China by using the NSR and possible use of force against foreign
vessels operating against Russian regulations. That is why American officials have
regarded the region as “nobody’s lake.” Finally, the third threat is the possibility of
“strategic spillover” from rising tensions in the Arctic. To counter these threats, a
response is expected from US military presence in the region, specifically by the US
Coast Guard. However, as per the hearing on maritime security, the US Coast
Guard is regarded as weak compared to the Russian Navy. This position has
concerned the United States over aggressive actions of Russia and China. However,
it also shows the gaps in the US ability to maintain its rules-based order in the Arctic.

Russia’s large icebreaker fleet, increasing investment of China in Greenland, and
the declaration of the NSR as a “polar silk road” has alarmed the policy circles in
Washington. Washington is eager to build icebreakers, evident as the United States
lacks the “hard power” in the region as compared to the Russian icebreaker fleet.
However, this will remain the case because the United States will not be able to
create its “largest icebreaker” until 2024.

The US strategy in the Arctic will be moving on the three lines of action. First, it will
aim to enhance the capabilities of the US Coast Guard in the Arctic. Therefore, the
United States will be using the International Maritime Organization to adopt
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international code for ships operating in polar water and to question Russian
maneuvers in the region. Second, to strengthen the rules-based order, the United
States will be eager to cooperate with NATO allies in the region. It is evident from
Biden's faith in the alliance and the most recent discussion over US-Canadian
defense cooperation. Yet, it will be based on adding strategic and operational depth
to the regional position of Arctic allies. The Trump administration debated
Greenland’s sovereignty, Denmark's role as a strategic enabler for US interests in
the region, and surveillance of Russian actions. Third, the United States will aim to
promote resilience and prosperity in the region. Hence, US promotion of Arctic
values is evident from Trump's approach toward the Arctic Council. Despite the
reluctance of Trump's government toward multilateralism, he was vocal about
promoting cooperation among Arctic states through the Arctic Council. However,
while conceptualizing Biden's climate policy and his approach toward multilateralism,
his actions will be aiming to use the “Arctic Council to strengthen US relations with
allies.”

Historically, US ties with regional allies go back to 1867, when the United States
acquired Alaska and fostered economic, diplomatic, and strategic ties with the Arctic
states that are the part of NATO. These allies have been supportive of US military
presence since WWII, especially Denmark and Canada. The United States was able
to establish bases that were critical to the war effort in the High North and the Arctic,
hence adding to the strategic depth of the United States in case of any escalation.
These strategic points are marked as critical ventures to the US strategic
calculations that will create a geopolitical challenge for Russia and China.

The United States has been skeptical toward China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI),
which has gained a new dimension due to the melting Arctic. The Chinese
investments in technological and environmental domain have posed a challenge for
the United States in the region. Moreover, China’s plan to gain a military base in
Greenland in 2016 has signaled to the United States that China is using the cover of
its investments to plant a military toehold in the region. Therefore, the United States
is incentivizing the region by building three Greenland airports to pressure the
government against the Chinese deal. Moreover, the strengthening of diplomatic and
commercial relations with Greenland is to diversify the economic prospects beyond
fishing, strengthening ties, and to counter expanding Chinese influence in the region.
Similarly, Pompeo’s bid for European and North American states to form a coalition
against Russian and Chinese interests in the region increases the geopolitical
competition between the regional players.

In an interview, Carla Sands, US ambassador to Denmark, stated that Denmark is
“willing to fight with Americans shoulder-to-shoulder and do things that many of our
allies won’t.” Thus, Washington’s decades-long disinterest in the Arctic is reversing
and leading toward strong US-Danish cooperation against Russia. At the same time
the Pentagon can be seen rallying its allies, indicated by Pompeo’s statement that “.
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. .we are counting on our partners in Greenland and Denmark to lead with us.” On
the other hand, Norway’s government requested the United States to increase the
number of marines from 330 to 700, which has matched Washington’s desire to
intensify military presence in the region. Hence, geopolitical proximity of these
actions will increase hostility between Norway and Russia, as Russia has warned
Norway that such actions would have “consequences.” Therefore, it is evident that
the stage is heating up for competition in the region.

Despite the military superiority that Russia enjoys in terms of icebreakers, US
military actions cannot be sidelined. In October 2018, the USS Harry S. Truman and
its associated escort sailed above the Arctic Circle, the first such strike group to do
so since the Cold War. This operation in the Norwegian Sea means that Washington
is raising its game in the Arctic. Moreover, VADM Linda L. Fagan, who oversees
Coast Guard operations in the Arctic and Pacific, states that “we’re obviously
watching both the Russians and the Chinese quite closely.” Despite the vitality of the
geopolitical competition, the difference in military power might hurt the United States.

The weak US naval presence can be observed from statement offered by Coast
Guard Capt. Gregory Tlapa, who commands the lone USS military icebreaker
traveling to the Arctic each year. He stated that, “The nation doesn't have deep-
bench strength in terms of capabilities to operate up here and project power and
protect our national interests.” This is why the US Navy, like the other branches of
the US armed forces, has introduced a new Arctic strategy. The United States has
maintained its military presence in the northern base of Thule, Greenland, which is
750 miles north of the Arctic, hosting radar systems that will scan for any nuclear
missiles launched against the United States. Although the United States lacks the
deep-bench strength in the Arctic, recent steps are raising its influence in the region.

The US contestation for military dominance in the region will be facing hindrance
from the ground and sea routes, due to unavailability of icebreakers and the
increasing necessity of strategic cooperation with regional actors. Therefore, the
United States is planning to introduce air combat planning in which the United States
will have two squadrons of F-35-A in Alaska by 2022, joining the two squadrons of F-
22 Raptors already there.

Strategically, the United States might deploy a nuclear submarine fleet due to the
rising tensions and disparity in the military capability. The deployment of the large
surface warships and sea-based ballistic missile defense systems in the Arctic is
due to the periodic visits of US submarines. Furthermore, the United States will
enhance its capabilities to intercept Russian intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM)
launches at the initial phase and making a preventive strike by ICBMs, submarine-
launched ballistic missiles, and cruise missiles, irrespective of their nuclear or
nonnuclear nature. However, the execution of these plans will create a hard security
threat in the region, which can be observed from the negative response of Russia
over joint UK-US naval exercises in the Norwegian and Barents seas in May 2020.
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Furthermore, in October 2019, the largest Russian military exercise in the Arctic
since the end of the Cold War was held, which further exacerbated the growing
complexities of the region's militarization regardless of global warming. These
strategic actions, along with the weakening position of the United States and
intensified Sino-Russian economic cooperation will compel the United States to
maintain a military toehold in the region.

According to Ambassador David Baltonn, from “America First” to a policy orientation
focused on “becoming less isolationist,” Washington is keen to cooperate with more
than just NATO members in the Arctic. In comparison to Biden, Trump was more
vocal toward strategic engagement in the region while Biden tends to be less
aggressive. Ulf Sverdrup, director of the Norwegian Institute of International Affairs,
is of the view that despite the change in administration, Washington’s policies will
reflect a “continuity to US foreign policy rather than a change to it.”

The United States shares considerable territory with the Arctic, and the region’s
security environment is tied with the matter of homeland security and national
interests. Russia’s attempt to utilize the region as a strategic resource base is
dragging the region toward geopolitical and resource competition. US rivals Russia
and China are utilizing their economic and military power to maintain and enhance
their influence at the expense of US national interests. The significance of the region
for the Russian military power and development of the oil and gas reserves compels
Russia to pursue goals contrary to those of the United States. Similarly, Chinese
ambitions to gain access to the Arctic’s resources and sea routes to enhance its rise
is concerning for the United States. Therefore, Russian interrelated economic and
political interests coupled with the extended strategic and geopolitical competition
are an irritant to the US interests in the region.

Sino-Russian Cooperation and the United States

The United States as a geopolitical competitor provides a pretext for Sino-Russian
cooperation in the region. Russia’s domestic challenges catalyzed by its
international image due to the Ukrainian crisis ask for greater economic cooperation
with the world. Therefore, the Kremlin requires military superiority as well as
economic well-being of state activities in the region. Thus, political incentives are
only achievable if Moscow can create opportunities for the world to accept the rules-
based order Russia has envisioned to support its regional goals.

Sino-Russian cooperation has entered from two fronts—economic and diplomatic—
which is observed in the collaboration over Yamal LNG and the acceptance of China
as a “near-Arctic state.” The acceptance of China as a near-Arctic state shows
Moscow’s determination to strengthen their already 110-billion-dollar trade
relationship by adding the Arctic as another area in which to cooperate. Moreover,
economic investments such as the Belkomur railway, the harbor in Arkhangelsk, and
the 1161km-long railroad construction from the western Siberian town of Solikamsk
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through Syktyvkar to Arkhangelsk, are some of the most important infrastructural
development to strengthen bilateral ties in the region. This enthusiasm of the
Russian officials shows the prospects for the cooperation, but the ball still remains in
Russia’s court; the cooperation enables Russia to expand its economic activities and
allows strategic engagement with other regional players. Thus, it will enable Russia
to encircle the US activities in the region.

Sino-Russian relations are decades long: the first cooperative effort in the Arctic was
observed in 2013 when the CNPC contracted with Rosneft to survey three areas of
the Arctic in the Pechora and Barents Seas. Russia’s oil and gas cooperation with
China in the Arctic is comprehensive, which remains to be balanced and pragmatic.
Russia is eager for an economic boost, and China wants to expand economic
cooperation to avoid the “Strait of Malacca Dilemma,” which is mutually inclusive for
both. The Russian Far East has provided grounds for increasing the value of
cooperation. Furthermore, the expansion of BRI projects in the region will open
doors for “China’s Arctic Silk Road” while compelling the policy makers to expand
partnership beyond the Arctic Circle.

Sino-Russian cooperation is expected to increase regional economic integration.
The 2017 development to enhance shipping via the NSR through joint conjunction of
the Eurasian Economic Union and BRI provides both sides a chance to align their
mutual interests along the NSR. Despite US hostility toward Sino-Russian
cooperation, both sides have aimed to cooperate with regional actors. This is evident
in 2019’s joint statement that cooperation will be “based on the rights and taking into
account the interests of the coastal state.” These efforts lift the scope of the mutually
recognized principle of cooperation; along with this, it improves the chances for
Russia to mitigate legal discrepancies that, if supported by the regional actors, will
ardently create a Russian-based order.

The shared interest in the technological development of the Arctic Ocean has forced
both states to join the international trans-Arctic cabling scheme. Furthermore, both
are interested in remote sensing between GLONASS—a space-based satellite
navigation system—and the Chinese satellite navigation system BeiDou. This joint
endeavor will improve the navigation situation in the Arctic.

Russia remains the anchor of China’s engagement in the Arctic. Certainly, the
nature of cooperation will have implications for the region, more specifically the
United States. However, there exist reasons for such a bond between Putin and Xi
Jinping. First, the Chinese desire for “near-Arctic state” status requires Russia’s
partnership. Russia’s status as an Arctic superpower and its ability to influence
regional affairs will intensify the nature of Sino-Russian cooperation. Second, Russia
is eyeing Chinese financing to commercialize its underdeveloped Far North,
especially along the NSR. Hence, these activities will certainly intensify the Sino-
Russian cooperation in the region.
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Both states cooperate on joint gas projects, including the Sila Sibiri (Power of
Siberia) pipeline, which will link the Chinese Irkutsk region with the Siberian gas field
in the Yakutia Republic. The agreement was signed between Putin and Chinese
Vice Premier Zhang Gaoli, which includes other possible explorations, notably
Vankor field, which will be linked by an agreement with CNPC. Furthermore, the joint
effort to transfer 3 million tons of liquefied natural gas from their collaborative Yamal
LNG project for the next 20 years shows the bolstering economic cooperation.102
These efforts are viewed as the Kremlin’s urge to find complaisant partners to lift its
economy while improving Russia’s position in the region.

Moreover, strategic cooperation between Russia and China aims to increase counter
actions against the US Navy along the NSR. Hence, the increasing Sino-Russian
cooperation raise the concerns for the United States as Beijing’s cooperation with
Kremlin will not be stopping anytime as no official agreement exists between Russia
and China over the limits of Chinese presence in the region. Thus, Washington is
pressured to expand its role in the region.

However, there exist several divergences in Sino-Russian cooperation. Despite the
strategic reproachment, China neither shares Russian ambitions to confront the
United States directly, nor is it willing to harm its relationship with the United States
for the sake of the Russian Arctic agenda. Aglaya Snetkov has termed Russia as a
“‘loud dissenter” and China as a “cautious partner.” It is evident in the statement of
Chinese diplomat Fu Ying who stressed that “China has no interest in a formal
alliance with Russia, nor in forming anti-US or anti-Western bloc of any kind.”
Similarly, despite China’s growing bilateral engagement with Russia, it is still
cautious and has sought ways to steer itself out from the international security crisis
with Russian involvement, notably in Ukraine and Syria.

Despite the optimism regarding Sino-Russian cooperation, there exist various
limitations to Sino-Russian cooperation. The grievances and mistrust rooted in the
history and differences in the strategic culture, particularly on the Russian side
regarding the shift in relative power. Similarly, China’s priority regarding its economic
growth compels her to align with the United States, which is Beijing’s trading partner.
Bobo Lo has argued that China and Russia “share neither a long-term vision of the
world nor a common understanding of their respective places in it.” Hence it can be
argued that Sino-Russian cooperation is more like a flexible strategic partnership in
which both states are pursuing a pragmatic approach of cooperation on mutual
strategic interests. Nevertheless, there exists no long-term strategy to assist or
defend each other.

Challenges

The engagement of Russia in traditional political cooperation can be a prelude to the
prudent deployment of NATO forces in Iceland, which can create a security situation
in the region while hindering the economic incentives that remain to be the Kremlin’s
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major interest. Similarly, the United States will be eager to create a regional rift in the
Arctic through its NATO allies and its Coast Guard activities in the Bering Sea, which
is threatening to the Kremlin’s socioeconomic and geostrategic interests.

Similarly, China’s eagerness to access Arctic resources at the expense of Russia
will allow it to hold an upper hand in a relationship between the two. China’s short-
term goals have clearly been supported by the Kremlin. However, there is no mutual
agreement over long-term strategy, which can temper the Sino-Russian partnership
as a result of unfulfilled expectations.

Moreover, Beijing’s influx in the region by the stratagem of investment, trap, and rule
can threaten the Kremlin’s orientation in the region. Despite Sino-Russian
cooperation, the Chinese role remains skeptical as it desires to maintain a military
foothold in the region, which is evident in the Chinese urge to buy a military base in
Greenland.

A possible sanction over Russia is expected as discussed in the Report of the
Congressional Research Services, which can trigger the prospects for Russian
economic gains. Paradoxically, the relation could deteriorate if Russia is unable to
balance out its economic cooperation between China and other actors. China’s rise
and Russia’s need of capital for its Arctic project could pose another obstacle for the
Kremlin in Sino-Russian cooperation. This orientation is not only expanding the right
of the non-Arctic states but threatening the Kremlin to create a Russian-centric
regional order. Russia’s sovereign claim over the NSR is not legally acceptable as
per the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), hence viewing
the NSR as part of its territorial waters unravels the legal discrepancies.

Way Forward

The increasing geopolitical competition in the Arctic has posed several challenges to
Russian interests in the region. Therefore, the changing dynamics require Russia to
undertake a comprehensive approach to overcome the challenges posed to its
dominance in the region.

Sino-Russian cooperation is based on shared animosity toward the United States,
which is a prelude for the Kremlin to cooperate with Beijing by transforming short-
term strategy into a long-term strategy to hold the regional stage. If both states can
introduce a joint statement over regional cooperation for a longer run, then it will
allow Russia to understand the long-term ambitions of China.

To keep the pawns under the Kremlin’s control, Russia must balance its cooperative
efforts with China against the possibility of falling into a debt-trap. Therefore, Russia
must add other players such as India, South Korea, Japan, and Saudi Arabia to
diversify its capital pool. For this the ministry of the Russian Far East and Arctic
development must be utilized to untangle the potential of the High North and its
combination with the Asian states. This is where China must be involved to utilize
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transport corridors Primorye 1 and 2 (Ministry of Commerce of the PRC 2018) to
increase trade, hence opening the European and Central Asian markets for Russia.
However, this long-term strategic goal is plausible only if Russia is able to prevent
any escalation of conflict with the United States, which will be eager to create a
regional rift either through regional platforms, the NATO alliance, or Coast Guard
activities in the Bering Sea.

Despite of the growing ante over military competition and the unprecedented naval
prowess of Russia in the region, the Kremlin must have an offensive-defensive
policy action in the region. Maximization of power is important, yet it is also important
to maintain Russia’s leading status quo in the Arctic. Hence, it is important to keep
the area free of conflict to reap the benefits from the NSR and allow maximum
cooperation in the region.

The NSR provides the Kremlin with an opportunity for economic gains and indicates
the Kremlin’s commitment to the multipolar world. The crisis in Ukraine hurt Russia’s
global reputation. Therefore, the opening of the NSR, its commitment to build
projects in the High North, and the creation of opportunities for international
businesses must be utilized to improve its global standing. To achieve these
interests Russia must avoid military confrontation of any length with regional players,
specifically the United States, which will increase the trust deficit that exists between
the Kremlin and the world. Russia plays a vital role in the Arctic by providing
icebreaker and navigation support as well as energy production. This will allow
regional actors to increase their trust in the Kremlin’s position which is plausible only
through trade, in the region.

Similarly, while joint military exercises can act as a counterweight to US pressure,
the Kremlin must keep Chinese military presence out of the region. This doesn’t
mean that China’s desire to hold a military base in the region must meet a green
signal from the Kremlin. The maintenance of security in case of confrontation with
the United States depends on Russia; China has no interest in being drawn into
military conflict with the United States in the region. The Kremlin must assure China
that any cooperation in the sphere of maritime security will be to protect mutual
economic activities.

Moreover, Russia must solve the legal discrepancies in the region because China, in
the interim, is not questioning Russia’s position in the Arctic. The right to passage
along with Russian definition of the NSR is viewed as a violation of UNCLOS by
Chinese experts. Despite the increasing cooperation, Russia must ask China to
support its position as the dominant regional power by accepting the jurisdiction of
the NSR as Russia’s territorial waters. It is possible because China’s claim of the
nine-dash line in the South China Sea (SCS) is somewhat similar to Russian claims
over the NSR; so, a possible trade-off between the two is possible regarding the
acceptance of jurisdictions over the NSR and SCS, respectively. Hence, Russia
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must increase its acceptability even if it requires supporting the Chinese claim over
the SCS.

Conclusion

The melting Arctic and resource competition have allowed Russia to gain grounds in
the region. The Kremlin’s dominance due to its unique topography and
overwhelming military presence has made it impregnable in the Arctic. Moreover, the
interrelated projects of Yamal LNG and opening of the NSR to enhance Asia-Europe
maritime shipping and cooperation with Beijing on the “Polar Silk Road” is a part of
the Putin’s “Russia’s Grand Arctic planning.” Meanwhile, the multibillion-dollar
investment from Beijing in Yamal is healing the Kremlin's wounds sustained from
Western sanctions following its annexation of Crimea. Great-power competition in
the Arctic sphere demands that the United States counter growing Sino-Russian
cooperation in the region. Putin’s hawkish attitude in the Arctic has upped the ante
for a stronger policy response from Biden.

Nevertheless, Russia is confronted with the geopolitical challenge of US and NATO
allies that are concerned regarding the Arctic militarization and Russian claims over
the NSR. Even though the US military position in the Arctic is comparatively weak,
US plans to station F-35s in Alaska to augment already-stationed F-22s and the
installment of radar systems in Greenland shows the dissatisfaction of the West
toward “dissenter Russia.” On the other hand, balancing Sino-Russian cooperation
and solving the legal discrepancies is necessary for Russia to keep the situation
under control. Thus, the changing dynamics of the region require Russia to carefully
tackle the challenges and exploit the opportunities to utilize the region as its strategic
resource base.

“Russian Geopolitical Strategies in the Arctic Are Complicated by Rapid Glacier
Retreat on Remote Islands,” Lily Roberts, Columbia Climate School, 16
September 2021 [59] https://news.climate.columbia.edu/2021/09/16/russian-
geopolitical-strategies-in-the-arctic-are-complicated-by-rapid-glacier-retreat-on-remote-
islands/

Overview:

Alexandra Land, an island in the Franz Josef Land archipelago that lies at 80°N in
the Arctic Ocean, is home to Russia’s northernmost military facility. The Nagurskoye
air base is of great importance to Russia because of its location in the High Arctic, a
region which has received increased attention in recent years as international
tensions and military activity in the area have heightened. This shift is in large part
due to the extensive melting of sea ice, which has opened up the Arctic Ocean to
shipping as well as to oil and gas exploration. The melting of the glaciers which
surround Nagurskoye uncovers land space for human infrastructure whilst
simultaneously increasing the runoff in nearby streams and accelerating permafrost
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thaw, which could destabilize the foundations of infrastructure and profoundly disrupt
landscapes.

Current & Relevant Information:

Military activity on Alexandra Land was first established by the former Soviet Union
during the Cold War, when a dirt runway served as a small airbase, adjacent to a
meteorological station. Its usage substantially dwindled following the collapse of the
Soviet Union in late 1980s and early 1990s but was restored in 2008 following
Russian interest to protect its long northern coastline and vast energy and mineral
resources, as well as to better monitor passage in the Northern Sea Route (NSR),
which links Europe and East Asia. In 2013, the Russian Defense Ministry announced
plans to form more permanent military facilities on Alexandra Land, including a new
and larger air base as well as support installations. The base was designed to
support a greater range of military aircraft, including bombers.

The island lies at 85° 45’ N, close to the North Pole. It is largely covered by ice, and
the few ice-free areas consist of permafrost. It lies within the NSR passage, with
Norwegian archipelago Svalbard 260 kilometers to its west, and the Russian
coastline 360 kilometers to its south. It houses two sizable ice caps, the larger Lunar
Ice Cap and the smaller Kropotkin Ice Cap, which during the 1990s covered 74
percent of land area. There are many lakes across Alexandra Land which are fed by
glacial meltwater or seasonal permafrost thaw.

Warming air temperatures have accelerated melting of the glaciers in recent
decades. Warming is especially striking in the Arctic because of polar amplification;
the region has warmed at twice the global average rate over the last 30 years. A
study found that mass loss from glaciers across Franz Josef Land doubled between
2011 and 2015 compared to the 1953 to 2011 average. Increasing meltwater feeds
the lakes that lie within a few kilometers of Nagurskoye base, increasing their
volume and potentially altering their configuration, which could spill over to the air
strip, causing problems for military operations there. On the other hand, receding
glaciers will open up ice-free space on the island that could be utilized for Russian
military infrastructure.

Permafrost underlies much of the ice-free land that the air base is situated upon.
Stephen Gruber, a geoscientist at Carleton University who has conducted research
in a number of high latitude permafrost sites (although not in Russia) mentioned that
no matter where you go in the Arctic, big changes will come in the next decades due
to warming. Gruber noted that many engineered structures in the Arctic, such as the
air base on Alexandra Land, will undergo changes, some of them unexpected,
because the current practice was based on past experience, which was not
challenged by long-term warming and ice melt.

In an interview with GlacierHub, Alexander Sergunin, a Russian national, professor
at Saint Petersburg State University and author of Russia in the Arctic, stated that I
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don’t see any specific implications of climate change, such as bringing Arctic states
into war or military tension, but | think that climate change necessitates cooperation
rather than confrontation.” Now that the Biden administration has returned to the
Paris Agreement, Sergunin believes key players in the Arctic can cooperate on the
issue of climate change. When Biden and Putin met in June for historically
significant talks, Arctic matters were discussed, and although resolutions were likely
not found, both leaders expressed their interest to cooperate.

Russia’s interest in Franz Josef Land stems from its desire to enhance territorial
defense in the Arctic, across its exclusive economic zone, and improve control over
activity in the NSR. The archipelago’s location makes it a useful location to retain
power in the Arctic and increase surveillance of international activity, especially that
of NATO forces. A recent article by the Centre for Strategic and International Studies
speculates that the recent growth of the Nagurskoye air base suggests that Russia
is seeking to expand their future military and offensive capabilities, to expand the
geographical range that could be reached by aircrafts from Alexandra Land to US
and other NATO bases in the Arctic. However, in his interview, Sergunin stated “the
mission in the Arctic has changed compared to the Cold War period. Now the main
mission is protection of the exclusive economic zone, Russian sovereignty, and
coping with non-traditional threats such as illegal migration, pollution and
smuggling.”

Offering a different perspective, Rasmus Bertelsen, a political scientist at The Arctic
University of Norway and of Nordic nationality, explained “looking at this air base it is
very important that we in the West don’t only think about the offensive potential, but
from a Russian perspective, how useful it is to defend the Russian Arctic.” Because
of Alexandra Land’s central location he added “they [Russia] can really defend a
large part of the Arctic Ocean from Nagurskoye.”

In addition, Bertelsen believes that questions surrounding geopolitics in the Arctic
very much center on nuclear weapons. “The Russian nuclear weapons are based in
the Arctic, so conventional forces are largely to protect the nuclear forces,” he
explained. This concern explains why Russia is keen to build a bastion from
Alexandra Land, as declining sea ice opens up the Arctic Ocean to NATO forces,
Russia must protect its nuclear armed submarines. “The Nagurskoye base is
incredibly useful for defending these waters where the Russian missile submarines
are hiding,” Bertelsen told GlacierHub.

The modernization program of Russia’s military, which included the expansion to
Nagurskoye station, is in line with the efforts of other Arctic nations. “Russia had a
special military modernization program, in general, but also in the Arctic specifically,
it started in 2007 and is almost complete,” Sergunin told GlacierHub. From
Sergunin’s perspective, “Russia is trying to restore its armed forces which we
[Russia] had before, make them more capable of coping with new threats and the
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Arctic cold weather conditions, but that’s it, Russia doesn’t plan to use military force,
they don’t plan to conduct any operations in the Arctic itself”.

The rapid loss of sea-ice that has long acted as a physical barrier to the northern
Russian coastline is now opening up the High Arctic to increasing maritime activity.
Loss of sea ice is the most prominent and concerning change to the Arctic
cryosphere under climate change. “The Northern Sea Route is part of the Russian
exclusive economic zone; currently many parts of the zone are covered by ice even
in the summertime,” explained Sergunin. But this is likely to change under global
warming, opening up the zone to international vessels, which is a concern to Russia.
“‘Russia is extremely eager to develop international shipping on the NSR, but the
double-edged sword is that the less sea ice there is, the more vulnerable Russia
becomes,” Bertelsen adds.

Melting glaciers on Franz Josef Land will present challenges for human
infrastructure and activities on the archipelago, which have proved extremely
important to Russian strategy in the High Arctic. Increasing meltwater runoff and
permafrost thaw threaten the longevity of the Nagurskoye air base on Alexandra
Land. Coupled with the threat of declining sea ice opening up Russian waters to
international vessels, this small island deserves attention as climate change
complicates the cryosphere within a region of huge geopolitical importance.

“The New Arctic Geopolitics,” Wilfrid Greaves, Rusi, 5 May 2022 [60]
https://rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/commentary/new-arctic-geopolitics

Overview:

Arctic cooperation is on ice following the most recent phase of Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine.

Current & Relevant Information:

The Russo-Ukrainian War has altered the trajectory of international cooperation in
the circumpolar Arctic. Regardless of whether Russia’s invasion of Ukraine — which
began in 2014 — ultimately ekes out some form of victory for Moscow, or is beaten
back by Ukrainian resistance with support from the West, it has redefined Arctic
geopolitics, and its outcome will shape its future. In this, the war threatens to undo
30 years of progress on pan-Arctic cooperation and institution-building that have
been a central achievement of the post-Cold War international order.

Until recently, circumpolar politics has been guided by the idea of the region as ‘One
Arctic’ characterized by peaceful cooperation based on similar social, economic and
ecological foundations. Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, all Arctic states have
committed to the maintenance of a rules-based region, founded on multilateral
cooperation, consensus decision-making and non-violent dispute resolution. This
regional order has been built on three pillars: privileging the role and interests of the
eight Arctic states; emphasizing the Arctic Council as the premier forum for regional
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cooperation; and limiting the role and activities of NATO — founded, after all, as a
defensive alliance against the Soviet Union — in the circumpolar region.

All three pillars have been strained before. Over the past two decades, there has
been significant growth in interest in Arctic politics from non-Arctic states. Thirteen
non-Arctic states have been granted observer status at the Arctic Council since its
establishment in 1996, including seven since 2013. In that year, Asian countries
including China, India, Japan, South Korea and Singapore all became observers,
significantly globalizing the composition of actors participating in the council’s
activities. The EU also observes meetings, although a final decision on its
contentious application has been deferred. China’s interests and ambitions in the
Arctic have attracted particular attention and some concern from Arctic states, which
have acted to prevent Chinese investment in potentially sensitive or strategic
infrastructure in Canada, Greenland and Finland. China has nonetheless met with
some support for its polar activities from Iceland and Norway, while investing
considerable resources in its own Arctic icebreaking, scientific and diplomatic
capabilities. However, although the door to Arctic cooperation has been opened
slightly to the outside world, the Arctic states have remained at the centre of polar
politics and firmly in control of its regional institutions.

The Arctic Council has also been challenged as the premier forum for Arctic
cooperation. For instance, in 2008 and 2010, the five Arctic coastal states (Canada,
Denmark, Norway, Russia and the US) held a pair of high-level meetings without
including either the remaining Arctic states (Finland, Iceland and Sweden) or
representatives of the Arctic’s varied Indigenous peoples. The so-called ‘Arctic 5°
have not met without all their Arctic neighbors since 2010, when then Secretary of
State Hillary Clinton criticized such ad hoc meetings as ‘creating new divisions’ by
excluding legitimate stakeholders in the region. Other forums have been established
as alternative sites of regional cooperation, some with looser criteria for inclusion
which make them more welcome to non-Arctic and non-governmental actors.

Likewise, debates for and against an expanded Arctic role for NATO have been
actively underway since 2007, when relations between the West and Russia began
to deteriorate following the planting of a Russian flag on the ocean floor at the
geographic North Pole. Some allies, such as Norway, have been supportive while
others, such as Canada, have been more skeptical, but increased tensions have
fueled more allied training activities in the region. NATO has undertaken regular
multinational military exercises in the European Arctic theatre on a scale not seen
since the Cold War, but overall its Arctic role has remained limited.

However, in the wake of Russia’s war with Ukraine and the ensuing collapse in its
diplomatic relations with European and other Western states, all three of these
pillars of regional geopolitics are poised for significant revision. Sanctioned and
isolated from access to Western investment capital and technological resources,
Russia has become even more reliant on its relationship with China. Already, Sino-
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Russian cooperation has been a defining feature of the Eurasian Arctic subregion,
namely Chinese investment in Russian fossil fuel exports and increased shipping
along the Northern Sea Route. The longer Russia is cut off from Western capital, the
more reliant upon China it becomes. All this means that as China seeks to grow its
polar influence and activities in line with its Arctic strategy, Russia will likely be a
compliant partner.

The Arctic Council, meanwhile, has been a casualty of the war. At the start of
Russia’s expanded invasion on 24 February, the seven other member states issued
a rare joint statement pausing their involvement in all council activities. They
announced they would not attend any meetings in Russia, which, given that Russia
currently holds the council’s rotating chair, effectively suspended the political
activities of the Arctic Council indefinitely — though some scientific-technical
cooperation does continue.

But in the absence of conditions that permit cooperation directly with Russia, the
other Arctic countries should reiterate their commitments to peaceful and
collaborative regional relations by maintaining a diplomatic infrastructure for regional
governance. This bloc — in essence an ‘A-7’ group of Arctic democracies — should
maintain financial and logistical support for as many of the Council’s projects as
possible. Their officials should also meet regularly to sustain a framework for Arctic
cooperation until such time as the Western Arctic states normalize relations with
Russia and the full Arctic Council is reactivated. The vision of One Arctic may have
guided the region for many years, but the geopolitical reality of Arctic cooperation for
now is one in which the members of the A-7 are engaged alongside other Western
states in a multilateral effort to isolate, sanction and punish Russia for its violations
of Ukrainian sovereignty and alleged commission of war crimes and genocide in that
country.

To underscore this new reality, NATO is likely to expand its activities and deepen its
strategic posture in the Arctic. Since its founding in 1949, NATO has comprised five
Arctic states (Canada, Denmark, Iceland, Norway and the US), balanced against the
neutrality of Sweden, Finnish accommodation with the Soviet Union, and the Soviet
Union itself, succeeded by Russia. The Arctic was thus divided throughout the Cold
War among West, East and officially neutral states. In the 1990s, Finland and
Sweden both became NATO partners, but refrained from pursuing membership due
in part to opposition from post-Soviet Russia. The deterioration in relations between
Russia and the West after 2014 led Finland and Sweden to increase their defense
cooperation with NATO and multilaterally among their Nordic and Baltic neighbors.

Now, despite Russian threats of potential nuclear escalation, both Finland and
Sweden have rapidly reconsidered their strategic positions and are expected to
pursue NATO membership. With the Alliance signaling support, their accession
could occur within months, not only expanding the border of NATO eastward and
doubling its length with Russia, but also deepening the regional strategic
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realignment in the Arctic of the A-7 versus Russia. With seven out of eight Arctic
states in NATO, the region will effectively be partitioned into roughly equal halves by
area and population: seven allied, democratic and capitalist societies sharing
broadly liberal values; and a geopolitically isolated, strategically handicapped and
Sino-dependent Russia. Incidentally, more NATO involvement in the Arctic to ensure
the defense of the A-7 will also increase the participation of non-Arctic states in the
region. While China enters the Arctic through its partnership with Russia, powerful
non-Arctic European states which are already Arctic Council observers — such as
France, Germany and the UK — will gain greater relevance through their leading
contributions to NATO.

The war appears likely to transform strategic relations among the Arctic states,
binding the A-7 even closer while widening the gap with outlying Russia. This is the
new geopolitical reality in the circumpolar Arctic, and is a direct consequence of
Russia’s aggressive behavior. Pan-regional cooperation and the restoration of the
Arctic Council should remain the long-term goals for the A-7, but for now the Arctic is
fundamentally divided, and will remain so until Russia’s war is resolved, one way or
another.

“Arctic Geopolitics: The Svalbard Archipelago,” Andreas @sthagen, Otto
Svendsen, and Max Bergmann, Center for Strategic & International Studies, 14
September 2023 [61] https://www.csis.org/analysis/arctic-geopolitics-svalbard-

archipelago
Abstract:

The Arctic is increasingly viewed as an arena for power projection and spillover from
conflicts elsewhere. In this regard, the Svalbard archipelago is an important case
study because it has economic, scientific, political, and security implications for
states in the High North, the United States, and the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO) alliance. Svalbard’s unique status as a sovereign territory of
Norway with provisions for foreign nationals, Russia’s presence on the territory and
its interests at sea, as well as the archipelago’s proximity to critical Russian military
locations make Svalbard a potential geopolitical flash point. This brief examines the
geopolitics of Svalbard and the security implications for Norway, the United States,
and NATO. Through close examination of the archipelago, the authors aim to
contribute to a more granular understanding of Arctic geopolitics and how NATO and
the United States can best prepare for heightened geopolitical tensions in the region.

Current & Relevant Information:

Introduction

The emphasis on cooperation that has long characterized Arctic politics has
deteriorated. During the Cold War, despite the geographical proximity between
NATO member Norway and the Soviet Union, a geopolitical equilibrium ensured that
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interstate clashes in the Arctic were practically nonexistent. In fact, both sides
pursued significant scientific collaboration in the region. The early 2000s saw rapid
growth in Arctic interest and engagement among Arctic states, including Russia, on
everything from economic development to climate research. However,
simultaneously, Russia has increased its military presence and activity in the North.
After Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014, security affairs in the Arctic became
more tense, with the final remnants of regional cooperation evaporating after
Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022. Moreover, some see Russian
overtures to deepen ties with China as strengthening Beijing’s claim of being a
“near-Arctic” state and thus posing a challenge to the seven other Arctic states
(Canada, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Sweden, and the United States).

This growing geopolitical tension in the region warrants closer scrutiny by European
High North countries, the NATO alliance, and the United States. Few case studies
embody this development better than Svalbard, a Norwegian archipelago with an
area about twice the size of Belgium and located approximately 650 kilometers north
of the Norwegian mainland and just 1,000 kilometers from the North Pole. An
analysis of the links between geography and power politics around Svalbard—
Norway’s northernmost territory, with a unique political and economic status—
reveals the complexity of the geopolitical competition in the Arctic, and how simple
depictions of conflict/no-conflict scenarios can be unhelpful.

Svalbard’s unique regional position is especially pertinent. The archipelago has
significant strategic importance, as its location could be crucial to controlling access
to and from Russia’s Northern Fleet on the Kola Peninsula, which houses Russia’s
strategic nuclear submarines. Waters around Svalbard also contain plentiful fish
stocks, such as cod and shrimp, and extensive deposits of metal minerals. Melting
ice will gradually improve access to some of these resources and may facilitate an
increase in shipping activity in this part of the Arctic.

In this regard, Russia is particularly attentive to the implications of climate change for
the commercial development of the Northern Sea Route, which offers a shortcut for
vessels traveling between Europe and Asia, primarily along the Russian Arctic coast.
However, even in the Arctic, where a melting icescape presents new opportunities
for states to maneuver, overly broad framings of the geopolitical rivalry term are
often too simplistic. Instead, it is imperative to more closely examine specific cases
of geopolitical competition and rivalry in the North.

Both scholarly and journalistic works tend to misunderstand the sovereignty of
Svalbard and its associated geopolitical dimensions. Despite Norway having “full
and absolute sovereignty” over Svalbard, according to the Svalbard Treaty,
misconceptions abound regarding Svalbard as a “shared space” or Svalbard’s legal
status being ambiguous. Another dubious claim is that the “Norwegian interpretation
of the Svalbard treaty is disputed by its other signatories.” Moreover, some argue the
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archipelago is shrouded in “NATO ambiguity” and question whether it is covered by
the alliance’s territorial security guarantee.

Statements such as these are inaccurate and obscure the legal and political
situation surrounding Svalbard. They seem to confuse the ambiguity concerning the
archipelago’s maritime zones with a more fundamental dispute about Norwegian
sovereignty of the territory writ large and—unintentionally or deliberately—amplify a
narrowly circumscribed issue while ignoring other geopolitical dimensions
concerning Svalbard.

One way to overcome this inaccuracy is to examine the more tangible geopolitical
dimensions of Svalbard in international politics. These include (1) explicit challenges
to Norwegian policies on land, (2) disagreement over the legal status (sovereign
rights) of the maritime zones, and (3) the potential military use of Svalbard in a larger
conflict with Russia.

Context: Political History of Svalbard

The origin of Svalbard’s unique legal status may be traced to its role as a locus for
commerce and trade centuries ago. Initially named Spitsbergen by the Dutch
explorer Willem Barentsz in the sixteenth century, the archipelago was renamed
Svalbard by Norway in 1925, while Spitsbergen is now the name of the archipelago’s
largest island. Only in the early twentieth century, when promising discoveries of
coal were made and mines were established, were negotiations opened to establish
an administration of the Svalbard archipelago, at first driven by Norway’s wish to
define the territory’s legal status after the dissolution of its union with Sweden in
1905. Although various models were discussed before World War |, postwar
negotiations in 1920 resulted in the Spitsbergen Treaty (here referred to as the
Svalbard Treaty), which confirmed Norway’s sovereignty over the territory.
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FIGURE 1: SVALBARD IN THE EUROPEAN HIGH NORTH
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After affirming Norway’s full and absolute sovereignty and responsibility for
managing the islands, the treaty attempts to secure the economic interests of foreign
nationals as a key objective. This was done by including provisions on equal rights
and nondiscrimination in the most relevant economic activities at the time. For
example, Norway may not treat other nationals less favorably than its own citizens in
certain areas, and taxes levied on Svalbard in connection with mining may be used
solely for local purposes. Moreover, the islands may not be used for “warlike
purposes,” and no military fortifications may be built on the islands.

The Soviet Union was not present during the treaty negotiations due to its ongoing
civil war, so the one concern at the time was whether the Soviets would challenge
the treaty, given their geographic proximity to the area and claims of historic use. In
1924, however, the Soviet government unconditionally and unilaterally recognized
Norwegian sovereignty over the archipelago and acceded to the treaty in 1935. The
Soviet Union made several attempts to gain special status on Svalbard in the
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aftermath of World War | and later in 1944 with a suggestion by Soviet foreign
minister Vyacheslav Molotov to Norwegian foreign minister Trygve Lie that the treaty
should be scrapped in favor of a bilateral arrangement. However, Norway firmly
rejected this suggestion.

International economic interest in Svalbard plummeted before World War 11, and
soon only Norwegian and Soviet mining companies conducted economic activities
there. Consecutive Norwegian governments have sought to maintain the Norwegian
population on the islands, predominantly by subsidizing coal mining with the state-
owned company Store Norske and supporting the islands’ largest community,
Longyearbyen. Similarly, successive governments in Moscow sought to maintain a
sizeable Soviet population through the state-owned mining company Arktikugol in
the company towns Barentsburg, Pyramiden, and Grumant—of which only
Barentsburg is active today.

A Changing Landscape: The Geopolitical Relevance of Svalbard

As interest in Arctic issues has risen over the last decades, Svalbard and its special
legal provisions, economic history, and geostrategic location have received
considerable attention. Three specific geopolitical dimensions warrant further
examination from both Norwegian and Transatlantic observers.

1. Challenges to Norwegian Svalbard Policies

While Norway’s sovereignty over Svalbard is undisputed, there have been debates
since 1920 about how Norway adheres to the treaty and implements its provision. As
the sovereign, Norway regulates all activities in the archipelago, but citizens and
companies from a number of other countries operate there. Over time, the critique
from some treaty signatories over alleged treaty breaches has grown as Norway has
implemented stricter environmental regulations, increased the coordination of
research activities, and limited certain types of activities, especially with concern for
the fragile environment on the archipelago.

The complaints have primarily come from the Soviet Union and, later, Russia—the
only country with a sizeable albeit declining population and distinct communities in
the archipelago. These complaints have focused on Russian companies not being
allowed to use helicopters beyond mining activities, expansion of environmental
regulation, creation of national parks, and questions concerning the use of a satellite
station for military purposes. One additional issue that has attracted Chinese interest
in Svalbard has been Norwegian efforts through the Norwegian Polar Institute to
better coordinate research in Ny-Alesund, a small research settlement on the island
of Spitsbergen. Here, China expressed concerns over whether Norway was
overreaching in regard to its treaty obligations to foreign entities. As China has
increasingly engaged with Arctic politics and governance, it has also become
increasingly concerned with its “rights” and “interests” on Svalbard. This is reflected
in China’s 2018 Arctic policy, which, despite its status as a near-Arctic state, invokes
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provisions of the Svalbard Treaty six times to legitimize certain Chinese rights in the
Arctic writ large.

Another challenge has been Russian complaints about Norway using Svalbard for
military purposes in breach of Article 9 of the treaty, which states, “Norway
undertakes not to create nor to allow the establishment of any naval base in the
territories specified in Article 1 and not to construct any fortification in the said
territories, which may never be used for warlike purposes.” The Norwegian coast
guard docks in Longyearbyen to resupply, and the Norwegian navy sends a frigate
to Svalbard regularly to highlight Norwegian sovereignty and capability in the area.
Russia, in turn, argues this is a challenge to the Svalbard Treaty, though the treaty
does not hinder Norway having military presence on or around the archipelago as
long as the purpose is not “warlike.” Russian sensitivities to the question of military
activity on Svalbard relate not only to the treaty but primarily to the proximity of
Svalbard to the Northern Fleet on the Kola Peninsula and its strategic position to
defend Arctic territory and project power in the Greenland, Iceland, and United
Kingdom—-Norway (GIUK-N) gap.

Similar complaints have come from Russia concerning the Norwegian satellite
station located on Svalbard, one of the largest in the world, which has prompted
Russia to question whether the data gathered are being used for warlike purposes.
Norway is obviously sensitive to such protests given its treaty obligations in Svalbard
and the broader long-standing but fragile tranquility that has existed in the Arctic
region. However, Norway has consistently manifested its treaty obligations to limit
military activity for warlike purposes on Svalbard.

While complaints such as these from Russia or China do not directly erode
Norwegian sovereignty, the sum of the complaints could amount to a larger
challenge to how Norway adheres to the treaty. In addition, Russia—if it wanted to
escalate a conflict while retaining some form of plausible deniability—could initiate
actions to undermine Norwegian sovereignty using these complaints as justification.
Notably, the Russian consul general in Barentsburg recently led a highly symbolic
military-style parade that involved a helicopter and dozens of vehicles waving
Russian flags to mark the anniversary of the Soviet Union’s defeat of Nazi Germany.
Albeit primarily done as a way to get attention by the new director of the Russian
state-owned mining company Trust Arktikugol, lldar Neverov, this event does
highlight the increasingly tense relations on Svalbard.

Statements from Russia regarding Svalbard seem to continually support an
underlying policy of strategic uncertainty concerning both challenges to Norwegian
rules and regulations on Svalbard and Russia’s legal position when it comes to the
maritime zones around Svalbard. At the same time, it is unlikely that undermining
the Svalbard regime at large or dispelling the treaty itself is in Russia’s interest.
Russian companies and actors respect Norwegian sovereignty and authority in
practice. As the only other country with a sizable population on Svalbard and with
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interests in various economic activities ranging from coal mining to tourism and
fisheries, the status quo suits Russian economic interests as well as Russia’s desire
to ensure the Barents Sea region remains politically stable.

2. Challenges to Norwegian Jurisdiction around Svalbard

Second, there is an ongoing disagreement over the status of the maritime zones
around the territory beyond 12 nautical miles from the archipelago’s shores. The
guestion is whether the 200-nautical-mile maritime zone and the continental shelf
around Svalbard are covered by the provisions in the 1920 Svalbard Treaty.

In recent years, the European Union, in particular, has been a proponent of the
former view—that the fisheries protection zone (FPZ) and shelf are subject to
Norwegian jurisdiction but that Norway must adhere to the Svalbard Treaty’s
provisions. This issue came about because of a dispute between Norway and the
European Union over the right to fish for snow crabs since 2015, which led to
another dispute over cod quotas from 2020 that emerged as a result of Brexit.
Russia has taken a different approach, maintaining a form of strategic ambiguity or
uncertainty as to its position, while arguing that Norway could not establish any zone
unilaterally and thus only, flag states have jurisdiction over fishing vessels in the
FPZ. Regarding the shelf, however, Russia argues that it is covered by treaty
provisions.

There are two aspects of this dispute with potential to further intensify geopolitical
competition in the region. The first relates to access to resources and possible
attempts by fishing vessels from various countries to claim their treaty-protected
rights, as exemplified with the European Union in the snow crab case. China, which
has the world’s largest fishing fleet, could hypothetically also assert itself on this
issue through possible Chinese claims to equal access to fishing rights, though no
official attempts have been made so far.

The second issue is the possible escalation of interactions in the FPZ between
Russian vessels and the Norwegian coast guard. Although escalation when
interacting with Russian fishing vessels is the primary concern, questions are
increasingly being asked about the activities of Russian vessels at large in
Norwegian waters. For example, in January 2022, one of the two subsea cables
crucial for information technology on Svalbard was cut after Russian fishing vessels
had been operating extensively in the area. Although Norwegian authorities have not
publicly identified the perpetrator, many have speculated the incident is connected to
Russian intelligence gathering and hybrid activity in the Norwegian Arctic. With the
sabotage of the Nord Stream gas pipelines in the Baltic Sea in September 2022, this
issue became increasingly relevant in the Norwegian security and defense debate.

Complicating the matter is the fact that both fishing and research vessels from
Russia have access rights to Norwegian waters that are difficult to curtail. The
fishing vessels’ ability to fish throughout the Barents Sea regardless of zonal
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boundaries constitutes one of the core pillars of the successful co-management
scheme of fisheries cooperation between Norway and Russia. The research vessels’
access to the Norwegian exclusive economic zone (EEZ), the FPZ, and the shelf
rests on the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) Article
246, which states, “The coastal State should normally grant its consent” except in a
few specific circumstances. In other words, the burden of proof concerning Russian
vessels conducting illegal activities in Norwegian waters including the FPZ lies with
Norwegian authorities. This creates a significant operational and bureaucratic hurdle
for Norwegian law enforcement and limits Norway’s deterrence of Russian gray zone
operations.

Making inspections and possible arrests in Svalbard’s waters particularly sensitive is
Russia’s refusal to acknowledge the FPZ as waters where Norway has the authority
to inspect and arrest—although in practice Russian fishers generally accepts
inspections by the Norwegian coast guard. Still, in a tenser security environment, the
concern has been that Russia could claim that Norway is exceeding its jurisdiction if
Norwegian authorities inspect and arrest a Russian vessel. In turn, Russia could
respond by threatening to use military force, as it has previously hinted at when
Russian fishing vessels were arrested in the FPZ by the Norwegian coast guard in
the early 2000s.

3. The Military Use of Svalbard in an East-West Conflict

Finally, the role Svalbard might play in a large-scale conflict that involves the Arctic
cannot be ignored. Although Article 9 in the Svalbard Treaty states that the area
should not be used for “warlike purposes”—which is not the same as a de-militarized
zone—the degree of concern over the possible use of the archipelago for military
purposes has historically fluctuated with the degree of East-West tension.

During the Cold War, the Soviet Union was particularly concerned about the possible
military use of the archipelago, demanding strict adherence to the treaty’s ban on the
use of the islands for warlike purposes including the establishment of fortifications or
naval bases. If war were to break out, control over Svalbard would have been the
primary motivation for the Soviets, both to limit NATO command and to use it as a
base for Russian military forces in order to protect strategic submarines with nuclear
ballistic missiles. This was the central component of the Soviet Union’s bastion
defense concept.

Increased Russian military activity in the European Arctic since 2005 has highlighted
Svalbard’s geostrategic location. Although there are no military fortifications on the
archipelago as per the Svalbard Treaty, the concern for Norway is that it would
rapidly be subject to Russian attempts to control it if a full-scale conflict between
NATO and Russia broke out. The archipelago’s proximity to the Russian Northern
Fleet, located at Severomorsk in the Kola Peninsula, and Svalbard’s strategic
position as a potential base for so-called anti-access and area denial (A2AD)
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operations in the Barents Sea and the North Atlantic are still the primary drivers of
Russian security interests in the region. Some are questioning whether Svalbard
truly holds such a strategic position given the technological advancements in
Russia’s long-range ballistic missiles and the change in defense concepts in the
North. Regardless, it seems likely that Svalbard will remain a potential area for
Russian power projection, as Russia will likely be intent on rebuilding its Arctic force
posture and capabilities attrited in Ukraine and in response to Sweden and Finland’s
NATO memberships.

Threat Landscape: Russia vis-a-vis Norway and NATO

From the perspective of a Norwegian defense planner or policymaker, the main
security concern in regard to Svalbard will undoubtedly remain Russia. Across all the
geopolitical dimensions highlighted above, the Russian threat looms large since the
military use of the archipelago is relevant only in a NATO-Russia conflict. It is rather
unthinkable that other EU or NATO states would significantly impede Norway’s
territorial sovereignty in the territory through either covert or military action.
Moreover, other potential adversaries in a large-scale conflict (e.g., China) are too
far removed from Svalbard to pose any short- to medium-term threat.

Small-scale challenges to Norwegian policy on land or jurisdiction at sea, however,
include a range of actors that could pose a challenge other than just Russia. As
mentioned, the most active challenge to the Norwegian position regarding maritime
zones in recent years has come from the European Union and some of its member
states: first, over access to snow crab fisheries and, second, over the share of cod
guotas in the FPZ after Brexit. It is also possible to imagine countries other than
Russia and EU member states, such as China, moving to challenge the Norwegian
position or claiming equal rights to economic activity in the water column or on the
shelf.

Still, from a geopolitical perspective, Russia remains the primary security concern
due to the high number of Russian fishing vessels operating in the zone each year in
accordance with the co-management regime of shared fish stocks in the Barents
Sea.[39] Despite the one-time issue over Chinese protests regarding research, the
same conclusion holds for possible disputes on land over Norwegian policies and
alleged violations of the Svalbard Treaty by Russian officials.

While the Russian geopolitical threat remains paramount, Chinese encroachments
facilitated by an isolated Russia may complicate the Arctic security landscape in the
longer term. The coast guard agencies of Russia and China recently signed a
cooperation agreement on strengthening maritime law enforcement to great fanfare
in Murmansk, a city on Russia’s western flank close to Norway. Moreover, when all
other Arctic coast guard agencies suspended their participation in the Arctic Coast
Guard Forum, Russia invited China to join the forum—clear signs of China’s
expanding presence in the High North. As Iris A. Ferguson, U.S. deputy assistant
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secretary of defense for arctic and global resilience, has put it, Chinese efforts aim
“to normalize its presence and pursue a larger role in shaping Arctic regional
governance and security affairs.”

Recommendations for U.S. Policy

With its 2022 National Strategy for the Arctic Region, the administration under U.S.
president Joseph Biden sent a strong and clarifying signal that it would prioritize the
region. The strategy effectively updates the 2013 National Strategy for the Arctic
Region and is organized around four pillars of action: security, climate change and
environmental protection, sustainable economic development, and international
cooperation and governance. Regarding the security pillar, the strategy aims to
expand the military and civilian capabilities necessary to protect U.S. interests in the
Arctic—for example, through increasing the U.S. Coast Guard’s icebreaker fleet.
While the strategy states that “the US seeks an Arctic region that is peaceful, stable,
prosperous, and cooperative,” it also recognizes that rising geopolitical tension,
especially following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, may bring geopolitical competition
to the Arctic in the future.

With these considerations in mind, the United States should pursue the following
course of action.

1. Push for a coordinated NATO approach with special consideration for
Svalbard.

As previously noted, Svalbard’s geographical position could be central in controlling
access to and from Russia’s Northern Fleet on the Kola Peninsula, which houses
Russia’s fleet of nuclear submarines and is Washington’s primary focus in the High
North. Thus, Washington needs to recognize that Svalbard represents a potential
flash point in a looming Arctic power struggle and should work with Norway to tailor
deterrence in a manner that minimizes the impact on the archipelago’s unique legal
status. This approach should carefully balance a robust defensive posture while
taking Svalbard’s status into account to minimize the risk of further military tensions.

Given the risk of the Kremlin using Article 9 of the Svalbard Treaty as pretext to
escalate any expanded NATO presence, the alliance should credibly signal its
intention to minimize capability development and military exercises in or around
Svalbard. To avoid compromising overall deterrence, this restraint should be
complemented by a strong amphibious force in mainland Norway, including through
military exercises responding to conventional Russian escalation in or around
Svalbard. Part of this effort could be built into NATO’s biannual Cold Response
exercises, which Norway hosts to test allied troops’ ability to fight and survive in an
Arctic environment. At the same time, clarifying that NATO’s Article 5 covers
Svalbard as part of Norwegian territory is important to avoid any strategic ambiguity.
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A major diplomatic line of effort could also be achieving alliance-wide consensus on
Svalbard Treaty applicability of Svalbard’s maritime zones. This means resolving the
ongoing dispute between Norway and the European Union to avoid Russian
exploitation of an allied rift possibly in favor of the Norwegian position.

2. Work with regional allies to strengthen resilience of critical infrastructure,
such as fiber-optic cables on the Arctic seabed.

A recent CSIS brief examining the Russian Arctic threat after the Kremlin's invasion
of Ukraine notes that Russia’s use of hybrid tactics in the region “seems to be
increasing in both frequency and severity.” These fears are first perhaps best
exemplified by the severing of a critical subsea information technology (IT) cable
serving Svalbard while Russian fishing vessels were operating extensively nearby.
Norwegian authorities have also arrested several Russian nationals for illegal
photography across the country and have observed unannounced drone sightings
over Svalbard. Western stakeholders seemed to acknowledge this vulnerability
following the sabotage of the Nord Stream 1 and 2 pipelines, especially given
Norway’s importance as Europe’s main pipeline gas supplier. In fall 2022, Norway
deployed its Home Guard to protect critical maritime infrastructure, a move that was
supported by NATO ship patrols in the North Sea. The U.S. National Strategy for the
Arctic Region also recognizes the need to address this risk, stating Washington’s
intent to “make targeted investments to strategically enhance security infrastructure
as required to enable these aims, while building the resilience of critical
infrastructure to protect against both climate change and cyberattacks.”

Given the depleting effects of Western sanctions and the weakened state of
Russia’s Arctic forces, if tensions between NATO and Russia continue to escalate, it
would be reasonable to expect the Kremlin to increase its use of hybrid tactics
around Svalbard, at least in the short- to medium-term. Sporadic ad hoc initiatives to
counter Russian hybrid threats may thus fall short of the mark and would benefit
from a more structured NATO approach. For example, NATO can facilitate regional
tabletop exercises spanning the political and military spectrum that incorporate
hybrid elements into conventional military scenarios. Other options include improved
consultation and information-sharing channels between allies, government
institutions, and the private sector to enhance initial detection and response to
emerging hybrid crises.

3. Establish the acceptable scope of regional governance, specifically the role
of China.

Finally, the United States should attempt to preserve what remains of the Arctic’s
geopolitical exceptionalism—the increasingly tenuous status quo that has historically
excluded hard security issues from regional governance. This should include
building upon the resumption of limited work in the Arctic Council, announced in
June 2022 by seven of the council’s eight member states—Canada, Denmark,
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Finland, Iceland, Norway, Sweden, and the United States. Part of this effort should
also address China’s growing ambitions in the Arctic and their implications for
Svalbard. The United States should emphasize that China, as a near-Arctic state, is
welcome to engage with regional stakeholders on environmental issues and
sustainable economic development in the Arctic, including through its legitimate
research activities on Svalbard.

However, the United States and Norway should clearly signal that any undue
Chinese encroachment into the governance and security affairs of the European
High North will not be tolerated. It should be noted that the manifestation of Arctic
geopolitical tension is not uniform across the circumpolar region. Rather, military
activity in the Arctic is constrained to various subregions, most prominently the High
North/North Atlantic region and the North Pacific/Bering Sea region. In the former,
Russia’s military buildup of the Northern Fleet and surrounding forces factors into
the Kremlin’s larger geostrategic competition with the West and is linked to nuclear
deterrence capabilities and access to the Atlantic writ large. In the latter region,
Russia’s military buildup contributes to increased bilateral cooperation with China
and highlights the belated U.S. awakening to Arctic security and geopolitical issues
on its northwestern periphery.

Although the actions and related effects of Chinese actors in the Arctic so far have
been rather limited, China has increasingly attempted to gain a foothold and
influence in various parts of the Arctic and in different branches of Arctic economic
activity. China’s interests do not necessarily align with those of Western Arctic
states, though when it comes to specific economic projects in the Arctic, Chinese
investments and capital might still be in demand and warranted. The effects of the
Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 are likely spur more China-Russia cooperation
in the Arctic.

This risk of undue Chinese encroachment into the European High North is
particularly acute in regards to the closer cooperation announced between the
Chinese and Russian coast guards. China’s coast guard has displayed a tendency
for aggressive behavior, exemplified by Chinese vessels recently blocking and
threatening a Philippine patrol vessel in the South China Sea. China has developed
expansive sovereignty claims over the South China Sea, most of which were
rejected at a tribunal brought against China by the Philippines under UNCLOS in
2016 at the Permanent Court of Arbitration in The Hague. A flotilla of Chinese
vessels also recently entered a gas site operated by Vietnamese and Russian state
firms in Vietnam’s EEZ. Similar Sino-Russian cooperation in the maritime domain
has already manifested elsewhere in the Arctic region as the U.S. Coast Guard
encountered Chinese and Russian warships operating together near Alaska on
several occasions in recent years.

While unlikely in the short term, the Chinese and Russian coast guards could
increase their presence in the Barents Sea in the long term, possibly using the

272



legitimate presence of Chinese and Russian nationals and entities in or around
Svalbard as pretext. This approach would not be dissimilar to Russian operations to
protect Russian nationals in South Ossetia and Crimea. The United States and
Norway should be cognizant of this dubious track record and clearly signal that any
similar encroachments will not be tolerated in the waters around Svalbard.

Concluding Remarks

Discussions of Arctic security often fail to examine specific issues of concern,
exemplified by an often-counterproductive framing used to discuss the Svalbard
archipelago. Research and discussions about such potential flashpoints and their
related issues are needed to dispel commonly held misconceptions, especially when
it comes to understanding sovereignty and sovereign rights, as well as distinguishing
between different types of security threats and potential conflicts.

As per the 1920 Svalbard Treaty, which Russia has acceded to and has not
challenged, sovereignty over the area is undisputed. As part of Norwegian territory,
Svalbard is also unequivocally covered by NATO’s Article 5. Given the heightened
tensions between Russia and the West, Norway must work with the United States
and other allies to clearly refute any misconceptions about NATO ambiguity on the
archipelago. This work should start at home by cementing a shared understanding of
the legal and political complexities of Svalbard issues within the alliance.

Arctic security studies often generalize, leading to sweeping conclusions that do not
consider regional complexity and disparate security challenges north of the Arctic
Circle. Closely examining specific Arctic environments such as Svalbard is
necessary for a more granular understanding of regional geopolitics and how
possible conflict scenarios might unfold in the North.

“The Arctic, a Geographical Region Beset by Geopolitical Tensions with Russia,”
Quentin Martel, Network for Strategic Policy Briefs, 4 October 2024 [62]
https://ras-nsa.ca/the-arctic-a-geographical-region-beset-by-geopolitical-tensions-with-
russia/

Overview:

Geopolitical tensions linked to the Arctic have developed as a result of Russia’s
hostile attitude in the region. The war in Ukraine has played an important role in
accentuating this crisis. For several years, Russia has intensified the militarization of
its Arctic territory, raising concerns about its intentions in the Far North. This has led
to an escalation of tensions with other countries in the region, such as Canada, the
United States, and several European countries, who are concerned about this
military build-up. However, these diplomatic tensions over the Arctic are nothing
new. The region has already been the scene of similar confrontations.

In particular, the political and military tensions of the Cold War seem to be repeating
themselves in our own time. What distinguishes today’s situation from that of the
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Cold War is the interests at stake: today, they are primarily strategic, economic, and
military, rather than ideological. The Arctic is an economically important region for
Russia, the USA and Canada, as well as for several European countries such as
Finland, Norway, Sweden, and Denmark. The Canadian Arctic Archipelago, which
accounts for 40% of the country’s territory, is a major strategic area for the country. It
borders Russia, which claims part of the Arctic Sea as part of its internal waters,
justifying this position by its attachment to the Siberian Islands. This region of the
world has been the scene of diplomatic tensions for many years, compounded by
global warming, which is a key factor in the area’s environmental and political

degradation.

These recent tensions between Arctic countries have led Canada to recognize the
need to modernize its capabilities in the region, in response to the political and
military stakes exacerbated by the conflict in Ukraine. It is crucial to understand why
Canada is reviewing its Arctic policy strategy, and to examine what is at stake.

The aim of this policy brief is to demonstrate that the Arctic region is undergoing a
major geopolitical shift, threatening the area’s political stability. Added to this vision
is the idea of a hybrid war, combining military and non-military means.
Misinformation and foreign interference seem to be the new weapons of this hybrid
war, propagated by Russia, they can have a significant impact on the stability of the
Arctic region. For this reason, Canada must adopt a defense policy that is adapted
to a Russia that is militarizing and not hesitating to use non-military means to impose
its influence around the world.

Current & Relevant Information:

The Arctic: a geographical zone beset by diplomatic tensions

Geopolitical tensions and the Arctic’s vulnerability to global warming make it a
difficult region to control. Far from being spared political disagreements between the
major powers, the region has seen diplomatic tensions intensify since the start of the
war in Ukraine. This has had an impact on the functioning of the Arctic Council,
which has been considerably slowed down by its members, who see Russian action
in Ukraine as a violation of international law and a threat to the global stability the
Council strives to maintain.

Global warming is both a threat and an opportunity for the major powers. This
paradox now opens up access to areas of exploitation previously inaccessible due to
ice. The region, rich in natural resources such as coal, iron, gold, and uranium, as
well as oil and natural gas deposits, is therefore subject to an increase in industrial
installations. It is estimated that around 30% of the world’s oil reserves are located in
the Arctic, a fact that is attracting the interest of the major powers. Some countries
consider that environmental protection is essential and that the region must be
protected from human action, while others see it as an opportunity for economic and
military development. Such is the case of Russia, which is stepping up its military
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presence, justifying this stance by its desire to develop its Arctic territory, while
defending the integrity of its borders against the effects of global warming and
foreign interference.

This scramble for the region’s resources has created a climate comparable to that of
the Cold War, characterized by diplomatic tensions, claims to the ocean floor and
the allocation of undersea resources. This climate of tension evokes the event of
2007, when Russia planted a flag on the bottom of the Arctic Ocean, claiming
sovereignty over the seabed. An image perceived as a political maneuver on
Moscow’s part.

Russia’s rise to power in the Arctic

The war in Ukraine has profoundly altered the global geostrategic order, plunging
the world into an uncertain future, while redefining the diplomatic chessboard in the
Arctic region. In particular, the adoption of sanctions against Russia by the member
countries of the Arctic Council. In response to these new dynamics, Arctic countries
are seeking to strengthen their military budgets in order to ensure their regional
security and adapt to increased geopolitical stakes. This is what Norway and
Denmark report. They explain, however, that an armed conflict is unlikely, but that a
hybrid war is conceivable given Russia’s attitude in the region. The international
context unfolding before our eyes is leading the major powers into a competition in
which the Arctic will be at the heart of discussions. Canadian and American
intelligence reports point to new military bases and assets in the Russian-controlled
zone.

This militarization is nothing new, however, as Moscow has already indicated its
desire to increase its presence in this part of the world. The country seems to be
carrying out numerous military exercises in the region, such as firing ballistic
missiles into the Barents Sea. A warning sent out by Moscow to demonstrate its
superiority and reaffirm its desire to monitor this part of the world. Added to this is a
feeling of encirclement following the accession of several Arctic countries to NATO.
Russia’s changing attitude is prompting Canada to reassess its military-strategic
stakes in the region, in order to ensure the protection and defense of its Arctic
archipelago.

The era of war in Ukraine has opened a new door to the use of disinformation to
influence foreign populations. Although disinformation campaigns, integrated into the
concept of hybrid warfare, have become a crucial factor in national defense and
population protection, it is important to qualify them. These campaigns are used to
provoke debate within national politics, exacerbate social cleavages or sow mistrust
in a government. They can also disrupt a country’s democratic process. The aim is
to disseminate totally or partially erroneous information, via uncontrolled channels or
social networks, targeting specific criteria that will have a moderate impact on
national security or public opinion. Used for propaganda purposes, it can be a
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relatively effective weapon. Russia seems to be adept at these methods, which
cannot be associated with any one country, as they are difficult to detect and
attribute, risking diplomatic tensions. However, several reports document the use of
disinformation during Russia’s annexation of Crimea. As far as the Arctic is
concerned, Russian disinformation could harm Canadian interests, by creating
discord in public opinion or influencing markets beneficial to the Russians. This
approach is mentioned in Whitney Lackenbauer’s policy brief.

Although the Canadian government has put in place measures to limit the impact of
disinformation, the challenge remains immense. In a digital world such as ours, it is
extremely difficult to control the false information that is disseminated around the
world. The rapid response actions established by the Canadian government are not
enough to limit the impact of misinformation on communities.

Military development, a necessary issue for the Canadian government

Canada recently recognized the importance of remilitarizing forces in the region to
prepare for any eventuality. It also spoke of its desire to improve NORAD, so as to
be able to meet future challenges posed by the evolution of aviation, while protecting
borders and ensuring national security. In 2015, the government launched the GBDA
(ground-based air defense system) project. But this project is not sufficient in the
face of new military technologies from certain countries. The Canadian armed forces
are dependent on the Americans, with NORAD, which is commanded by the United
States, ensuring permanent airspace security. But that’'s not enough: we need a
territory-based system that’s oriented towards the Arctic.

This vision is also shared by the US Department of Defence in its new Arctic
Strategy, published on June 21, 2024. The High Arctic region looks set to become
the new surveillance point for the United States and its allies. Canada, the U.S. and
other Arctic nations are demonstrating a willingness to step up their military
presence in the region, justifying this stance by the fact that the world is going
through a delicate period in which global geopolitical tensions are

omnipresent. However, Canada finds itself in a delicate situation. Its military
capabilities are limited, in part due to a military funding policy which considers that
the country, because of its geographical position, would not be vulnerable to direct
attack. Today, this perception is being challenged as tensions in the High Arctic
intensify. Lack of resources is a major obstacle, forcing the country to modernize its
forces and develop a deterrence presence in the region.

Recommendations and considerations for Canada

Faced with rising geopolitical tensions in the Arctic, Canada must strengthen its
capabilities to protect its interests and those of its allies. The country must take into
account the fact that a new geostrategic order is likely to emerge, in which the Arctic
will be the scene of military and diplomatic action. Anticipation is the lifeblood of
defense, and anticipating a crisis doesn’t mean that it's going to happen, but that
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when it does, the country will be in a position to deal with it. Canada’s military lag is
evident in all areas. It is imperative for the country to re-evaluate its defense policy,
considering funding in line with NATO recommendations, up to 2% of GDP. At the
same time, it needs to strengthen its missile and aircraft interception capability,
particularly in remote and high-risk regions. This includes modernizing NORAD in
agreement with the United States, acquiring ground-air defense systems and setting
up forward defense bases for enhanced protection in the event of high-intensity
conflict. It also needs to reassess its capacity to protect its maritime borders and
ensure a deterrent military presence in the Arctic.

The emergence of new methods of disinformation requires Canada to adopt a policy
to combat them. The war in Ukraine has brought to light new methods of
disinformation associated with artificial intelligence, and it would not be surprising to
see Russia using them to destabilize the High Arctic. The rapid action program
against disinformation set up by the government could be a good means of action,
making it possible to contain false information that could circulate on networks or
through Arctic communities.

Finally, Canada could strengthen its strategic positions by opening its bases to
NATO countries for collective protection. This would make military forces rapidly
available, while compensating for the lack of resources currently allocated by the
government to the protection of Arctic territory. What's more, Canada has solid
expertise in polar military operations and strategies adapted to the region’s extreme
conditions. This approach could be in line with the common desire of Arctic
countries to strengthen their means of preventing any eventuality in this part of the
world.

“Russia’s Arctic Geopolitical Ambitions,” Yashas P. Raju, Modern Diplomacy, 7
October 2024 [63] https://moderndiplomacy.eu/2024/10/07/russias-arctic-geopolitical-
ambitions/

Overview:

It has been a strong ambition of multiple Soviet and Russian Leaders to gain control
over the vast rich resources of the Arctic regions. Vladimir Putin was among these
leaders but also the one who turned this dream into reality. In 2007 a group of
Russian divers placed a ceremonial flag below the North Pole and claimed an area
contested by both The Dominion of Canada and The Kingdom of Denmark, at the
moment this act didn’t hold much importance amongst the masses but in 2023 The
Russian Federation got approval for the data behind much of its arctic ocean seabed
claim. Although the approval was not the final word on the rights in the Arctic, it
would grant The Russian Federation an additional 1.7 Million Sq.Km of Seabed.

Current & Relevant Information:
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The document “Strategy for Developing the Arctic Region of the The Russian
Federation and Providing National Security for the Period Until 2035” estimates
about 17.3 billion tones of oil, and 85.1 trillion cubic meters of gas stored under the
arctic seabed. Alexandra Land is one of The Russian Federation’s most important
islands and is the nation’s northernmost military outpost. It is close to The Kingdom
of Norway’s Svalbard Archipelago and Greenland. It is a significant island that
supports the Russian Federation Military in protecting the Kola Peninsula. The Kola
Peninsula holds the Northern Fleet Headquarters. The Northern Fleet's
headquarters is situated in Severomorsk, a Murmansk County settlement. The
Russian Federation’s most powerful fleet is spread out across various bases in the
Murmansk vicinity. The Northern Fleet originated in 1733 but was formed as an up-
to-date structure in 1933. The Northern Fleet has several stations including
Polyarnyy, Olenya Bay, Gadzhiyevo, Vidyayevo, Bolshaya Lopatka and Gremikha.
The Kola Peninsula which is home to the Northern Fleet has facilities for
submarines, surface ships, naval infantry and large arms stores. It also possesses
strategically vital infrastructure such as the Olenya Air Force Base. In 2021, they
were termed among the Russian Federation’s most prominent armed forces-
administrative units similar to military districts. The Norwegian Joint Headquarters
has a hotline with the Northern Fleet to avoid misunderstandings as well as
unplanned escalation.

The Russian Federation has reopened more than 50 Soviet Military Bases in the
Arctic which includes 13 Airbases, 10 Radar Stations and 20 Border Outposts. They
increased the number of Nuclear weapon-engaged submarines in their fleet, new
Hypersonic Missiles were engineered to stay clear of U.S. defenses. Some experts
suggest that any other nation would require at least 10 years to catch up with the
Russian Federation’s Military activity in the Arctic. The Russian Federation also has
the largest fleet of icebreakers in the world and as of 2019 records, it includes 30
diesel-powered icebreakers, 4 nuclear-powered icebreakers and the only nuclear-
powered cargo ship in the world. The Northern Sea route spans from the Bering
Strait in the East to the Kara Gate in the West which is approximately 5600 km.
Usually viewed as an international passageway by states, the Russian Federation
views it as its internal waterway.

Geopolitical Ambitions and Challenges

Military tensions are escalating because the Russian Federation has strengthened
military forces in the Arctic by reopening bases and installing advanced weapon
systems. NATO members are concerned about security because of these changes,
which could lead to a new arms race in the Arctic. Resource war is happening
because the Arctic holds around 13% of the world’s undiscovered oil and 30% of the
world’s untapped natural gas. Competition over resource control is causing
significant concern. Shipping routes have an important role in the security landscape
because Arctic ice is melting and creating new sea lanes, such as the Northern Sea
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Route. The Russian Federation’s control over the sea lanes creates problems of
dependency concerns and could create problems for international trade if the
Russian Federation controlled those sea lanes. The Russian Federation has made a
very expansive claim to territory in the Arctic, which, due to overlap with other
countries such as Norway and Canada, could lead to legal disputes and, perhaps,
even diplomatic battles. Environmental risks that may be introduced by the Russian
Federation’s engagement in the Arctic include oil spills, disruption to fragile habitats,
and significant blowback to world environmental leaders because the Arctic
environment represents a unique system of great vulnerability that could be
adversely affected by any risks created such as these by the Russian Federation.

The Russian Federation is positioning itself in the Arctic and acting about global
power by interfering with established power dynamics and possibly disrupting the
balance of power that exists, often in joint alliances with other members of NATO
and the United States. The unique nature and the way the Russian Federation is
engaging the geography of the Arctic is likely to impact and disrupt what is already a
vulnerable Indigenous community on the frontlines of climate change, which includes
potential and anticipated disruption of fairness, livelihoods, and opportunities. The
Arctic, a resource-rich stronghold, is becoming the next strategic landscape for
jostling global powers. The rise of global powers such as the Russian Federation
and China, and the presence of new actors such as Beijing, are strong indicators of
the value of the Arctic as a place for global strategic competition. NATO has
heightened its focus on the Arctic in response to Russia’s increasing military
presence. This could lead to the further militarization of the Arctic as NATO and its
member states like Norway, Canada, and the U.S. increase their defensive
capabilities in the region. Joint military exercises, the establishment of Arctic military
units, and the potential deployment of more surveillance and defense systems could
emerge as NATO counters Russian expansion.

The Arctic may provide a new front in the Cold War, raising the possibility of military
incidents or confrontation. As Arctic waters become more strategically important, the
United States could deploy more naval and air force power toward the region, risking
friction among NATO allies, if there are divisions over how to respond or strategize
regarding the Arctic. The Russian invitation to China for participation in extracting
Arctic natural resources forms a strategic partnership with mutually reinforcing
positions for both countries. China’s “Polar Silk Road” initiative advances Russian
objectives and provides China with access to increasingly important resources while
shortening shipping routes. The Russia-China partnership in the Arctic creates an
Eastern bloc that could challenge Western influence, resulting in a bifurcated Arctic
direction, where the East controlled by China and Russia enjoys significant military
and natural resource advantages while the West is trying to defend its interests. The
role of China’s partnership with Russia will hinder Western efforts to economically
isolate Russia and reestablish trust, and sanctions could be partially circumvented if
China. Russia already controls a substantial portion of Europe’s energy now, and

279



enhanced Russian control of the Arctic means more leverage over European energy
strategies because of the availability of new oil and gas reserves. An enhanced
Russian presence could result in Europe’s energy dependency becoming more
pronounced, further complicating diplomatic relations and contributing to Europe’s
weakened ability to call out or act against Russian actions in furtive kitchens in
Ukraine. Increased competition for energy in the Arctic region may exacerbate a
European energy transition timeline and potentially lead to denser renewables as a
countermeasure vis-a-vis Russian Arctic energy control. Additionally, some existing
global environmental movements are already responding to Russia’s expansion, and
Russia has a history of oil spills and other environmental degradation in other parts
of the world. The fragile ecosystems and Indigenous communities of the Arctic are
already most affected by climate change. Therefore, a more aggressive economic
prioritization of resources could lead to broader global activism in response to Arctic
natural resource economic exploitation and increased diplomatic pressure.

Conclusion

The Arctic venture of the Russian Federation carries a lot of punch than primarily
regional significance, President Vladimir Putin endeavors to extend The Russian
Federation as a global superpower. The Russian Federation’s exploitation of
massive Arctic reserves in combination with a military push to assert dominance is
not only a matter of managing resources- it is also about displaying military power
and strategic intention. The reopening of military installations and the roll-out of high-
tech armaments show the Russian Federation’s aspiration to overshadow the
important region, and in doing so provide itself with a strategic advantage over other
countries. What the Russian Federation is doing has the capability of shifting power
relations globally.

It is clear to me that VIadimir Putin’s main priority is to recover the Russian
Federation’s former glory and secure a significant role in world affairs. In taking
command of strategic Arctic Sea routes and territories with substantial resource
reserves, the Russian Federation’s schemes are, in a way, more about securing
than economic benefits. The Russian Federation wants to, with the Arctic, expand its
sphere of geopolitical influence. Based on my understanding, the Russian
Federation’s Arctic ambitions contribute to its broader objective of positioning the
country as a premier global power state. With its actions in the Arctic, it is evident
that President Putin intends to display that the era of the Russian Federation being a
major global power is past and present.

“Russia in the Arctic—A Critical Examination,” Eugene Rumer, Richard Sokolsky,
and Paul Stronski, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 29 March 2021
[64] https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/03/29/russia-in-arctic-critical-examination-

pub-84181
Summary:
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Russia has big Arctic plans, but how they will be realized is uncertain. For the United
States this will likely mean the return to a Cold War-like environment rather than a
new chapter in great-power competition in the Arctic.

Russia’s Arctic ambitions have attracted increasing attention in the West over the
past decade as climate change opens up new opportunities in the region for
navigation and exploration of its riches. For its part, Moscow casts a wary eye on
what it sees as a challenge from the United States and the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO) to its position and ambitions there. The Kremlin’s rhetoric
about Western encroachment has become more strident, in sync with its enhanced
military posture and ambitious economic and infrastructure projects.

THE DRIVERS OF RUSSIA’S ARCTIC POLICY

Russian interest in the Arctic has deep historic roots that extend all the way to the
sixteenth century and the conquest of Siberia driven by the never-ending quest for
more resources and secure trading routes. Modern-day Russian posture in the Arctic
is integral to its overall confrontation with the West, in which Europe is the principal
theater. The saber-rattling in the Arctic and threatening rhetoric are driven by several
factors: preparations for the unlikely, but potentially catastrophic contingency of war
in Europe, the need to secure its second-strike nuclear capabilities (the bulk of which
is based around the Kola Peninsula), and the quest for resources to pay for the
proverbial guns and butter as the competition with the West shows no sign of
abating. Great-power ambitions and the interests of powerful bureaucratic elites and
business interests also play a role.

AMBITIONS VS. REALITY

It remains to be seen whether Russia will be successful in realizing these ambitions.
Its nuclear and conventional naval forces in northwest Russia are increasingly
vulnerable to NATO’s long-range precision weapons. It is unclear whether the
development of the Northern Sea Route (NSR) along Russia’s northern coastline
into a major shipping route between Europe and Asia and the associated
commercial projects are feasible and sustainable in the face of high costs and
logistical complexity of operating in difficult climatic conditions with limited
infrastructure, increased commercial competition from other countries, uncertain
demand for hydrocarbons as the world shifts to green technologies, and the
possibility of additional Western sanctions. The Kremlin’s posture in the Arctic is
likely to continue as it enjoys backing from President Vladimir Putin and top military,
government, and business actors. Its ability to achieve these broad ambitions for the
region, however, is questionable at best.

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE UNITED STATES AND NATO

Russia’s conception of its security requirements and NATO’s mutual-defense and
deterrence commitments on the other hand have resulted in a tense standoff along
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the alliance’s northern flank as their forces operate in close proximity. Tempting as it
may be to view the Arctic through the prism of great-power competition—which
undoubtedly would fit with Russia’s quest for recognition as a great power—there is
little to suggest that its military posture in the Arctic is a fundamentally new
undertaking. Rather, it signals the return to a version of its Cold War—era posture
centered around long-standing missions of protecting the sanctuaries of its ballistic
missile submarine fleet and operations in the North Atlantic in the event of a war in
Europe. Yet the Russian military is resuming these missions with fewer resources
and facing a more formidable array of adversary capabilities than during the Cold
War.

Russia has staked out ambitious territorial claims in the Arctic. Its rhetoric
notwithstanding, it has thus far pursued them through legal means in compliance
with the terms of the United Nations (UN) Convention on the Law of the Sea, which it
has signed and ratified.

Russia’s actions in the Arctic—its aggressive rhetoric and its far-reaching territorial
claims—have done little to improve its diplomatic position there vis-a-vis other Arctic
states and only antagonized them. Its only partner in its Arctic pursuits has been
China, which claims that it is a “near-Arctic” state—a claim rejected by the United
States and likely viewed with suspicion by other Arctic nations.

Considering the long-term nature of Russia’s confrontation with the West, the return
to the relatively benign geopolitical environment in the Arctic that existed there in the
1990s is unlikely. Moreover, the current situation is not due to a misunderstanding,
but rather to a clash of the two parties’ interests. That leaves two broad avenues for
managing the standoff:

e Diplomacy: Although Russia may not prove receptive, the United States and
NATO should seek areas of cooperation where there is a convergence of
interests, as well as to devise rules of the road similar to those that existed
during the Cold War to reduce tensions, avoid or manage crises, and mitigate
the risks of conflict through an accident or miscalculation.

e Deterrence: The United States and NATO should continue to improve their
defenses to discourage Russia from harassing their military and commercial
aircraft and ships in and around the Arctic, and to ensure that the alliance
maintains the capability to execute its wartime reinforcement plans for its
northern and eastern flanks.

The alliance should continue to manage competition with Russia through a
combination of resolve and restraint, improving and demonstrating its capabilities for
defense and deterrence, but without overreacting to Russian muscle-flexing. Striking
the right balance will be difficult and will require communicating to Russia clearly
where the allies’ interests, objectives, and redlines are. The allies have been there
before.
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Current & Relevant Information:

INTRODUCTION

During the first post—Cold War decade, Russia approached the Arctic as an area of
low tensions, where cooperation with other powers in addressing common
challenges was desirable and feasible.1 Gradually, however, as relations with the
West deteriorated, and especially since its 2014 invasion of Ukraine, Russia has
adopted a much more competitive, even confrontational, perspective on the Arctic.
Instead of emphasizing the benefits of cooperative engagement, its leaders have
articulated their view of the Arctic as a sphere of military and economic expansion,
and an arena for their great-power ambitions.2 As a result of this changing attitude,
Moscow has prioritized military superiority to counter what it claims is a growing
U.S./NATO challenge to its interests there.

By any objective standard, U.S./NATO military deployments in the Arctic do not
currently represent a threat to Russia’s Northern Fleet or to its other military assets
there. The region possesses an abundance of natural resources, especially oil and
gas, but these are available elsewhere in Russia. Exploring and extracting them in
the Arctic requires huge capital investments and modern technology that would
stretch its capacity. Global warming is opening up new commercial opportunities for
shipping and fishing, but there is scant infrastructure in the region to capitalize on
these opportunities, and rectifying this deficiency will be costly.

Russia’s evolving Arctic ambitions have engendered growing concerns among other
Arctic nations, yet surprisingly little is known about the basis for these ambitions.
This paper therefore addresses the following questions: What are the drivers of
Russia’s Arctic policy? How does it define its interests in the region and what tools
does it employ to advance them? Who are the Russian stakeholders that would
benefit from the exploitation of the region? What are the prospects for Russia
realizing its ambitions? What are the implications of its actions and ambitions for
U.S./NATO interests and policy?

CONCLUSION

In responding to Russia’s ambitions in the Arctic, it is important for the United States
and NATO to base their plans on a realistic assessment of its posture there, its
drivers, and its capabilities. Tempting as it may be to view the Arctic through the
prism of great-power competition—which undoubtedly would fit with Russia’s quest
for recognition as a great power—there is little to suggest that its military posture in
the Arctic is a fundamentally new undertaking. Rather, it signals the return to a
version of its Cold War—era posture centered around long-standing missions of
protecting the sanctuaries of its ballistic missile submarine fleet and operations in the
North Atlantic in the event of a war in Europe. The Russian military is resuming
these missions with fewer resources and facing a more formidable array of
adversary capabilities than during the Cold War.
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Some hedging against a greater-than-anticipated Russian threat should be one
element of the United States’ and NATQO’s overall approach to the Arctic Region. But
pursuing the goal of winning a great-power competition with Russia in this region is
likely to be a distraction from other, more important U.S. pursuits. The alliance
should act with prudence, realism, and restraint in protecting its core interests in the
Arctic and carefully manage competition with Russia to avoid destabilizing
consequences.

Even though their tense standoff is likely to continue, some cooperation between
Russia and other Arctic nations, in practical areas that are largely depoliticized, is
probably possible. These include climate change, search and rescue operations,
and scientific research. Other opportunities for cooperation should be explored on
issues of common concern, such as the safety of maritime shipping, environmental
remediation, protection of fisheries, and incident management. In addition, it is
essential for NATO allies to find potential diplomatic avenues for managing the
standoff—that is, rules of the road to mitigate the risks of crises or incidents with the
potential for escalation.74 No matter how unpromising they may seem, they should
be explored. The allies have been here before.

“Property and government interests of Russia under globalization: The Arctic
case,” Nikolay D. Eletsky, Arctic and North, 2018 [65]
http://eletskiy.narod.ru/1/35.pdf

Abstract:

Modern processes of the global property and governance formation are
contradictory combined with the preservation and reproduction of economic
interactions within the framework of individual States, regions and inter-state
relations. The actualization of these processes in the Arctic region is due to its
transformation into a place of focus and the most acute manifestation of the new
contradictions between globalization and nation — state interests. The author
concluded that the implementation of the Russian Arctic strategy is complicated by
the uncertainty of prospects and the variation of possible vectors of the new
globalization. The article substantiates the need for drastic measures to strengthen
the Russian position in the Arctic due to the current strengthening of regionalization
and fragmentation of the world economy. The geo-economic and geopolitical
configuration of international cooperation in the Arctic may change in the near future
due to the transition from of a unipolar to a multipolar model of the world order and
the growing threats of a new hybrid cold war. It's shown that the contradictions
between the Arctic powers are complicated against the background of the desire of
the non-Arctic countries to participate in the exploitation of the region's resources.
The author reveals the issues related to the search of the optimal balance between
the objective imperatives of globalization and the protection of nation — state and
regional interests of Russia as the largest Arctic power.
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Current & Relevant Information:

Introduction

At the present stage of development of the world civilization, one of the most acute
contradictions is the contradiction between globalization and existence of nation-
states. The depth and role of this contradiction, the varied and comprehensive
nature of its influence on social relations in the modern world are due to the
objective nature of the factors and patterns of globalization, and the need for state-
organized forms of economic and political interactions. The objectivity of these
phenomena and, at the same time, their heterogeneity, multidirectional, and (in
some substantive and functional respects) opposites, give a rise to the issue of
protecting nation-state interests in the context of expanding globalization, which by
its nature not only genetically indifferent about these interests, but in many cases
opposes them.

At the same time, the globalization of production forces and the reproduction
process as a whole becomes a key. We observe an expanded reproduction of global
value chains that constitute the material basis for deepening economic globalization.
It is essential that the Russian economy is not only deeply integrated into global
value chains, but also plays a prominent role in their reproduction, being, according
to the ECB, among the six most significant participants in these processes and
ahead of the integrative influence of the UK, France, Italy and all the BRICS
countries except China. Since the production process that forms the global value
chains takes place, as a rule, within the TNCs framework, it enhances their global
role, contributes to the transformation of the largest TNCs into global corporations.
The latter are now transformed into the main modern form of primary economic
activity (more precisely — an integrative industrial, scientific, financial and
commercial complex). At the same time, these processes increase the contradiction
between the orientation of global corporations towards the unification of production
and commercial due to functioning in the “world without borders”, on the one hand,
and the national-state discreteness of the world economic system, on the other. In
the current system of geo-economic and geopolitical relations, the Arctic turns into a
region of localization of the most significant forms and mechanisms of the global
contradiction.

Conclusion

The crisis of the modern globalism does not abolish the laws of globalization but
contributes to a change of its forms. At the present stage of the development of
transition to neo-globalization, regionalization of the world economy has intensified,
in the form of globalization mainly. Glocalization is manifested in the strengthening of
the local, incl. regional, interests and peculiarities, but reflects the dominant
influence of globalization. In the Arctic region, globalization is manifested in the fact
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that global governance there is exercised in interaction through structures,
mechanisms and institutions of regional governance.

Also, we cannot ignore the uncertainty of the prospects and the variability of the
development scenarios for neo-globalization, as well as the fact that the formation of
global property and management is a long process that will take several centuries.
This time is going to be used to search for the optimal relationship between the
objective and the imperatives of globalization. Protection of nation-state interests will
remain relevant. The complication of geo-economic and geopolitical problems and
contradictions in the Arctic require their comprehensive scientific research. At
present, we observe the crisis of the US-centered model of globalism and the
transition from a unipolar to a multipolar system. New aspects of the protecting
Russia's interests are identified, considering the trends of property globalization and
management. Formation of multipolarity means overcoming the unipolar-hegemonic
monopoly on the right to formulate, represent and protect universal goals and
interests, and therefore act as the main subject of global governance and the
“ultimate beneficiary” of the appropriation of world profits. In the connection to the
transition to a multipolar world, the global importance and functional content of the
modern sectoral division system in the Arctic water area and the special powers of
coastal states is increasing. These states are designed to maximize the actions on
‘common human” interests in the international development of the Arctic’s wealth
and the efficient use of globally significant resources of the region, combined with
their own interests through the development of resources in exclusive economic
zones and offshore fields and observing the rules of international shipping.
Considering the impossibility of ensuring full sovereignty over the Russian polar
ownership with the understanding of their status before 1991, this system can be
viewed as a palliative model of protecting the interests of our state in the Arctic
region in the case of unconditional abandonment of the unilateral concessions,
which in turn requires the all-round expansion of effective economic management in
the region and the strengthening of its military defense potential due to the new
hybrid Cold War. The palliative and transitional nature of the protecting Russian
interests in the Arctic region is objectively determined by both the current problems
of the Russian state and the contradictions of the global ownership and governance
genesis.

“Changes in the Arctic: Background and Issues for Congress,” Congressional
Research Service, 1 October 2024 [66] https://sgp.fas.org/crs/misc/R41153.pdf

Summary:

The diminishment of Arctic sea ice has led to increased human activities in the
Arctic, and has heightened interest in, and concerns about, the region’s future. The
United States, by virtue of Alaska, is an Arctic country and has substantial interests
in the region. The seven other Arctic states are Russia, Canada, Iceland, Denmark
(by virtue of Greenland), Norway, Sweden, and Finland. The Arctic Research and
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Policy Act (ARPA) of 1984 (Title | of P.L. 98-373 of July 31, 1984) “provide[s] for a
comprehensive national policy dealing with national research needs and objectives
in the Arctic.” The National Science Foundation (NSF) is the lead federal agency for
implementing Arctic research policy. The Arctic Council, created in 1996, is the
leading international forum for addressing issues relating to the Arctic. The United
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) sets forth a comprehensive
regime of law and order in the world’s oceans, including the Arctic Ocean. The
United States is not a party to UNCLOS.

An array of climate changes in the Arctic is now documented by observing systems,
with more expected with future greenhouse gas-driven climate change. Observed
physical changes in the Arctic include warming ocean, soil, and air temperatures;
melting permafrost; shifting vegetation and animal abundances; and altered
characteristics of Arctic cyclones. A monitoring report of the Arctic Council
concluded in 2019 that “the Arctic biophysical system is now clearly trending away
from its previous state [in the 20th century] and into a period of unprecedented
change, with implications not only within but also beyond the Arctic.”

Following the end of the Cold War, the Arctic states sought to maintain the Arctic as
a region of cooperation, low tension, peaceful resolution of disputes, and respect for
international law. Over the past 10 to 15 years, the emergence of great power
competition between the United States, Russia, and China has introduced elements
of competition and tension into the Arctic’s geopolitical environment. Russia’s war in
Ukraine beginning on February 24, 2022, has further affected the region’s
geopolitical environment by prompting the seven Arctic states other than Russia to
suspend most forms of Arctic cooperation with Russia, by prompting Finland and
Sweden to apply for NATO membership (they are now NATO members), and in
other ways.

The Department of Defense (DOD) and the Coast Guard are devoting increased
attention to the Arctic in their planning, budgeting, and operations. Whether DOD
and the Coast Guard are taking sufficient actions for defending U.S. interests in the
region is a topic of congressional oversight. The Coast Guard has two operational
polar icebreakers and through FY2023 has received funding for procuring the first
two of four or five planned new heavy polar icebreakers.

The diminishment of Arctic ice could lead in coming years to increased commercial
shipping on two trans-Arctic sea routes—the Northern Sea Route close to Russia,
and the Northwest Passage close to Alaska and through the Canadian
archipelago—though the rate of increase in the use of these routes might not be as
great as sometimes anticipated in press accounts. International guidelines for ships
operating in Arctic waters have been updated.

Changes to the Arctic brought about by warming temperatures will likely allow more
onshore and offshore exploration for oil, gas, and minerals. Warming that causes
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permafrost to melt could pose challenges to onshore exploration activities. Increased
vessel traffic (e.g., oil and gas exploration, cruise ships, expanded fishing activities)
in the Arctic increase the risk of pollution in Arctic waters. Cleaning up oil spills in
ice-covered waters will be more difficult than in other areas, primarily because
effective strategies for cleaning up oil spills in ice-covered waters have yet to be
developed. Changes in the Arctic could result in migration of fish stocks to new
waters, and could affect protected species. The United States is working with other
countries regarding the management of Arctic fish stocks.

Current & Relevant Information:

Geopolitical Environment
Overview

Following the end of the Cold War in the late 1980s and early 1990s, and particularly
after the founding of the Arctic Council in 1996, the Arctic states sought to maintain
the Arctic as a region of cooperation, low tension, peaceful resolution of disputes,
and respect for international law—an approach sometimes referred to as the “Arctic
spirit” or “High North, low tension.” The Nordic countries in particular were committed
to this approach.

Over the past 10 to 15 years, the emergence of great power competition (also called
strategic competition) between the United States, Russia, and China has introduced
elements of competition and tension into the Arctic’s geopolitical environment.
Russia’s increased military presence and operations in the Arctic—and responding
actions by other Arctic states—are one source of competition and tension. China’s
increased diplomatic and economic activities in the Arctic are another.

Some observers view the Arctic as having become an arena for geopolitical
competition among the United States, Russia, and China, or argue that the
diminishment of Arctic ice and potentially increased maritime access to the region’s
resources has prompted or could prompt a race for Arctic resources (or words to that
effect) among Russia, China, the United States, and other countries. Other
observers argue that competitive aspects of the region’s geopolitical environment
and the notion of a race for Arctic resources are sometimes overstated.

Impact of Russia’s War in Ukraine

Russia’s war in Ukraine beginning on February 24, 2022, has substantially affected
the Arctic’s geopolitical environment in a number of ways, including but not
necessarily limited to the following, some of which have added to tensions in the
region:

e Operations of Arctic Council substantially affected. Russia’s war in
Ukraine beginning on February 24, 2022, has substantially affected the
operations of the Arctic Council, prompting new or heightened questions
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about the future of the Arctic Council, Arctic governance, and cooperation in
general among the eight Arctic states. Specific reported developments
include the following:

o

On March 3, 2022, in response to Russia’s invasion, the seven Arctic
states other than Russia—who are sometimes referred to as the Arctic
7 or A7— announced that they would be “temporarily pausing
participation in all meetings of the [Arctic] Council and its subsidiary
bodies.”

The Nordic Council of Ministers similarly stated that it was suspending
its cooperation with Russia and Belarus, and Finland, Denmark,
Iceland, Norway, Sweden, and the EU suspended activities involving
Russia within the Barents Euro-Arctic Council (BEAC), which was
established in 1993 for collaboration primarily between Russia,
Norway, Finland, and Sweden to promote stability and sustainable
development in the Barents region. In September 2023, Russia
announced that it would withdraw from BEAC, citing what it said was a
failure by Finland to confirm the transfer of the BEAC presidency from
Finland to Russia as scheduled in October 2023.

In October 2022, China’s special envoy to the Arctic reportedly stated
that China would not recognize the legitimacy of an Arctic Council that
does not include Russia. He also reportedly stated that China would
continue to cooperate in the Arctic with both the A7 states and Russia.
On February 21, 2023, Russia published amendments to its Arctic
policy statement that removed mentions of the Arctic Council.

In May and June 2023, it was reported that while all cooperation with
Russia would remain suspended, other activities of the Council and its
working groups would resume in mid-June 2023.

A June 2023 press report stated: “At the end of his tenure as chair of
the Arctic Council’s senior officials committee in May, Russia’s Nikolai
Korchunov said Moscow could withdraw from the organization if it was
not invited to participate in events during the Norwegian presidency.”
A September 2023 press report stated that an August 29, 2023,
meeting of all eight Arctic Council member states and the six Arctic
Indigenous groups that are permanent participants had decided on
guidelines for restarting the council’s working groups.

In early February 2024, Russia’s ambassador-at-large for the Arctic
reportedly stated that Russia would withdraw from the Arctic Council if
the council’s activities council “do not correspond to Russia’s
interests.”

On February 14, 2024, it was reported that Russia had suspended
annual payments to the Arctic Council until “real work” resumes at the
Council with the participation of all member states.
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o On February 28, 2024, the Arctic Council stated that “consensus was
reached for the gradual resumption of official Working Group meetings
in a virtual format, enabling project-level work to further advance. In
February [2024], the eight Arctic States, in consultation with the
Indigenous Permanent Participant organizations, reached consensus
to gradually resume official Working Group meetings in a virtual format.
Prior to this update, Working Groups advanced project work and
decision-making only via written procedures after consensus was
reached in August 2023.”

Concerns about Russia’s Arctic military activities heightened. For the A7
states, Russia’s war in Ukraine has heightened concerns about the purpose
behind Russia’s military modernization in the Arctic and reinforced
cooperative security links among the