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About Arctic Yearbook 
 
The Arctic Yearbook is the outcome of the Northern Research Forum and the 
University of the Arctic Thematic Network (TN) on Geopolitics and Security.  The TN 
also organizes the annual Calotte Academy. 

The Arctic Yearbook seeks to be the preeminent repository of critical analysis on the 
Arctic region, with a mandate to inform observers about the state of Arctic geopolitics 
and security. It is an international and interdisciplinary peer-reviewed publication, 
published online at www.arcticyearbook.com to ensure wide distribution and accessibility 
to a variety of stakeholders and observers.   

Arctic Yearbook material is obtained through a combination of invited contributions and 
an open call for papers. For more information on contributing to the Arctic Yearbook, 
or participating in the UArctic TN on Geopolitics and Security, contact the Editor, Lassi 
Heininen.   

AY Peer Review Process 
 

Articles selected for blind peer-review are distributed to two faculty reviewers. AY uses a 
blind peer-review process where the identities of the submitting author as well as those 
of the peer-reviewers are unknown to each party. All efforts will be made by the AY 
editors to keep the identities of the submitting author and peer-reviewers confidential. 
 

Publication Frequency & Open Access Policy 
 

Arctic Yearbook publishes annually. AY provides open access to its content at 
www.arcticyearbook.com on the principle that making research freely available to the 
public supports a greater dialogue on Arctic geopolitics and security, between scholars, 
policymakers, various stakeholders and northerners.  
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DFAIT  Department of Foreign Affairs and International Trade (Canada) 
DfT   Department for Transport (UK) 
DND   Department of National Defence (Canada) 
DWT   Dead Weight Tonnes 
EBM   Ecosystem Based Management 
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GPS     Global Positioning System 
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IEA   International Energy Agency  
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IPCC   Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change  
IPEV   Institut Polaire Français 
IPS   Indigenous Peoples‘ Secretariat 
IPY    International Polar Year  
IR   International Relations 
ISA   International Seabed Authority 
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IUCN  International Union for the Conservation of Nature 
JAMSTEC   Japan Agency for Marine-Earth Science and Technology 
JANSROP  Japan Northern Sea Route Programme 
JARE   Japanese Antarctic Research Expedition 
JAXA   Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency 
JCAR   Japan Consortium for Arctic Environmental Research 
JOGMEC  Japan Oil, Gas, and Metals National Corporation 
LNG   Liquefied Natural Gas 
MARPOL   Convention on the Prevention of Pollution by Ships  
MCA   Maritime and Coastguard Agency (UK) 
MEP   Member of European Parliament 
MEXT  Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology 
MFA   Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
MLIT  Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism (Japan) 
MMPA   Marine Mammals Protection Act (USA) 
MoFA  Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Japan) 
MOU   Memorandum of Understanding 
MP   Member of Parliament 
MPA   Maritime and Port Authority (Singapore) 
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MT   Metric Tonnes 
NAFTA  North American Free Trade Agreement 
NAFO  Northwest Atlantic Fisheries Organization 
NASA  National Aeronautics and Space Administration 
NATO   North Atlantic Treaty Organisation  
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NDFP  Northern Dimension of Canadian Foreign Policy 
NEAFC  North East Atlantic Fisheries Convention 
NEP   Northeast Passage 
NERC  Natural Environment Research Council (UK) 
NGO   Non-Governmental Organisation 
NIPR   National Institute of Polar Research (Japan) 
NMC   Northern Maritime Corridor 
NORA  Nordic Atlantic Cooperation 
NORAD  North American Air Defence Command 
NORDEFCO Nordic Defense Cooperation 
NORDREG  Northern Canada Vessel Traffic Services 
NORDSUP  Nordic Supportive Defense Structures 
NPC   Northern Pacific Corridor 
NSIDC  National Snow and Ice Data Center 
NSPD  National Security Presidential Directive 
NSR   Northern Sea Route 
NUS   National University of Singapore 
NWP   Northwest Passage 
NWT   Northwest Territories  
OME   Offshore and Marine Engineering 
OPRC  International Convention on Oil Pollution Preparedness, Response 
   and Co-operation 
OPRF   Ocean Policy Research Foundation (Japan) 
OSPAR   Convention for the Protection of the Marine Environment of the  
   North-East Atlantic  
PA   Polar Ambassador 
PAME   Protection of the Arctic Marine Environment 
PAP   People‘s Action Party (Singapore) 
PAS   Polish Academy of Science 
PM   Prime Minister 
PMO   Prime Minister‘s Office 
POPs   Persistent Organic Pollutants 
PP   Permanent Participants 
PRS   Stanislaw Siedlecki Polish Research Station 
PRU    Polar Regions Unit (UK) 
PSA   Port of Singapore Authority 
RAIPON  Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North 
RCMP  Royal Canadian Mounted Police 
RFE   Russian Far East 
RFMO  Regional Fisheries Management Organization 
SAO   Senior Arctic Official 
SAON  Sustaining Arctic Observation Network 
SAR   Search and Rescue 
SCPAR  Standing Committee of Parliamentarians of the Arctic Region 
SDF   Japan Maritime Self Defense Force 
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SDWG   Sustainable Development Working Group (Arctic Council)  
SIPRI  Stockholm International Peace Research Institute 
SMC   Singapore‘s Maritime Cluster 
SNP   Scottish National Party 
SOE   State Owned Enterprises 
SOF   Ship and Ocean Foundation 
SOLAS  Safety of Life at Sea (IMO) 
STCW  Standards of Training, Certification and Watchkeeping for Seafarers 
TNC   Transnational Corporations 
TPP   Trans Polar Passage 
TSR   Transpolar Sea Route 
UDHR  Universal Declaration on Human Rights 
UK   United Kingdom 
ULCC  Ultra Large Crude Carrier 
UN    United Nations  
UNCCD  United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification 
UNCED  United Nations Conference on Environment and Development 
UNCLOS   United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea  
UNCTAD  United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 
UNDP  United Nations Development Programme 
UNDRIP  United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
UNECE   United Nations European Economic Commission for Europe  
UNEP   United Nations Environmental Programme 
UNFCCC  United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
UNIS   University of Svalbard 
USA   United States of America 
USGS  United States Geological Survey 
USSR   Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 
VLCC  Very Large Crude Carrier 
WCED  World Commission on Environment and Development 
WDGF  Walter and Duncan Gordon Foundation 
WMD  Weapons of Mass Destruction 
WMO  World Meteorological Organization 
WWF  World Wildlife Fund 
WWII      World War II 
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This timeline begins in September of 2012, shortly before the launch of the Arctic Yearbook for that year, and 
runs through September of 2013. The events included are those that captured headlines in this time, as well as 
some additional, entirely subjective selections by the author and the editorial staff of the Arctic Yearbook. 
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The Nunavut Impact Review 
Board approves the Mary River 
iron project on Ba!n Island, pro-
posed by Ba!nland Iron Mines 
Corp. The approval comes with 
many conditions.

After Gazprom announces that costs for 
Shtokman are too high, Total says the 
three partners are exploring other ways 
to make the project feasible.

Arctic ice extent reaches the lowest level in 
the satellite record (since 1979). Ice extent 
is measured at 3.41m square kilometers, or 
1.32m square miles.

Finland announces the development of a 
new Arctic policy focused on the country’s:
- Arctic identity,
- Arctic expertise,
- focus on sustainable development, and
- orientation towards Arctic cooperation.

The United States Coast Guard’s exer-
cise Arctic Shield 2012 concludes. The 
exercise involves cooperation with oth-
er agencies on deploying oil skimmers 
and managing vessel tra!c in Arctic 
waters, among other things.

The CEO of French oil major 
Total advises against drilling 
for crude oil in the Arctic due 
to the extreme environmen-
tal sensitivity of the region.

A massive leak from a gypsum pond 
at the Talvivaara mine in Finland’s 
Kainuu region proves extremely dif-
"cult to close.



15 20 26 03 05 14 28DEC 31

Russia’s controversial “foreign 
agent” law goes into e#ect, 
creating new rules and regu-
lations for NGOs that receive 
funding from abroad. The new 
regulations are frequently crit-
icized by external observers.

Canadian Ministers Leona Aglukkaq and John 
Duncan announce that the proposed Mary Riv-
er iron project on Nunavut’s Ba!n Island has re-
ceived approval from the federal government.

The United States’ National Oceanic and At-
mospheric Administration releases its 2012 
Arctic Report Card, showing many indica-
tions of ongoing warming conditions in the 
North. The Report Card looks at many other 
issues for Arctic systems as well.

The Arctic Yearbook 2012 is released online.

Russia’s Ministry of Justice orders the 
closure of the Russian Association of 
Indigenous Peoples of the North, Si-
beria and Far East (RAIPON), drawing 
protest from several international or-
ganizations of which RAIPON is a part.

Gazprom representatives announce that 
the Shtokman project is still moving for-
ward, in one way or another. But stay 
tuned for more...

In a public-relations nightmare, 
Shell’s drilling rig Kulluk breaks 
free of its tow vessel in rough 
and stormy seas o# of Alaska. 
On New Year’s Day, it will run 
aground on Sitkalidak Island. 

Sweden’s state-owned LKAB is pleased to report 
that its iron mine in Kiruna, Sweden, which sup-
plies much of the iron used by European steel-
makers, produced 26.3 million tonnes of iron-ore 
products in 2012 - a new record for the mine.

The Ob River arrives in To-
bata, Japan carrying the 
"rst-ever LNG cargo to 
transit the full Northern 
Sea Route.
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The 20th anniversary of the Barents Euro-Arctic Cooperation is an 
occasion for renewing the spirit of the Kirkenes Declaration, with 
a focus on:
- sustainable economic development,
- joint "nancing of regional development initiatives,
- encouragement of people-to-people contacts,
- increased cooperation in education and research, and
- adaptation to the demands of a changing climate.

Aboriginal Canadian communities’ concerns 
over portions of an omnibus budget bill that 
could negatively impact First Nations lead to 
nationwide protests. Today is also the peak of 
the “Idle No More” debate which simmered on 
Twitter throughout December.

Di!culties in securing "nancing cause Ba!n-
land Iron Mines Corp. to announce changes 
to its plans for the Mary River iron project. A 
more conservative timeline is now the plan.

Greenpeace Canada obtains and publicizes a 
draft version of the oil spill preparedness and re-
sponse agreement up for discussion among the 
governments of the eight Arctic states. A repre-
sentative of the environmental organization calls 
the agreement “e#ectively useless”.

Olivier de Schutter, the 
UN’s Special Rapporteur 
on the Right to Food, ex-
presses serious concern 
about the “deep and se-
vere food insecurity” in 
many Canadian Inuit and 
aboriginal communities.

Environment Ministers from the Arctic 8 meet in Sweden to discuss ways to:
- attack climate change and ocean acidi"cation,
- reduce short-lived climate pollutants,
- prevent contamination in the Arctic,
- sustain biodiversity and ecosystem services, and
- implement ecosystem-based management strategies,
...as well as support general cooperation to protect the Arctic environment.

ExxonMobil and Rosneft 
sign a packet of agree-
ments opening the door 
to future collaborations in 
the Russian and American 
Arctic.
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Russia approves a new com-
prehensive strategic docu-
ment to guide Arctic develop-
ment through 2020.

New mapping in the Barents 
Sea suggests that estimates of 
undiscovered hydrocarbon re-
sources on the Norwegian con-
tinental shelf may need to be 
increased by 15%.

Canada announces that Patrick Borbey, President 
of the Canadian Northern Economic Develop-
ment Agency (CanNor), will serve as chair of the 
Arctic Council’s Senior Arctic O!cials (SAOs) dur-
ing the upcoming Canadian chairmanship.

The Siumut party wins Greenlandic 
parliamentary elections, bringing Ale-
qa Hammond to power as Greenland’s 
"rst female Prime Minister.

Russia’s Ministry of Justice agrees to per-
mit RAIPON to reopen under a new set of 
statutes submitted by the organization.

A motion to make all 
cross-border trade in po-
lar bear parts illegal fails 
at the CITES meeting in 
Bangkok, Thailand.

Shell’s drilling rig Kulluk is 
hoisted aboard the ship 
Xiang Rui Kou and pre-
pared for its journey to 
Singapore for repairs. This 
follows its well-publicized 
grounding on Sitkalidak 
Island in Alaskan waters.

A formal administrative body for 
the Northern Sea Route is created 
by the Russian government, which 
is responding to rapid growth in 
tra!c on the Northern Sea Route.

In a massive deal, Rosneft 
"nalizes its purchase of 
TNK-BP. It thus becomes 
the world’s largest publicly 
traded oil major.

The Arctic Yearbook 2012 has its o!cial launch 
event in Montréal, Canada.

Winter sea ice extent reaches its annual 
maximum: 15.13 m square kilometers, or 
5.84 m square miles.
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Novatek and Total announce that the 
construction of the Yamal LNG plant will 
be undertaken by Technip (France) and 
JGC (Japan).

The Arctic Circle, a new 
forum for collaboration 
on Arctic issues, is an-
nounced in Washington, 
DC by Icelandic president 
Ólafur Ragnar Grímsson.

China and Iceland sign a free-trade agree-
ment, generating some suspicion that the 
reason for it may be better access to Arctic 
shipping routes for the Asian giant.

The EU General Court in Luxem-
bourg upholds a ban on com-
mercial trade in seal products 
despite a Canadian challenge 
to the rule.

The "ve Arctic coastal states meet in Washington to discuss the 
prospect of a future Central Arctic "shery. The representatives in 
attendance conclude that there is no pressing need for an ad-
ditional Regional Fisheries Management Organization, and that 
a high-seas "shery is unlikely to develop in the central Arctic 
Ocean in the near future.

The Barents and Norwegian 
Seas play host to a joint Nor-
wegian-Russian naval exer-
cise, POMOR 2013.

The United States releases a new National Strate-
gy for the Arctic Region that prioritizes “advanc-
ing our security interests, pursuing responsible 
Arctic region stewardship, and strengthening our 
international cooperation.”



15

Canada takes the reins of the Arctic Council at the Kiruna Ministerial Meeting. Min-
ister Leona Aglukkaq of Canada becomes the "rst indigenous chairperson of the 
Arctic Council.

Foreign Minister Carl Bildt (Sweden) argues compellingly for the importance of the 
Arctic Council on the global stage.

China, India, Italy, Japan, Singapore and South Korea are added to the ranks of 
Arctic Council observer states.

Kiruna Declaration

Arctic Biodiversity Assessment

Arctic Ocean Review Project "nal report

Agreement on Cooperation on Marine Oil Pollution Preparedness and Response in the Arctic

Arctic Ocean Acidi"cation Assessment

Ecosystem-Based Management report

Arctic Resilience Interim report
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The daily average concen-
tration of carbon dioxide 
in the atmosphere reaches 
400 ppm for the "rst time 
since recording began.

Hearings begin 
in Alaska on the 
grounding of 
Shell’s drilling rig 
Kulluk.

Sigmundur Davíd Gunnlaugs-
son becomes Iceland’s new 
prime minister.

Noises from Gazprom and a Russian energy 
research institute suggest (once more) that 
Shtokman may not be developed after all. It 
may instead be left for “future generations”.

The Polar Research Institute of China 
and the Icelandic Center for Research 
host the "rst China-Nordic Arctic Coop-
eration Symposium in Shanghai.

Defense chiefs from the 8 Arctic 
states meet in Ilulissat, Green-
land to consider expansion of 
military cooperation and in-
creased military support of civil-
ian operations in the region.

The Arctic Council’s permanent Secretariat opens in Tromsø, Norway.

Finale of the 21st Calotte Acad-
emy, part of the Northern Re-
search Forum’s (NRF) major aca-
demic activities.

Contrary to previous an-
nouncements, Gazprom now 
says that it will continue to 
develop the Shtokman "eld in 
the Barents Sea.

The Government of Canada, the Government 
of the Northwest Territories and Aboriginal 
parties sign the "nal devolution agreement 
for the Northwest Territories.
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Barely one week later, Gazprom 
announces that it will post-
pone the development of the 
Shtokman project until better 
technologies are available.

The UN Commission on the Limits of the Continen-
tal Shelf convenes in New York, considering (among 
other issues) claims to portions of the Arctic.

The sixth World Reindeer Herders’ Congress opens in Genhe, China.

Six female climbers from Greenpeace involved with 
the organization’s “Save the Arctic” campaign scale 
The Shard - London’s tallest building at 310 meters - 
while many people watch via live webcam.

Nunavut celebrates the 
20th anniversary of the 
signing of the land claims 
agreement that established 
the territory.

The “Students on Ice” Arctic Youth Expedi-
tion 2013 begins in the Greenlandic and 
Canadian Arctic.

For the "rst time, a delegation 
from Russia’s Northern Fleet 
takes part in Canadian Armed 
Forces’ Operation Nanook 2013 
- as observers.

Norway’s Conservative party 
wins national elections, put-
ting Erna Solberg in place 
as the country’s new prime 
minister.

The Northern Research Forum 
convenes this year’s Open As-
sembly in Akureyri, Iceland, look-
ing intensively at climate change 
in northern territories.



13 OCT18 12

Greenpeace activists climb the Prirazlomnaya 
platform  in the Barents Sea as a protest, set-
ting o# a con$ict with the Russian Coast Guard 
that continues for days.

Arctic ice extent reaches its annual 
minimum, this year: 5.10 m square 
kilometers or 1.97 m square miles.

Arctic Yearbook 2013 has its o!cial launch 
at the Embassy of Canada in Reykjavík.

The inaugural Arctic Circle conference takes 
place in Reykjavík, Iceland.

“The coming heroes, lovers, kings, 
Are idly lounging in the wings;
Behind the curtain’s mystic fold
The glowing future lies unrolled.”

Francis Brett Harte (1836-1902)
Address at opening of the California Theater
San Francisco, January 19 1870
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Preface 
 

The Arctic House Rules 
 
 
 

Ólafur Ragnar Grímsson, President of Iceland 
 

 

 

When the first Assembly of the Arctic Circle, a new venue for international dialogue and 

cooperation, gathers in Reykjavík, the Arctic Yearbook 2013 will reinforce the emerging global 

relevance of the Arctic by highlighting issues and challenges which the arrival of new Arctic 

partners, leading states in Asia and Europe, brings to the table. 

Whereas the Arctic was for centuries mysterious and isolated, being throughout the Cold War one of 

the most militarised regions of the world, towards the end of the 20th century it became an arena for 

constructive and positive cooperation among the eight Arctic states.  The early years of the 21st 

century are now making it the new global playing field where countries in Asia, as well as continental 

European states, have arrived to advance their scientific, economic and political interests. 

In May of this year the ministerial meeting of the Arctic Council in Kiruna confirmed this 

transformation by expanding the number of observer states. From now on more than ten of the 

largest economies in the world will be represented in one way or another at the Arctic table. 

As we move forward with these new partners, and more wide-ranging issues come on the Arctic 

agenda, it is of the utmost importance to maintain the essence and established qualities of Arctic 

cooperation, which both the Arctic Council and a multitude of Arctic organisations, institutions and 

associations have helped to develop. 

Three of these are especially relevant:  
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First, to maintain the culture of open dialogue and the informal style of deliberation and enduring 

personal friendships and mutual respect which have made the Arctic Council and other Arctic 

venues so successful in recent years. When new partners arrive on the scene, who perhaps are used 

to more formalized and bureaucratic diplomatic encounters, it is important that they adjust to our 

productive and practical Arctic culture of achievements.  

Second, the pre-eminent role of science and research in Arctic policy-making must be maintained. 

Knowledge, based on expert advice and scientific projects, has been the foundation of Arctic 

decisions and a guiding principle in making Arctic cooperation so successful. The search for facts 

and scientific evidence has been more important than displays of political and economic power.  

Third, in the dialogue within the Arctic Council, indigenous peoples and their organisations and 

representatives have been a significant part of the process, emphasizing an open and democratic 

approach to our common Arctic future. No other international cooperation among states has in 

recent years been so respectful of indigenous peoples, their traditions and interests. 

These three dimensions have been of key importance in the success of Arctic cooperation and must 

be maintained effectively in the coming years. They are to some extent the ―Arctic House Rules‖ 

which I am sure our new visitors and partners will gladly respect. 

It is therefore of great importance that the Arctic Yearbook is now committed to evaluating this 

historic transformation: the process of turning the mysterious and isolated Arctic of previous times, 

the arena of constructive cooperation among the eight Arctic States, into the new global playing field 

of economic and political interests where all the most powerful countries of Europe, Asia and North 

America are represented in one way or another. 

The Yearbook, which is this year devoted to how the Arctic of Regions meets the Globalised Arctic, 

examines the nature of this historic crossroads from different angles. It thus contributes in 

significant ways to the most important transformation the Arctic has ever encountered, 

demonstrating how science and scholarly dialogue are, and must be, guiding principles of Arctic 

cooperation and introduce our new partners to an important tradition, the foundation of successful 

Arctic cooperation. 



 

Lassi Heininen is Professor of Arctic Politics at the University of Lapland, Finland; Heather Exner-Pirot is 
Strategist for Outreach and Indigenous Engagement, University of Saskatchewan, Canada; & Joël Plouffe is 
PhD candidate at the École nationale d'administration publique (ENAP), Canada. 
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From Regional Transition to Global Change:  
Dualism in the Arctic   
 
An Introduction to the Arctic Yearbook 2013 
 
 
 

Lassi Heininen, Heather Exner-Pirot & Joël Plouffe 
 

 

 
Regionalization, globalization and nationalism cannot be assessed in isolation, independently from one another, nor 
from a perspective of either convergence or divergence among them. Rather, globalization, regionalization, and 
nationalism should be captured and studied as forces relative to and overlapping one another, sometimes antagonistic 
and sometimes cooperative toward each other, but never harmonious. 

       - Arie Kacowicz 
 

 

 

 

The Arctic region seems to be in constant transformation, (geo)politically, economically, culturally 

and indeed geologically and environmentally. But as we continue to witness significant changes 

across the Arctic, it is important to remember those political processes and forces in which the 

events, issues and debates of the region have been evolving over the last decades. The Arctic 

Yearbook 2013 seeks to identify and assess both historical contexts and contemporary 

issues/events in a way to better understand and discuss Arctic geopolitics and security.  

Arctic Change(s) 

In the last century, the Arctic region – or the circumpolar North – was characterised as either a 

colonial-like marginalized periphery to major powers and imperial centres located more in South 

and/or a mosaic of homelands to indigenous peoples with their unique identities (Heininen, 2010). 
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For political realists (i.e. strategic planners, military persons, policy-makers or academics working in 

the disciplines of Political Sciences) the Arctic region is often understood through the lens of 

strategic studies, the military-political and economic interests of a nation-state, or even super-

powers. This perspective does not always take into account earlier legacies, such as colonialism and 

a capitalist world-economy which tied the Arctic region into the resource needs of European 

imperial powers (Wallerstein, 1987).  

Correspondingly, in classical forms of geopolitics, the entire North has mostly been understood as 

a vast reserve of natural resources, and military space and testing ground for the performance of 

sovereignty, national security and economic interests of the Arctic states. During the Cold War 

period, this world-view frequently went hand-in-hand with intense militarization, meaning 

investments into infrastructure and constant patrolling, military training and testing, such as nuclear 

tests, and the physical displacement of indigenous communities under their jurisdiction. This 

militarized, environmentally damaged and divided Arctic, however, started to thaw in the late 1980s 

due to increased interrelations between peoples and civil societies of the region, as well as the 

consequent international cooperation and region-building by the Arctic states.  

Followed from this the Arctic and the entire North emerged as a ‗new‘ area for international 

cooperation – it was said even to be a distinctive region – with co-operative and region-building 

measures, such as the establishment of the Arctic Council by the Ottawa Declaration in 1996 

(AHDR, 2004: 17-21). This implied a recognition that there are several states and non-state actors 

as well as their willingness to promote deeper international cooperation, particularly environmental 

protection, in the entire North; and consequently, a significant shift away from the Cold War 

mentality to define the Arctic as a thinly-populated periphery and military training and testing 

ground.  

In addition to increasing international cooperation, this meant an implementation of extraction-led 

models concerning energy resources and other potential minerals, and a continuity of a military 

presence across the region. Furthermore, it meant more sophisticated ways for Arctic states to 

proactively control their national territories, particularly for the coastal states challenged by growing 

environmental concerns (due to climate change) in their maritime zones (Canada, 

Denmark/Greenland, Norway, the Russian Federation and the United States). These trends also 

revealed how the Arctic is transforming into a platform to host (sub)national, regional/circumpolar 

and international processes including science and higher education, trade and other economic 

cooperation, and claims to indigenous autonomy. 

By the early-21st century, as a result of the first significant geopolitical change, the three main themes 

of ‗post-Cold War circumpolar geopolitics‘ were increasing practices of cooperation by regional non-

state actors as some sort of ‗mobilization‘ of non-state actors; ‗regionalization‘ of decision-making 

processes, and region-building by the Arctic states; and a new kind of relationship between the 

region and the outside world (AHDR, 2004: 207-225; also Østreng, 2008). As a result of these 

developments, or trends, the entire North became a peaceful area with high stability and without 

armed conflicts, even if environmental degradation, militarization and intense industrialization, as 

Cold War legacies, remained as regional challenges.  
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Further, as it has been discussed (e.g. Heininen, forth-coming), two well-defined discourses on 

Arctic geopolitics have emerged and shaped the ensuing discussion on the region in the 2010s. First, 

the geopolitical discourse, on the one hand, reflects the degree of stability and peacefulness enjoyed 

in the region as a result of the institutionalized international Arctic cooperation (in the post-Cold 

War era) and, on the other hand, describes the region as a space legally and politically divided 

between eight Arctic states by mutually recognized national borders with only a few outstanding 

(and managed) territorial disputes. This state of affairs has been challenged by another, and more 

explicitly realist, geopolitical discourse arguing that there is a ‗race‘ for natural resources as well as 

emerging regional conflicts driven by the importance of state sovereignty. According to the latter 

discourse, state sovereignty is seen to be threatened by climate change, as well as increased interest 

from outside the region, by non-Arctic states from Asian and Europe, also the European Union, and 

their security and economic interests.  

Northern (In)Security 

Indeed, several kinds of relevant regional and global issues and problems do exist in the Arctic and 

influence geopolitics and Northern security issues. Some of the most relevant issues are the long-

range air and water pollutants (such as toxins, heavy metals, radioactivity); climate change with its 

physical and socio-economic impacts; and problems referring to the mass-scale utilization of energy 

resources (i.e. extractive industries), and their transportation through new sea routes. All these 

concerns exercise cumulative impacts on societies, environment and economy, regionally and locally, 

causing significant and complex changes in the region. Energy security, for example, has appeared in 

newly contemporary forms and become increasingly important, strategically, within the Arctic states, 

such as Norway, Russia and Greenland, as a part of exercising and controlling their sovereignty. 

Correspondingly and at another scale, it has become a part of the larger issue of global security, for 

instance for China and the European Union, attracted, first, by potentially rich Arctic off-shore 

hydrocarbon deposits (particularly oil) and, second, an increased access to energy resources due to 

climate change and thawing sea-ice. Finally, reinforcing the last point, it is the potential of northern 

sea routes and shipping, particularly new trans-arctic routes, and geo-economics. Although, this 

growing international interest does not necessarily mean emerging (armed) conflicts in the Arctic, it 

is also seen and interpreted as a potential threat (perceptions) and risk (calculations) causing 

uncertainties, where emerging conflicts regarding the environment and natural resources are now 

part of the security/insecurity equation.  

Furthermore, there are two other perspectives that deserve our attention. They both deal with 

globalization and enable us to approach Arctic geopolitics and Northern security that go beyond the 

traditional terms of power, conflict and cooperation. The first one is fixated with new and significant 

changes, which might be called the Arctic ‗boom‘ or ‗paradox‘ perspective (Palosaari, 2012) with 

indicators, such as rapid climate change, an increase of the utilization of natural resources, new 

options for energy security and new sea routes. These significant changes have also greatly impacted 

the traditional Arctic security architecture by expanding the security perspective from traditional and 

narrow military-oriented to comprehensive, more human-oriented one. The second perspective is 

focused on the growing global attention toward the Arctic region, and that correspondingly, the 
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region plays more important role in world politics. Issues that are important to this geo-strategic 

dimensions of today‘s Arctic include both material indicators, such as sophisticated weapons systems 

and used advanced technology for utilization of natural resources; and immaterial indicators, such as 

knowledge, innovation, new methods, and innovative political and legal arrangements (e.g. AHDR, 

2004; Heininen, 2010). One more indicator is that, as a response to the recent change(s) and growing 

international interest, the Arctic states have recently approved their national strategies and policies 

on the Arctic region, as it was discussed in the Arctic Yearbook 2012, (and the second round of 

these national strategies has already started), interestingly, there is still a lack of a global perspective 

in most of those documents.  

Thus, it is no wonder why now, ten years later, from the above-mentioned three main themes of the 

post-Cold War circumpolar geopolitics that a last one – a new kind of relationship between the 

Arctic region and the rest of the globe – has been implemented and enhanced. While the other two 

still have clear influence in the region, they have been transformed: circumpolar cooperation by local 

and regional non-state actors, and sub-national governments, is increasing, and particularly 

indigenous peoples with their organizations have become subjects of, and create a new kind of 

‗globalized‘ regionalism which is challenging state sovereignty while pressuring states to act. 

Correspondingly, the region-building by Arctic states of the 1990s has meant high stability and 

institutionalized intergovernmental cooperation, but has also partly transformed itself into 

national(istic) policies by all littoral Arctic states (not just Russia and Canada, which are often 

identified as having such policies). Thus, while these two trends are still evolving, the ‗state of Arctic 

geopolitics‘ today is dominated by interrelationships between the (Arctic) region and the rest of the 

world, and, moreover, the fact that that relationship is also changing.    

At the outset, it is in our view possible to argue and conclude that in the Arctic of the 2010s, there 

are two perspectives – or influential forces – that are impacting the region and its development and 

resource politics, as well as Arctic geopolitics and northern security, at the same time: first, 

regionalism/regionalization and region-building; and second, globalization and flows of 

globalization. Furthermore, they also impact and shape circumpolar (international) relations. 

Following from this, it is necessary to take both of these forces, as well as their interrelationship, 

into consideration and discuss their respective impacts – both alone and the related dualism – on 

further developments across the Arctic to understand, and actively shape, regional and international 

relations. Furthermore, this sort of dualism, keenly connected with the current culture of an open 

dialogue and a strong role for research and education, might be a fruitful way to avoid potential 

conflicts, and concentrate on real issues (of the Arctic), such as climate change and development.  

Consequently, the theme of the 2013 Arctic Yearbook is ―The Arctic of Regions vs. the Globalized Arctic‖ 

including several substantial scientific articles and more policy-oriented commentaries with new and 

interesting approaches on both of these perspectives. 
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The Arctic of Regions 

The Arctic emerged, and continues to be defined, by its collection of sub-regions, and the 

consequent regionalism (Exner-Pirot, 2013). A series of 20th anniversaries, from the Barents Euro 

Arctic Region (BEAR) to the Swedish Sami Parliament, occurred in 2013, commemorating a period 

that saw organizational development among indigenous groups, scientific associations and along 

various northern European maritime and land borders.  

 

International Cooperation Institutions in the Arctic. (2013). Updated for AY2013 by NORDREGIO.  See 
http://www.nordregio.se/. 
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The novelty in that era was to construct cooperation within and across the Arctic region, whereas 

the current era of regionalization has been overshadowed by efforts to promote Arctic cooperation 

outside the region, whether with states, corporations, NGOs/INGOs or International 

Organizations. But it would be a mistake to consider sub-regional influence and growth to be over. 

In the North American Arctic, for the first time, formal Arctic cooperation has developed under the 

guise of the Arctic Caucus (Alaska, Yukon and Northwest Territories) of the Pacific Northwest 

Economic Region (PNWER) of western American states and Canadian provinces. Nordic, West 

Nordic, Barents, and Baltic cooperation is stronger than ever. And if the Arctic Council, and the 

Arctic region, begins to adjust its balance in favour of environmental protection towards sustainable 

development, then it will be sub-regional organizations and sub-state units that will need to lead 

those efforts, in terms of job creation, infrastructure development, accessibility of relevant education 

and improvement of health services. Canada‘s Arctic Council chairmanship agenda (2013-2015) 

provides an indication, but not a promise, of where a focus on these issues may lead the future work 

of Council members.  

The Globalized Arctic 

But while regionalism dominated the past, and will need to play a much larger role in the future, 

2013 was the year of the globalized Arctic, although globalization is not totally new in the Arctic (see 

Heininen and Southcott, 2010). It was the year that the relationship between Asia and the Arctic got 

serious; ‗exhibit A‘ was the accession of a number of Asian states (China, India, Japan, Singapore, 

South Korea) as Observers to the Arctic Council (Kiruna Declaration, 2013). The free trade 

agreement between China and Iceland, as an adjunct to the AC observership, made even more acute 

the impacts of globalization on the Arctic. Asian intentions are not ignoble, but they are global: 

transnational shipping, resource development, and climate change science.  

Then of course was the resource development – or in some situations, a lack thereof. The scope and 

size of Arctic projects makes them inherently global in nature, as only the largest of corporations can 

pull them off. It also makes them vulnerable to global price trends and market developments. 

Correspondingly, their potential impacts on the environment have ignited unprecedented ―anti-

development‖ movements, most visible through the actions of Greenpeace.   

The combination of market and economic pressures can be paralyzing. Note the decline of the 

Shtockman project in the Barents; Shell‘s ‗pause‘ from the Beaufort and Chukchi Seas after the 

Kulluk platform incident in January; and France‘s Total‘s unexpected warnings about oil drilling in 

Arctic waters. Meanwhile a growing interest in rare earths feeds speculation in and impacts politics 

in Greenland. The commodities market is a global one, and the Arctic economy is based on 

commodities. Despite the very local implications of resource development, it will get harder to 

divorce the Arctic from the global economy going forward.  

Finally, there is the growing influence of Arctic indigenous peoples far beyond their traditional 

lands. In 1996, indigenous groups were given a seat at the table of the Arctic Council as Permanent 

Peoples. In 2013, they are sitting at the head of the table, in the person of Inuk Leona Aglukkaq, 

Nunavut‘s representative to Parliament and Canada‘s Minister to the Arctic Council (and Minister of 
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the Environment). The reaction – sharp would be an understatement – of the international 

community to Russia‘s temporary closure of RAIPON; the unprecedented effect the ICC‘s 

condemnation of the EU‘s ban on sealskin products had on its application for observer status at the 

AC; Greenland‘s acquisition of its own AC ‗seat‘ for issues of direct relevance, however ill-defined, 

after a temporary Arctic Council boycott; and China‘s courting of Greenland are further examples of 

their evolving position on the world stage – and one that makes no promises of being smooth, as 

Greenland‘s elections of this year make clear. 

Conclusion 

The articles that follow in this edition of the Arctic Yearbook touch on these themes as they 

document how Arctic geopolitics have rapidly evolved throughout the year. They are testimony of a 

new era in the Arctic. Produced by authors coming from various backgrounds and different regions 

of the world – Arctic and non-Arctic states alike – they are in essence a reflection of how the 

circumpolar North has gained unprecedented attention beyond its borders by individuals who wish 

to take part in the process of a global Arctic dialogue. They are also articles that offer descriptions 

and analysis on key issues relevant globally and locally, identifying multiple traditional and non-

traditional actors, factors and processes of Arctic change, taking into consideration the contextual 

and historical evolutions that engage a critical reflexion and debate on geopolitics and security.  

 

Furthermore, the Arctic Yearbook, through its scholarly articles and insightful commentaries, has 

innovatively brought together scholars and stakeholders to share through this open access platform 

their respective viewpoints on how Arctic futures are shaping. This collaborative dialogue between 

science and policy (makers/shapers) – which is tested and further developed in new kinds of 

academic platforms for interdisciplinary discussion, such as the Northern Research Forum‘s Open 

Assemblies – will continue to drive the work of the Arctic Yearbook in the years to come.   
 

To conclude, we would like to acknowledge the academic authors for their thought-provoking 

articles; our commentators for providing insight into the Arctic from their unique vantage points; 

President Ólafur Ragnar Grímsson for contributing the preface; our reviewers for their constructive 

feedback on the academic articles; the Editorial Board members for their ongoing guidance; 

NORDREGIO for map development; TD Bank and Dorset Fine Arts for the cover image; and, 

Arctic Portal for their invaluable graphic design and web hosting. Finally, thanks to the readers of 

the Arctic Yearbook 2012 – our inaugural edition – for their interest, valuable feedback and 

comments. 
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The Globalized Arctic 



 

P. Whitney Lackenbauer is Associate Professor of History at St. Jerome‘s University (University of Waterloo), 
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India‟s Arctic Engagement:  

Emerging Perspectives 

 

 
 

P. Whitney Lackenbauer 

 
 
 
This article examines critically examines the writings of five Indian commentators: Indian Council of World Affairs 
research director Vijay Sakhuja, former foreign secretary Shyam Saran, retired Army colonel P.K. Gautam and 
Navy commander Neil Gadihoke, and political scientist Sanjay Chaturvedi of Punjab University.  It subsequently 
assesses India‘s perspective and potential strategic and policy directions in the Arctic region. Indian policy discourse has 
yet to produce a coherent or ―dominant‖ opinion on the country‘s place in Arctic affairs. Nevertheless, several trends 
are evident, including an emphasis on a ‗polar race‘ narrative; a view of Arctic as a ―common heritage of mankind‖ in 
need of protection; and a geo-economic perspective that seeks strategic positioning for future resource exploitation and 
shipping accessibility. 

 

 

Asia‘s growing interest in the Arctic region has attracted global attention. Most international media 

and academic commentary fixates on China, given its dramatic economic rise and the widely held 

misperception that it claims some portion of the Arctic Ocean (Jakobsen and Peng 2012; Manicom 

and Lackenbauer 2013; Solli et al, 2013). With increased Asian pressure for access to circumpolar 

discussions, questions abound whether the existing suite of Arctic governance institutions is 

sufficiently robust and inclusive to deal with regional challenges in the twenty-first century.  

India‘s Arctic ambitions have attracted less academic and popular attention in the Arctic states. In 

light of the south Asian country‘s recent accession to ―permanent‖ observer status, its perceived 
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Arctic interests warrant careful consideration. Indian scholars and commentators are cognizant of 

the changes in the Arctic environment and interested in these changes but there is disagreement 

among them about how regional governance in the Arctic should look and what India‘s role should 

be. They are suspicious of Arctic littoral states‘ ―narrow‖ national interests and want to strengthen 

cooperation and coordination through enhanced multilateral and bilateral relationships. Accordingly, 

this article begins to address three main questions. On what grounds do Indian commentators claim 

a right to participate in Arctic governance? What are India‘s interests in the region? Finally, what are 

India‘s concerns with Arctic governance in its current form and how do these relate to its polar and 

foreign policy goals more generally? 

Non-Arctic states, including India, have legitimate interests in (and can make substantive 

contributions to) the Arctic region. Although the Arctic states‘ sovereignty and sovereign rights to 

exclusive economic zones (EEZs) and extended continental shelves are clearly scripted in 

international law, other aspects of Arctic governance continue to evolve. Indian political scientist 

Sanjay Chaturvedi, a leading international expert on geopolitics and the polar regions, notes that ―the 

movers and shapers of Arctic governance discourse in general, and the Arctic Council in particular, 

can afford to dismiss or underplay the concerns of ‗outside‘ stakeholders (as the ‗Asian century‘ 

unfolds in all its complexities) only at the cost of undermining the legitimacy, authority and efficacy 

of their efforts.‖ He places equal importance on having Asian actors‘ critiques and actions ―dictated 

and driven by a well-informed understanding and analysis of the complex and fluid contexts in which 

the discourse and practices of Arctic governance are being debated and shaped at present‖ (2012: 

240). 

 

Source: Shyam Saran, ―India‘s stake in Arctic cold war,‖ The Hindu, 1 February 2012. 
http://www.thehindu.com/opinion/op-ed/indias-stake-in-arctic-cold-war/article2848280.ece 
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Indian commentators have hailed their country‘s successful application for observer status at the 

Arctic Council (approved by the Arctic member states and indigenous permanent participants at the 

Kiruna ministerial meeting in May 2013) as an ―Arctic victory‖ and ―a major diplomatic 

achievement‖ for foreign minister Salman Khursid (Ramachandaran, 2013). Accepting new 

observers, however, is just the tip of the proverbial iceberg. The real question facing the Council is 

how it will manage the interests of new actors clamouring for a say in scientific research, resource 

development, transportation, and regional governance more generally (Lackenbauer, 7 May 2013). 

Most Indian commentators agree that responsible environmental management and cooperative 

scientific research and exploration are essential to any Arctic governance regime, but they do not 

offer a unified voice on other issues. What do they mean when they refer to the Arctic as a ―global 

commons‖?  How do they interpret the relevance of scientific research in the region, Arctic resource 

assessments, and prospects for investments or new technological capabilities to exploit these 

resources? How does China‘s growing interest in the Arctic, and the most basic question of prestige, 

factor into India‘s Arctic outlook?  

To introduce the contours of popular and academic debate on Arctic issues in India, this study 

critically examines the writings of five Indian commentators: Indian Council of World Affairs 

research director Vijay Sakhuja, former foreign secretary Shyam Saran, retired Army colonel P.K. 

Gautam and Navy commander Neil Gadihoke, and political scientist Sanjay Chaturvedi of Punjab 

University. These Indian commentators, like other Asian observers, tend to view the Arctic through 

a polar lens. Accordingly, they situate Arctic issues in a global perspective rather than the national or 

regional perspective that dominates most commentaries emanating from the Arctic states (Manicom 

and Lackenbauer, 2013). For Arctic scholars and policy-makers to better understand what appear to 

be peculiar (and even confrontational) positions on regional issues, they should look to India‘s 

experiences in Antarctica and Svalbard, broader geostrategic interests, and the corresponding frames 

that Indian thinkers apply to geopolitics and governance in the Arctic. 

Through Antarctic Eyes: India‟s Polar Engagement 

Indian commentators emphasize that their country has been involved in polar scientific research and 

governance for decades. Although Sakhuja traces India‘s stake in Arctic governance to 1920, when 

British signed the Svalbard (Spitsbergen) Treaty 9 on behalf of its overseas dominions (Sakhuja 

2011), India‘s political and research interests have typically focused on Antarctica, given its 

comparatively close proximity across the Indian Ocean and its link to the country‘s geostrategic, 

resource, and meteorological interests (Dodds 1997: 135-55; Chaturvedi 1990: 161-162).  

When engaging the ―Antarctica Question‖ during the Cold War, India repeatedly attempted to 

internationalize governance on the southern continent – an idea that continues to inform and even 

frame its polar perceptions and aspirations. The Indian delegation first attempted to bring the 

question to the United Nations General Assembly in February 1956, on the heels of Jawaharlal 

Nehru‘s unveiling of the non-aligned movement at the Bandung Conference the previous year. 

Initially, Krishna Menon, India‘s representative at the United Nations (and one of the architects of 

India‘s non-aligned foreign policy) proclaimed that sovereignty claims in Antarctica perpetuated 

European colonialism. He also emphasized Antarctica‘s important influence on global climate 
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patterns, suggesting that ―any disturbance of the equilibrium of natural forces in this area might lead 

to incalculable consequences … involving the deterioration of the conditions for human and other 

forms of animal and plant life‖ (quoted in Dey 1992: 173). Furthermore, Indians expressed fears that 

Cold War rivalries might spread to Antarctica and nuclear weapons testing in the region could 

disrupt global atmospheric systems. Opposition to India‘s proposal for an international trusteeship 

to oversee the southern continent provoked an uneasy alliance between the British Commonwealth 

and Latin America. Despite their bitter sovereignty disputes over the Antarctic peninsular region, 

they shared common concern that a UN resolution would undermine their claims and could set a 

dangerous precedent for UN control over sovereignty territory. In the end, this opposition not only 

undermined any Indian vision for an ―anti-imperial‖ coalition related to Antarctica but also set an 

important precedent for the Antarctic Treaty signed in 1959 (Howkins, 2008). 

The Antarctic Treaty System rendered moot India‘s ―post-colonial‖ aspirations (Dodds, 2006) for 

the South Pole. With its attention diverted to wars with China and Pakistan in the 1960s and 70s, 

India‘s Antarctic attention was confined to individual scientists participating in expeditions mounted 

by other countries. After its attempts failed to include Antarctica as part of the ―common heritage of 

mankind‖ during the negotiations related to the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS 

III, 1973-82), India decided that if it ―wish[ed] to influence the treaty nations … it needed to join 

them‖ (Dey, 1992: 176; also Beck, 1983: 106-7). Given its interest in the southern continent‘s 

mineral resources and its leadership position in the Non-Aligned Movement, India played the 

leading role in ensuring that the plans of ―a select group of developed nations‖ to exploit 

Antarctica‘s resources did not cut out the Third World (Dodds, 1997: 143). Accordingly, it 

established a Department of Ocean Development to launch its first mission to Antarctica in 1981. 

Two years later, India officially acceded to the ATS and was accorded consultative status –  the first 

developing, Asian country to do so, and the second Asian country to complete a scientific 

expedition in Antarctica. This membership ―changed the character of the treaty from one that has to 

do with an apparently ‗exclusive‘ club of rich nations to one that has much wider representation of 

the poorer nations‖ (Dey, 1992: 173). While insisting that ―the evolving Treaty System should be 

made more open and responsive to the viewpoints of all states,‖ India now ―robustly defended the 

ATS and its handling of the management of Antarctic affairs‖ (Dodds, 1997: 150). Its active 

participation in the tumultuous negotiations that produced the 1988 Convention on the Regulation 

of Antarctic Mineral Resource Activities (CRAMRA) and its subsequent positions on mining 

continued ―to be shaped by the competing demands of national interests, the international 

community and regional concerns in South Asia‖ (Dodds, 1997: 154). 

India launched its Arctic research program and mounted its first scientific expedition to the Arctic 

Ocean in 2007, with a particular focus on climate change. Its four major objectives are: 

1. To study the hypothesized tele-connections between the Arctic climate and the Indian 

monsoon by analyzing the sediment and ice core records from the Arctic glaciers and the 

Arctic Ocean.  

2. To characterize sea ice in Arctic using satellite data to estimate the effect of global warming 

in the northern polar region.  
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3. To conduct research on the dynamics and mass budget of Arctic glaciers focusing on the 

effect of glaciers on sea-level change.  

4. To carry out a comprehensive assessment of the flora and fauna of the Arctic vis-à-vis their 

response to anthropogenic activities. In addition, it is proposed to undertake a comparative 

study of the life forms from both the Polar Regions. (MEA, 2013) 

The following year, the Indian National Centre for Antarctic and Ocean Research (NCAOR) 

opened the Himadri research facility at the International Arctic Research Base at Ny-Ålesund, 

Svalbard, to conduct work in glaciology, atmospheric sciences, biochemistry, geological mapping, 

and paleoclimatology (Sunderarajan, 2008; NCAOR). India also reached an agreement with the 

Norwegian Polar Research Institute for scientific cooperation and a Norwegian state-owned 

company for logistical support and maintenance at the research base. The country joined the 

Council of the International Arctic Science Committee (IASC) in 2012 and has committed more 

than $12 million (US) to Arctic research over the next five years (MEA, 2013). 

India has not articulated an official ―Arctic policy.‖ In June 2013, the Ministry of External Affairs 

did release a short document outlining the country‘s interests. ―Arctic region, the enormous area 

around the North Pole spreading over one-sixth of the earth‘s landmass (approximately the size of 

Russia, China and India put together!), is increasingly being affected by external global forces –  

environmental, commercial and strategic and in turn is poised to play an increasingly greater role in 

shaping the course of world affairs,‖ it notes. ―India has been closely following the developments in 

the Arctic region in the light of the new opportunities and challenges emerging for the international 

community due to global warming induced melting of Arctic‘s ice cap. Today India‘s interests in the 

Arctic region are scientific, environmental, commercial as well as strategic‖ (MEA, 2013). While 

identifying climate change as the main driver of international attention, New Delhi offers no 

specifics on its particular commercial and geostrategic interests. 

This reflects India‘s pragmatic and cautiously idealistic approach to foreign policy. Despite an 

understandable fixation on immediate challenges from its neighbours, Sanjay Chaturvedi (2012a: 50-

51) explains, India‘s developing geopolitical vision is not rooted in a ―strategic culture,‖ thus 

precluding ―institutionalization of the country‘s foreign policymaking.‖ Without a grand strategy to 

―provide the nation‘s multiple policy strands a cohesive form, consistency and orientation,‖ it is 

unsurprising that this inconsistency is reflected in India‘s emerging Arctic policy discourse (see also 

Brady, 2011). Most commentators perpetuate the popular narrative of an ―Arctic race,‖ anticipating 

that as the ―great game moves north‖ (Borgerson, 2009) Indian interests will be affected by global 

shipping through the region, as well as newly accessible energy and mineral resources – although 

there is no consensus what stance Indians should take on development of the latter. There is general 

agreement, however, that India can and should play a central role in insisting that the world preserve 

and protect Arctic ecosystems, given the global implications of climate change. The Arctic also plays 

into India‘s strategic calculations regarding its rivalry with China, its perceived obligations as a 

spokesperson for non-Arctic states in the developing world, and as an aspiring global power seeking 

prestige through multilateral engagement. 
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Pragmatism and Prestige: Vijay Sakhuja 

Dr. Vijay Sakhuja, a former Indian naval officer and the director of research at the Indian Council of 

World Affairs in New Delhi, has been an active commentator on Arctic issues since 2010. His 

pioneering March 2010 policy brief, ―The Arctic Council: Is There a Case for India,‖ introduced 

many of the themes which he and other commentators would elaborate upon in subsequent articles. 

The absence of a question mark is telling. For Sakhuja, the answer is unambiguous: ―by virtue of the 

Svalbard Treaty, India is a ‗stakeholder‘ in the region‖ and thus entitled to a voice in governance. 

Accordingly, he provides a list of seven recommendations that ―it will be prudent for New Delhi‖ to 

follow. A brief examination of each reveals underlying assumptions about India‘s role and interests: 

1. Forge relationships with the Arctic Council members and argue for a permanent membership of the Council 

by virtue of the 1920 Svalbard Treaty. India‘s right to a governance claim by virtue of historical 

engagement is dubious, particularly in linking the Svalbard Treaty and the Council, but this 

statement grounds a perception that India has a longstanding interest in the Arctic. 

Furthermore, the language of ―permanent membership‖ indicates a superficial understanding 

of the Council‘s structure (or may reflect Sakhuja‘s desire for India to acquire equal status to 

the Arctic states in this high level forum). The only member states to the Arctic Council are 

those states with territory above the Arctic Circle (the Arctic-8) and this is highly unlikely to 

change.   

2. Broaden cooperation with Nordic countries and establish bilateral dialogues and discussions to understand the 

evolving politico-strategic developments in the Arctic region. This has also been China‘s strategy 

(Alexeeva and Lasserre, 2012), but Sakhuja provides no rationale for targeting the Nordic 

countries and not Russia, the United States, or Canada. 

3. Engage in policy related research on the politics of the ‗High North‘ and formulate an ‗Arctic Strategy.‘ This 

call for research makes sense, given Sakhuja‘s emphasis that India should take interest in the 

Arctic region, and his call for an ―Arctic strategy‖ echoes that of Chinese commentators up 

to 2011 (Jakobson, 2011). Since that time, China has adopted a more cautious approach, 

downplaying non-scientific research and acknowledging that its release of an explicit ―Arctic 

Strategy‖ could unduly alarm the Arctic states and lead them to band together to keep 

―outsiders‖ away (Jakobson and Peng, 2012). 

4. Undertake Arctic resource assessment and exploitation studies. This indicates an obvious interest in 

possible economic opportunities for Asian states to exploit living and non-living resources 

(see also Sakhuja April-June, 2012), but is vague about what specific resources and where 

they lie. This research would presumably take place with the consent and cooperation of the 

Arctic coastal states, given that the vast majority of Arctic resources fall within coastal state 

jurisdiction (including EEZs and extended continental shelves). Were India to embark on 

exploration studies in areas under coastal state jurisdiction according to UNCLOS, this 

would undoubtedly generate tensions.  

5. Regular expeditions to the Arctic and consolidate scientific research. As was the case with India‘s 

accession to the Antarctic Treaty System (ATS), commentators recognize that India‘s 
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experience in polar research, its icebreaking capabilities, and its Himadri station are 

compelling reasons for Arctic states to engage it in regional affairs. Once again, there are 

strong incentives for Indian researchers to collaborate with scientists from other countries 

(particularly Arctic states).  

6. Develop technological capability to exploit Arctic living and non-living resources. In subsequent writings, 

Sakhuja urges India to seek strategic investments in ―deep-sea-cold-climate oil‖ and mineral 

extraction (9 April 2010) and to contemplate ―sophisticated resource diplomacy and 

infrastructure capacity‖ to exploit energy and ―new fishing grounds‖ in Arctic waters (19 

August 2010).   

7. India is a strong advocate of global nuclear disarmament and can play a vital role in promoting the idea of a 

nuclear free Arctic. This position flows from India‘s support for global nuclear disarmament 

and for the use of Antarctica for ―peaceful purposes only,‖ where military personnel and 

equipment are only permissible for scientific research and other peaceful activities. While the 

idea of a nuclear-free Arctic deviates from the official positions of Arctic states (several of 

which rely on strategic deterrent capabilities deployed in the region), Sakhuja‘s position does 

resonate with some Western disarmament groups and commentators (eg. Wallace and 

Staples, 2010; Axworthy and French, 2010). His recommendation that the Indian Navy 

should develop Arctic ―sea legs‖ through training and ―ice condition operations‖ indicates 

that he is not opposed to non-nuclear military operations in the region (15 October 2012). 

Sakhuja‘s subsequent writings have expanded upon these themes, advancing general arguments for 

India to develop ―an Arctic strategy that goes beyond scientific, atmospheric and oceanographic 

research‖ (19 August 2010). He is particularly attentive to China‘s interests in Arctic resources, 

shipping, and military developments (9 April 2010; 16 August 2010), casting China and India as 

competitors for energy, fish, and bilateral relationships with Arctic states (19 August 2010; 

September 2011). Given India‘s geostrategic situation, Sakhuja emphasizes opportunities associated 

with the Russian Northern Sea Route and concomitant resource development (29 July 2010), clearly 

advocating a pro-development posture. An Antarctic lens is clear in his most recent studies (29 April 

2013; 18 May 2013), which highlight opportunities for India and other non-Arctic states to 

―challenge exclusivity‖ and ―breach the monopoly‖ on Arctic governance – a message that resonates 

with India‘s historical criticisms of the exclusivity of the ATS (Beck, 1986: 106).  

 “A Common Heritage of Mankind”: Shyam Saran  

In June 2011, Shyam Saran, former foreign secretary of India and now Chairman of the National 

Security Advisory Board and a Senior Fellow with the Centre for Policy Research, New Delhi, laid 

out a different case for why the Arctic Ocean is important to India. ―Developments in the Arctic 

Ocean will redraw the geopolitical map of the world, and emerging countries like India and China 

should place this region on the international agenda,‖ he asserts. Citing the common themes of 

climate change, the emergence of new shipping routes, and newly exploitable energy and mineral 

deposits, he anticipates that Arctic developments could ―redistribut[e] power and influence among 

countries even while threatening the fragile life sustaining systems of our Planet Earth.‖  
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Saran (2012) suggests that, if current trends remain unchecked, the main beneficiaries of this power 

reorientation will be the five Arctic coastal states. His logic flow is revealing: 

These five states do have territorial disputes among them, but are united in rejecting 
the view that Arctic Ocean constitutes a common heritage of mankind. The role of 
any international agency in the management of a very fragile ecology is also rejected. 
This is despite the fact that any alteration in that ecology will have significant impact 
across the globe. There is no counterpart to the Antarctica Treaty (to which India is a 
party), which constitutes a global compact to preserve the pristine ecology of the 
southern ice-continent by foreswearing any resource exploration or exploitation. 

The language of the ―common heritage of mankind,‖ a principle of international law suggesting that 

certain territorial areas should be held in trust for all humanity and protected from national or 

corporate exploitation  (see Hardin, 1968; Baslar, 1997), is deeply engrained in India‘s approach to 

Antarctic governance. For example, Indian External Affairs Minister Pranab Mukherjee proclaimed 

in 2007 that the southern continent ―being a common heritage of mankind and the foremost symbol 

of peaceful use and cooperation needs to be protected for posterity.‖ As Chaturvedi observes (2012: 

50), this concept finds favour with Indians who believe that their country should ―act as a major 

catalyst for critical post-colonial engagement with the southern polar region‖ and democratization of 

the Antarctic Treaty System ―in the best interests of entire humankind.‖ On the other hand, it also 

resurrects external concerns and frustrations about India‘s past attempts to act as a revisionist actor 

seeking to undermine developed states‘ national interests in Antarctica and impose a global 

trusteeship model.  

In accusing the Arctic coastal states of rejecting international authority over the Arctic environment, 

Saran (12 June 2011) envisages a critical leading role for India in protecting an ecologically ―pristine‖ 

zone. In his view, the benchmark of responsible management is the Antarctic Treaty. Ironically, 

nowhere does Saran make any mention of the Arctic Council despite its obvious role in existing 

Arctic governance and its alternative model to the ATS. By overlooking this existing reality, setting 

up the Arctic states as self-interested actors, and encouraging India, China, and ―other emerging 

countries‖ to place the Arctic ―on the international agenda‖ (suggesting the next G-20 Summit to do 

so), Saran constructs a governance vacuum that non-Arctic states must fill as responsible global 

stewards. 

In emphasizing an internationalizing role for non-Arctic countries, he also plays up the idea that 

heightened regional stability may actually threaten Indian interests. The settlement of Arctic 

boundary disputes – such as the maritime delimitation agreement between Russia and Norway in 

2010 – opens the door for resource development ―in a resource-constrained world.‖ With 

concomitant increases in shipping traffic, he anticipates that ―the importance of countries that lie 

astride these routes will be enhanced‖ (Saran, 12 June 2011). If their agenda proceeds as expected, 

―the Arctic or Northern Tier countries, including the US, Canada, Russia, Norway and newly 

emergent Greenland,‖ will benefit from new infrastructure, modern ports and harbours, and military 

and naval facilities designed ―to safeguard these new and expanding economic assets.‖ In turn, 

Arctic development will become a major driver of global climate change. Melting Arctic ice would 

raise sea levels, change ocean chemistry and current, and disrupt weather cycles (including ―tropical 
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monsoons vital to [India‘s] own survival‖). Furthermore, access to fossil fuels from the Arctic will 

shelve and even derail ―the shift to renewable and clean sources of energy,‖ rendering moot broader 

multilateral negotiations to reverse climate change. In this light, Saran depicted the Arctic states as 

direct threats to Indian and global interests: 

Should five countries, which, as an accident of geography, form the Arctic rim, have 
the right to play with the world‘s ecological future in pursuit of their economic 
interests? If there are significant shifts in the world‘s shipping and, therefore, trade 
patterns, what will this mean for countries like India? Will the exploitation of energy 
resources in the Arctic improve India‘s energy security or complicate it even more 
than currently is the case? There is currently a shift in the centre of gravity of the 
global economy from the trans-Atlantic to Asia Pacific. Will there be a reversal of this 
shift back to the trans-Atlantic via the Northern Tier? Will Russia re-emerge as a major 
power? 

Expanding on his analysis of ―India‘s stake‖ in the ―Arctic Cold War‖ in The Hindu on 1 February 

2012, Saran began with the peculiar and misleading question of whether the Arctic ―will ... be the 

next geopolitical battleground or remain the common heritage of mankind?‖ Contrasting the Arctic 

and Antarctic experiences, he alleged that northern coastal states ―are keen to monopolise the 

resources of the region, shutting out any interlopers including China.‖ Rather than emphasizing the 

perils of Arctic state cooperation, his new narrative emphasized ―sharpening tensions arising out of 

long-standing territorial disputes among the Arctic countries‖ as a reflection of a ―current scramble‖ 

for prospective economic and strategic benefits. By contrast, he depicted the Antarctic as a tranquil 

realm thanks to the 1959 Antarctic Treaty which shelved competing territorial claims. Although 

Saran acknowledges the basic differences between Antarctica (a continent) and the Arctic (an ocean), 

he quickly notes that both are covered in a thick layer of ice, hold vast hydrocarbon and mineral 

reserves, and are threatened by global warming. Given these similarities, Saran suggested that ―what 

happens in the Arctic may well trigger a negative change in the Antarctic‖ – a disconcerting prospect 

to India given its longstanding interest in the southern continent. 

In linking his discussion to climate change, Saran uses the Arctic as a broader example of why India 

and other non-Arctic countries had to assert their right to manage a ―global commons‖ vital to the 

earth‘s ecosystem. Alleging that industrialized countries preached a low carbon growth strategy to 

developing countries while ―intensifying their own carbon intensive life styles,‖ Saran insisted that 

the Arctic coastal states could not claim ―exclusive privilege‖ in managing the circumpolar world. By 

drawing an analogy between the Arctic and the Amazon basin, central Africa, and Indonesia, he 

insists that ―the preservation of the extremely fragile ecology of the Arctic, whose disturbance may 

adversely affect the survival of peoples across the planet, is of vital concern to the international 

community.‖ Accordingly, he asserts that the Arctic Ocean was ―as much a ‗global commons‘ as is 

the Antarctica,‖ and urges India to ―mobilise international public opinion in favour of declaring the 

Arctic a common heritage of mankind and sponsoring an international legal regime on the lines of 

the 1959 Antarctic Treaty.‖ The Arctic states had explicitly rejected this model in their 2008 Ilulissat 

Declaration, which insisted that ―the five nations that border the Arctic Ocean have the primary 
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responsibility to managing activities in the region, including both development and environmental 

protection.‖  

Saran (1 February 2012) is both skeptical and vague about the existing governance regime. Nowhere 

does he mention UNCLOS (upon which the Arctic states base their sovereign rights in the Arctic 

basin) or other international agreements relevant to regional issues. Given his apprehensiveness 

about the motives of the Arctic states, he encourages India to ―consider carefully whether it should 

pursue its reported application to join the Arctic Council as a permanent observer.‖ His main 

wariness surrounds criteria obliging new observers to explicitly accept the sovereign rights of the 

Arctic coastal states ―over the Arctic Ocean.‖ Instead, he encourages India to ―press for the 

Antarctic Treaty template where the territorial claims of States have been shelved for the duration of 

the Treaty,‖ asserting that the underlying rationale behind the international community‘s support for 

the treaty is ―even more compelling and urgent with respect to the Arctic. Placing this on the U.N. 

agenda during India‘s term in the Security Council and initiating international action on it could be a 

historic contribution by India in its role as a responsible global power.‖ 

In the end, Saran promotes Arctic activism as a form of idealistic, prestige politics for India, 

perpetuating longstanding polar aspirations originally developed for the Antarctic. This idealism also 

crosses into his assessment of potential economic benefits from Arctic resource development. 

―There may be voices in this country who may argue that India should follow China in seeking a 

share in the exploitation of Arctic resources to fuel its continuing economic growth,‖ Saran notes (1 

February 2012). ―This would be short-sighted. It ignores the much greater damage compared to any 

possible benefits that India may have to bear if the Arctic continues to be ravaged by unchecked 

human greed.‖ He also reveals a more pragmatic justification for why India should seek to freeze 

Arctic development. As a relative latecomer to the so-called Arctic ―race,‖ Saran conceded that 

―India possesses neither the financial nor technological capabilities to match the countries in the 

forefront of the current Arctic scramble. The available pickings may prove to be meagre.‖ Although 

wrapped in the righteous language of global interest, the former foreign secretary‘s commentaries 

also reinforce Indian self-interest and realpolitik.  

The Arctic as Geostrategic Pivot: Colonel (retd) P.K. Gautam and Commander 
(retd) Neil Gadihoke 

Indian commentators, often echoing Western commentators who suggest that the Arctic coastal 

states have ―militarized‖ the Arctic (eg. Borgerson, 2008; Huebert et al, 2012; Huebert, 6 May 2013), 

have begun discussing the strategic implications of the melting sea ice for Asian security. Their 

narratives also intersect with broader critiques about governance, resources, and the Arctic states‘ 

perceived inadequacies in defending the environment while ―militarizing the Arctic in pursuit of 

their narrow national interests‖ (Gautam, 2011: 1). 

In a 2011 issue brief from the Indian Institute of Defense Studies and Analysis, Colonel (retired) 

P.K. Gautam laments that the Arctic-5 countries and the Arctic Council dominated and skewed the 

current Arctic discourse. ―The Arctic deserves to be treated as a global common and a common 

heritage of mankind,‖ he asserts, rather than as the private preserve of coastal states whose interests 
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only extended to ―claiming Exclusive Economic Zones so that resources can be exploited, rights 

and resources for sea passage and the like.‖  Alleging that they relegated environmental protection to 

the sidelines, Gautam predicts that ―their business as usual attitude towards global warming 

combined with the prospects of the pollution of the Arctic due to increased shipping is likely to 

further degrade the ecology of the region.‖ Accordingly, he advocates assertive Indian leadership on 

the Arctic file: 

Instead of leaving the issue of the Arctic‘s future to the developed countries, 
developing countries like India must begin to play an active role, as they are doing in 
negotiations over space and climate change. It is time that a policy on this issue is 
debated and evolved in India. The first step in this regard will be for India to become 
an ad hoc observer to the Arctic Council. At the same time, India‘s ‗strategic 
community‘ needs to take the lead in articulating the debating the idea of including the 
Arctic in the discourse on global commons (2011: 9-10). 

Gautam‘s discussion of global warming, sovereignty claims, and potential new sea routes draw 

largely upon general American sources that emphasized geopolitical and security considerations. 

Ironically, his portrait of rampant regional militarization rests on a simple ―race for resources‖ 

narrative that omits the main findings in several of his key sources (eg. Brosnan et al, 2011; Titley 

and St. John, 2010). By confusing and distorting the available evidence, Gautam produces an 

unbalanced and highly alarmist portrait of a region on the precipice of conflict. For example, Canada 

has allegedly ―beefed up its coastguard with four armed icebreakers,‖ when in reality it has only 

committed to building one civilian icebreaker and an unspecified number of ice-strengthened 

offshore patrol vessels. He also suggests that Canada ―is setting up military bases and a deep water 

port on the shore of the northwest passage with military facilities 595 kilometres from the North 

Pole. It is also raising a force made up indigenous and Inuit Indians [sic] to patrol the northern 

borders‖ (2011: 6). In reality, Canada has begun refurbished an old deep water docking and refueling 

facility and announced a small Arctic warfare training centre co-located with a civilian research 

facility in Resolute in the High Arctic. The Canadian Rangers, the largely indigenous military 

organization to which Gautam referred, was not new at all: it has existed since 1947 (Lackenbauer, 

2013). Thus, while calling upon India‘s ―strategic community‖ to ―take the lead in articulating…the 

idea of including the Arctic in the discourse on global commons‖ (Gautam, 2011: 10), Gautam‘s 

own limited knowledge indicated that India might not be well positioned to engage the Arctic states 

on regional military and security developments. 

What happens in the Arctic will, however, have broader geostrategic effects. Retired Indian naval 

commander Neil Gadihoke‘s commentaries on the geostrategic implications of the changing 

cryosphere emphasize how ―Arctic melt‖ may impact India‘s outlook – particularly in the maritime 

domain. Embracing the ―new great game‖ narrative, he points to the Arctic as an emerging shipping 

―highway,‖ petroleum province, and source of planetary sea level rise. Given that Arctic sea lanes 

could divert maritime traffic away from Indian ports, the country would have to factor regional 

developments into its long-term planning. In human security terms, India‘s large coastal population 

could be at risk from rising sea levels. Furthermore, its neighbour Bangladesh would likely ―generate 
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a steady flow of displaced people‖ forced from their homes and seeking access to India (Gadihoke, 

2012: 7-8, 11). 

Gadihoke‘s concerns about strategic impacts on the military domain also reflect the ―lingering 

mistrust of Chinese military expansion‖ in Indian security circles since the 1962 border war. What if 

Arctic militarization diverted the US Navy from the Indian Ocean, leaving a regional power 

vacuum? Given the balance of air and army assets between the two Asian powers, Gadihoke 

anticipates that maritime forces would play a decisive role. China‘s dependence on sea lanes to carry 

energy imports from the Middle East and Africa represented a vulnerability that India could exploit 

in a conflict. ―Were the Chinese vulnerability to lessen due to the Arctic route,‖ he argues, ―then 

China may get more assertive not only with India, but with other countries in the region,‖ with 

concomitant impacts on regional security and broader geopolitics. On the other hand, the Malacca 

dilemma could be supplanted by a ―‗Bering Straits‘ dilemma subject to more focused strategic 

leverage by the Arctic rim states, with all of whom Indian enjoys an excellent relationship‖ 

(Gadihoke, 2012: 5-6, 9).  

Senior Indian defence officials are aware of transnational and transoceanic implications of Arctic 

change. A.K. Antony, the Indian Minister of Defence, stated at an international maritime seminar in 

New Delhi in February 2012 that the ―possible melting of the polar ice caps will have tectonic 

consequences to our understanding of what maritime domains constitute ‗navigable‘ oceans of the 

world. Specific to Asia and the Indian Ocean Region, there may be a need to reassess concepts like 

chokepoints and critical sea lines of communication (SLOCs)‖ (quoted in Shukla, 28 February 2012). 

As Gadihoke notes, no one knows how environmental changes and development will play out. ―The 

plethora of Arctic imponderables – uncertainties inherent in any ―future‖ – will give rise to many 

geopolitical questions.‖ Although unanswered at present, he emphasizes that ―the peril will be 

greater if they were left unasked‖ – a clarion call to the Indian strategic community to engage ―the 

major players‖ and join in discussions about the evolving Arctic (Gadihoke, 2012: 10-11). 

Imaginative Geographies and Post-Colonial Polar Engagement: Sanjay 
Chaturvedi 

Political scientist Sanjay Chaturvedi, an expert on the theory and practice of geopolitics, is the 

leading Indian scholarly commentator on polar issues. At the core of his analysis lies the ―Arctic 

paradox‖: that the main driver of climate change, which is transforming the physical and cultural 

environment, is the oil and gas that is the primary catalyst for international interest in the region. In 

articulating his own ―imaginative geography‖ of the changing Arctic, he seeks to open space for a 

positive ―geoeconomics of hope‖ to supplant negative imagery ―driven by unfounded politics and 

geopolitics of fear‖ (Chaturvedi, 9 May 2013). His recent writings reflect the influence of both his 

idealist aspirations to democratize the Antarctic Treaty System and encourage ―post-colonial 

engagement‖ with the southern continent, as well as his critical appreciation of the challenge and 

dilemmas posed by globalization and the ―rise of Asia‖ (Chaturvedi, 2012a: 50-51). He also criticizes 

the ―new great game‖ thesis between India and China that some other commentators have extended 

to the polar regions (Chaturvedi, 10 December 2012). 
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Despite his aversion to narratives of fear, it is global warming‘s ―unprecedented challenge‖ to the 

planet that, in Chaturvedi‘s view, ―makes [the] Arctic a place where the entire humanity has a very 

legitimate right to get interested and involved.‖ Nowhere is the ―materiality‖ of climate change 

clearer than at the three poles: the Arctic, Antarctica, and the Himalayas – the latter an obvious 

touchstone to indicate Indian experience and competency in understanding massive change. 

Accordingly, his postcolonial ideals shape his mental map of the Arctic‘s inherent 

―circumpolarness.‖ In his assessment, the region‘s artificial division into sovereign state jurisdictions 

produce ―internal colonialisms‖ akin to other parts of the world, thus diminishing its 

―exceptionalism‖ as it becomes increasingly intertwined in the ―international geopolitical economy‖ 

and geostrategic discourse. While Mikhail Gorbachev promoted the Arctic as a ―zone of peace 

cooperation‖ in 1987, setting the tone for positive regime-building through the 1990s, the discursive 

return to language of a new Arctic Cold War leads Chaturvedi to conclude that ―there is no denying 

that we see trends which will lead to, unfortunately, greater securitization and militarization of the 

circumpolar north.‖  Just as the emerging concept of the Indo-Pacific blurs the boundaries between 

the Indian and Pacific Oceans, he sees energy security and sea lanes of communication are drawing 

the Arctic into broader maritime geopolitics (Chaturvedi, 9 May 2013). Like climate change itself, 

this problematizes the delineation of what lies within or outside the region, producing broader, 

international, vested interests in what is happening in this evolving space.  

Chaturvedi also characterizes the Arctic as a ―complex space,‖ alluding to the idea that it is also a 

place. ―Sometimes people forget that Arctic geographies are humanized geographies,‖ he observes, 

and the indigenous social-cultural changes also are transforming the region (Chaturvedi, 9 May 

2013). In a profound ―think piece‖ on Asia and the Arctic, he concludes: 

On the note that as the rising Asian powers prepare and push their cases for observer 
status in the Arctic Council, it is vitally important that they give due space and 
attention to the ‗human dimension‘ of Arctic governance. In most reasoning advanced 
so far, what is missing by and large is the engagement with indigenous peoples of the 
circumpolar north; their knowledge systems, world-views and aspirations. It is useful 
to be reminded that ‗Arctic‘ (both on land and at sea) is not a ‗strategic void‘ and it is 
the lived in geographies of the Circumpolar North that are in the front line of adverse 
climate change consequences. What might appear as ‗opportunities‘ offered by climate 
change may in some cases pose serious ‗threats‘ to the livelihoods of Arctic 
communities; especially the indigenous peoples. It is vital in other words that the 
Asian efforts at confidence-building and alliance-making go beyond the state actors in 
the Arctic Council (Chaturvedi, 2012b: 251) 

This message echoes that of the Permanent Participants to the Council, who identify ―a pressing 

need for enhanced international exchange and cooperation in relation to the Arctic, particularly in 

relation to the dynamics and impacts of climate change and sustainable economic and social 

development‖ (Cochran, 2009). Nevertheless, Chaturvedi concedes that northern indigenous 

peoples have ―some very genuine concerns‖ about Indian and Chinese interest in the Arctic – 

although he does not elaborate on what these are or how they can be resolved. 
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More generally, Chaturvedi points to a trust deficit in Arctic geopolitics. He laments that Arctic 

states and indigenous groups ask the question: ―Why should India be trusted in the Arctic?‖  

Reminded of the reaction to India‘s application for consultative status in the ATS in early 1980s, he 

raises the counter-question: Can Asian states trust the Arctic states? Perhaps not. Similar to Chinese 

commentators (eg. Peiqing, 2012), Chaturvedi problematizes the Arctic Council member states‘ 

insistence that new observers recognize Arctic coastal state sovereignty when the Arctic states 

themselves cannot reach consensus on outstanding legal disputes over straits and continental 

shelves. Although he upholds the Law of the Sea as a ―solid foundation for responsible management 

of this ocean,‖ he is clearly wary of Arctic states‘ exclusionary predilections – particularly in the 

―Asian century.‖ Accordingly, Chaturvedi appeals for Sino-Indian cooperation and collaboration on 

Arctic issues. Yet his narratives also fixate on China‘s voracious appetite for energy, minerals, and 

fish and how this will ―create its own geographies of excess and scarcity‖ (Chaturvedi, 9 May 2013). 

Accordingly, his intervention produces its own paradoxes related to the political, human and cultural 

geographies of a region in transition.  

Final Reflections 

―The Indian narrative on the Arctic region is ... still in its infancy and evolving,‖ Vijay Sakhuja 

(October 2012: 6) observes. Accordingly, Indian policy discourse has yet to produce a coherent or 

―dominant‖ opinion on the country‘s place in Arctic affairs. Nevertheless, several trends are evident. 

Indian commentators seem to rely heavily on the ―polar race‖ narrative, anticipating regional tension 

and even conflict, rather than expectations of a ―polar saga‖ promoted by other Western 

commentators (Lackenbauer, 2009; Brigham, 2010; Vasiliev, 14 January 2013). Thus setting up a 

straw man argument of Arctic state-generated securitization, militarization, and exclusionary politics, 

Indian commentators insist on the need for non-Arctic intervention to arrest the coastal states‘ 

―rampant economic [and territorial] greed and consequent degradation of the region‖ (Kumar, 

2013). Some promote the idea that India, as a strong advocate of nuclear disarmament, should 

advocate for a military – or nuclear-free Arctic (akin to the situation in Antarctica). Others 

encourage India to anticipate and prepare for strategic impacts of the melting Arctic ice on South 

Asian regional security. 

Most Indian commentators envisage the Arctic as a ―global commons‖ or a ―common heritage of 

mankind‖ in need of protection. Accordingly, India insists that it has a right to conduct scientific 

research and contribute to responsible environmental management. Although this concept resonates 

with India‘s experiences in Antarctica, it bristles against the perspectives of Arctic coastal states and 

Northern peoples who exercise sovereignty and sovereign rights to Arctic lands, waters, and seabed 

resources in conformity with international law. Saran‘s warnings that Arctic Council observer status 

is tantamount to accepting ―the sovereign rights of the Arctic Council members over the Arctic 

Ocean‖ (1 February 2012) is misleading insofar as these rights are derived from UNCLOS and 

customary international law, not the Council. The extent to which the ―global commons‖ envisaged 

by Indian commentators seeks to diminish Arctic state rights – both geographically and functionally 

– remains unclear.  
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Some Indian commentators suggest that international efforts should be directed towards stopping 

Arctic resource development, slowing climate change, and preserving the region. In his latest 

intervention, Saran (15 July 2013) urges the United Nations ―to set up its own Arctic body‖ and 

suggests that India and other developing states might ―put the Arctic on the agenda of the ongoing 

multilateral negotiations on Climate Change under the U.N. Framework Convention on Climate 

Change‖ and thus ―ensure that the activities undertaken there do not harm the well-being of the vast 

majority of people around the world.‖  He reiterates his earlier arguments that: 

[I]t is hypocritical of the developed, industrialized countries, in particular, the rich 
Arctic states, to preach low carbon development strategies to poor, developing 
countries, while they themselves, rush headlong into ensuring the perpetuation of their 
own carbon and fossil fuel intensive patterns of production and consumption. This 
hypocrisy lies at the heart of the relentless spoilage and ravaging of one of the last 
pristine frontiers of our endangered planet. If we keep silent and look away because of 
the prospect of sharing in this unseemly Gold Rush, India‘s credentials as a 
responsible member of the international community and as a champion of the 
principle of equitable burden-sharing and inter-generational equity, would become 
deeply suspect. 

Other commentators indicate that India needs to enhance its knowledge and devise a robust strategy 

to exploit Arctic resources, prepare for impacts that new Arctic shipping routes may have on 

existing trade networks, and pursue opportunities for multilateral and bilateral cooperation with 

Arctic states within the existing legal and governance regime. In raising the question of why non-

Arctic states (such as India) should trust the Arctic states, Chaturvedi reverses the question 

frequently posed by established regional actors and highlights the trust deficit that persists amongst 

and towards the ―outsiders‖ lobbying for a more central role on the Arctic stage (2012b: 232).   

India will have to decide whether it believes it can achieve more by proposing ―solutions‖ as the 

―conscience-keeper of the world‖ (Sikri, 2009: 89) that go against the expressed wishes of the Arctic 

states (akin to the leadership that it tried to assert in Antarctic affairs) or by emphasizing its 

willingness to cooperate, collaborate, and participate within the existing Arctic regime. In recent 

years, Chinese officials have deliberately avoided contentious issues (particularly resource 

development and sovereignty) to allay Arctic state concerns about China as a ―rising power,‖ instead 

focusing on climate change and opportunities for scientific collaboration (Jakobson and Peng, 2012). 

Several Indian commentators also stress that their country‘s Arctic strategy should be primarily 

directed towards scientific research, allowing officials to leverage decades of polar research 

experience in articulating India‘s role in Arctic governance (eg. Rajan, 2013). Although critics see 

participation in the Arctic Council as a form of ―selling out‖ to the established, Arctic-state-

dominated order, particularly in light of the new criteria for observers, supporters see it as a 

―toehold in the region‖ which India can use to ―gradually scale up its capabilities‖ (Sinha, 2013).  

The Indian Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) appears to accept that an Antarctic vision cannot be 

projected onto the Arctic. Officials have indicated that they considered applying a southern polar 

template to the northern circumpolar region, but decided that it would be inappropriate given the 

inherent difference in an uninhabited, continental land mass and an ocean surrounded by nation 
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states (Mitra 2012). ―India has already been working closely with the Arctic Council members,‖ 

Navtej Sarna, additional secretary with the Ministry of External Affairs, stated in May 2013. ―We will 

be putting a lot of stress on our scientific work in the region. We have been asked to send more 

people to the Arctic, and we plan to do so.‖ He also notes that India plans to ―fruitfully engage with 

the indigenous people of the region and work with them on environmental issues‖ (quoted in 

Taneja, 20 May 2013). Whether Indian scholars and pundits will embrace this position as moderate 

and prudent, or dismiss it as evidence of the Arctic regime ―co-opting the post-colonial critics‖ 

(Dodds, 2006: 65; Chaturvedi, 2011a: 53), remains to be seen. As it becomes increasingly engaged, 

the Indian government‘s challenge in charting an Arctic course will lie in navigating the traditional 

waters of idealism and pragmatism, with due consideration for how circumpolar dynamics affect the 

Arctic region – and the entire world.  
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China‘s interest in the Arctic is not usually discussed thoroughly in its context of the core interests of the Chinese Communist 
Party: political stability, territorial integrity and economic growth. This article discusses the role of the Arctic in light of the crucial 
importance of energy and transportation security for continued political stability and economic growth in China. China has a 
global view of pursuing this security sourcing energy globally and developing its navy to ensure strategic capabilities to protect sea-
lanes against state and non-state challenges. Political stability in China is believed by the Communist Party to rest on continued 
economic growth. China is deeply dependent on energy imports and expected to become more dependent in the future. For its 
energy, China is dependent on the Persian Gulf plagued by instability and militarily dominated by the USA. Equally the 
Chinese economy is dependent on exports, which makes China dependent on secure and preferably short sea-lanes to major 
markets. The strategic competitor, the USA, controls the sea lanes and choke points as the Strait of Malacca; in the Gulf of 
Aden, piracy is a threat; while the Suez and Panama Canals are bottlenecks. Arctic energy and the Northern Sea Route offer 
some opportunities for diversification of sources and supply lines. 

 

 

 

China has a population of 1.3 billion people and an economy that has been growing at an average of 

10% per year for three decades since the 1980s. In order to maintain the current economic growth 

rate, China has to make access to adequate energy supplies a national priority, and to a great extent a 

national security priority. China‘s energy consumption has grown by leaps and bounds, and by 2006, it 

could be stated that China was ―the world‘s second largest consumer and third largest producer of 

primary energy. From 2000 to 2005, China‘s energy consumption rose by 60 percent, accounting for 
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almost half of the growth in world energy consumption‖ (Downs, 2006: 1). There is no sign that 

China‘s energy consumption will slow down; on the contrary, it is expected to steadily increase. 

Modeling and scenario building for China looking all the way to 2100 forecast more than a doubling 

of China‘s energy consumption, despite great gains in energy efficiency (Shan et al., 2012; Liu, Chen 

& Liu, 2011; Rout et al., 2011). What is of particular importance for discussing China and the Arctic 

is the much expanded role of oil in the energy mix of China in the future, where China will steadily 

become more and more dependent on imported oil with consequences for China‘s energy security. 

To reach its aim of a ―harmonious society‖ and ―the Chinese dream‖ of President Xi Jingping of 

doubling the 2010 GDP per capita by 2020 (the 100th anniversary of the Communist Party) and 

being a fully developed country by 2049 (the centennial of the People‘s Republic of China) (Kuhn, 

2013), China will have to utilize every fuel source available including investment on renewable 

energy and expansion of nuclear power. It is expected that China‘s import of oil and natural gas will 

increase at a steady rate. In connection with its rising energy import, especially of oil, the issue of 

energy security becomes very important for China (Xu, 2006; Erickson & Collins, 2007; Leung, 

2011; Zhang, 2011, 2012; Cao & Bluth, 2013; Rainwater, 2013). 

The objective of this article is to discuss China‘s nascent Arctic interests and strategy within the 

context of the core interests1 of the Chinese leadership and thus provide a framework for 

understanding its Arctic interests and strategy. In recent years China‘s possible interests and strategy 

in the Arctic have received much initial media and policy interest with Jakobson (2010) as the 

landmark study and subsequently academic interest in the West and in China as referenced in this 

article. We seek to place Chinese Arctic interest and possible strategy in the broader context of 

Chinese leadership core interests.  

It is therefore the argument of this article that China‘s Arctic interests and possible strategy must be 

seen within the context of China‘s phenomenal economic and political rise, how the Chinese 

leadership manages this rise as a ―Peaceful Rise‖, and how the existing dominant Western and other 

powers in the international system respond to this rise. China sees itself as a rising power with a 

legitimate role in the governance of regions around the world, including the Arctic, which leads 

China to pursue, for instance, a science agenda worthy of a great power (Jakobson, 2010; Lasserre, 

2010; Blunden, 2012; Jakobson & Peng, 2012; Jakobson, & Lee 2013). Science is the first step and 

bridgehead for China into the Arctic to pursue interests defined by the core interests of the Chinese 

leadership: political stability, territorial integrity and economic growth. Therefore, China‘s scientific 

involvement in the Arctic and other Arctic activities should be seen in the context of these core 

interests (Jakobson & Peng, 2012; Jakobson & Lee, 2013). 

China defines itself as a ―socialist market economy‖ (People‘ Daily, 2007) and is governed by a 

Communist Party, whose legitimacy is based on economic and nationalist performance. This 

leadership sees its survival based on delivering economic growth, which is where the Arctic comes in 

in a number of ways. Much of Chinese science focuses on climate change, and Arctic climate change 

is of importance for Chinese climate and therefore agriculture and food security, which translates 

into social stability and legitimacy for the Communist Party. Secondly, as pointed out, the 

phenomenal Chinese growth has made China into a major importer of sea-borne energy and raw 
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materials. The sea-lanes of the world are dominated completely by the United States Navy and 

occasionally troubled by piracy, which both raises important energy and transportation security 

issues for China – perhaps in strategic competition with the USA, and certainly not allied with them. 

Diversifying and eventually protecting sources and supply routes of energy and raw materials 

therefore becomes a strategic objective for China, which brings the Arctic into the picture (Laliberté 

& Lanteigne, 2008; Pan & Zhou, 2010; Blunden, 2012; Hong, 2012a, 2012b; Jakobson, 2010; 

Jakobson & Peng, 2012; Jakobson & Lee, 2013; Rainwater, 2013; Xia 2011). 

China‟s Energy and Raw Material Consumption  

The phenomenal growth of China has been fuelled by manufacturing for export and investment in 

infrastructure, which has made China into a major customer of both energy and raw materials. It is 

this enormous demand for energy and raw materials at the basis of economic growth (legitimizing 

the political order), which is the context for China‘s Arctic interests and possible strategy. This 

section will introduce the context of energy and maritime security for China.  

The world has already been burdened by the high energy-consumption of the West, particularly by 

the United States. Today China‘s growing appetite for international trade drives its mounting 

demand for resources to sustain its economic growth and to fuel its countless development projects. 

China has already become the world‘s largest importer of a range of commodities, from copper to 

steel and crude oil. The phenomenal rise of commodities prices worldwide in recent year is claimed 

to be attributed to China‘s growing importation. If taking China‘s neighbor – India – into 

consideration, a country with a population of 1 billion, it will add twice as much pressure on the 

demand for the same resources.  

In 2004 China contributed 4.4% of total world GDP, whereas China also consumed 30% of the 

world‘s iron ore, 31% of its coal, 27% of its steel and 25% of its aluminum. Between 2000 and 2003, 

China‘s share of the increase in global demand for aluminum, steel, nickel and copper was, 

respectively, 76%, 95%, 99% and 100%. On a global scale, an increase in the rise of personal car 

ownership alone could mean an extra billion cars on the road worldwide within the next 10 years. 

The majority of these will be in China and India. As a Chinese researcher describes the mounting 

worldwide impact of China‘s resource consumption: 

The economic prosperity of China partnered by its rising energy demands will affect 
global energy sectors, commodity stock exchange market, energy trading strategies 
and environmental policies. Availability of fossil fuels, both in the near and long 
term, will become also increasingly scarce as China absorbs a growing global share of 
demand…. Although higher prices will stimulate innovation and research on 
renewable and alternate energy sources, the expansion of global energy supply is still 
not adequate to compensate China‘s energy demand growth. The rest of the world 
will still have to manage and reduce energy demand through conservation (Zhang 
Jian as quoted in Huliq News, 2008). 

China‘s escalating energy consumption is placing increasing stress on the world‘s energy prices. 

Chinese energy demand has more than doubled during the past decade. According to the study of 

Konan and Jian (2008), China will consume about 41% of global coal consumption and 17% of 
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global energy supply by 2050. Liu, Chen & Liu (2011) expect that China‘s primary energy 

consumption will be 2.5 times its 2007 figure in 2050 with a greatly expanded role for oil but also 

natural gas, where China is already an importer. Rout et al (2011) estimate that China will need 4 

Gtoe (gigatons of oil equivalent) of primary energy in 2100 of which 1.3 Gtoe will be imported.  

Metal prices have increased sharply due to strong demand, particularly from China, which has 

contributed 50 percent to the increase in world consumption of the main metals (aluminum, copper, 

and steel) in recent years. Due to its rapid growth and rising share in the world economy, China is 

expected to retain its critical role in driving commodity market prices (World Economic Outlook, 

September 2006). China is willing to offer above world market prices for purchasing raw materials, 

which attributes great comparative advantages to the developing world. 

China became a net importer of petroleum in 1993 and since 2003 it has been the second largest oil 

importer and consumer after the U.S. It is also the world‘s largest carbon emitter. China‘s energy 

profile used to be heavily weighted towards fossil fuel technologies (especially coal in light of 

China‘s abundant resources, but increasingly oil) at a time when reductions are urgently needed to 

stabilize global climate change. According to The Brookings Institution, ―[f]rom 2000 to 2005, China‘s 

energy consumption rose by 60 percent, accounting for almost half of the growth in world energy 

consumption‖ (Downs, 2006: 1). Based on the 2008 statistics from the International Energy Agency, 

the growth rate of China‘s energy consumption and its share of the global total final consumption 

are comparably much higher than the rest of the world. 

 

Figure 1. Shares of total final consumption 1973 and 2006 

                                          

Source: International Energy Agency (2008), Key World Energy Statistics, 30. 

What is particularly noteworthy are the opportunities and challenges to the international energy 

regime brought about by the rise of China as an emerging key actor in global energy politics. 

According to Xu, the international energy regime is: 

the institutional arrangement governing the relationship among the international 
energy powers, including a set of rules and mechanisms of several international 
organs for energy activities. The current international energy regime displays a 
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balance between the forces and interests of key actors of international energy 
activities, and this is the outcome of the long-term competition between energy 
exporters and importers and different kinds of international energy organizations… 
(Xu, 2007: 5). 

Forecasts and modeling of China‘s future energy demand foresees greatly expanded energy 

consumption in general and a shift from domestic coal resources to imported oil and natural gas, 

although the energy intensity of the Chinese economy will improve markedly (Shan et al., 2012; Liu, 

Chen, Liu, 2011; Rout et al., 2011). This growing Chinese dependency on imported oil and gas will 

have significant effects on Chinese energy security and strategy, including energy investments and 

naval strategy (Xu, 2006; Erickson & Collins, 2007; Leung, 2011; Zhang, 2011, 2012; Cao & Bluth, 

2013; Rainwater, 2013). The international energy regime will be affected, since it ―is influenced not 

only by economic, political, and social factors of resource-rich countries but also by international 

political factors, particularly change in the international balance of power, adjustment of 

relationships among countries and changes to international rules‖ (Xu, 2007: 6). 

China‟s Concern in Energy Security and Maritime Transportation Routes  

To understand China‘s growing interest in outside regions, particularly those that are potentially rich 

in energy sources like the Arctic region, it is imperative to understand the importance China attaches 

to energy security. How will the increasing demand for energy, raw materials, and other natural 

resources shape Chinese policies towards its international relations especially with resource-rich 

countries? Can China afford depending on global energy markets, either via exclusive bilateral deals, 

or direct investment in resource exploration in order to sustain its economic growth? What strategies 

will China use to secure its share of the global resource market? To find the answers to these 

questions it is necessary to take an energy security approach to explore the geopolitical, economic, 

energy, and environmental implications of China‘s growing energy challenges and to understand the 

Chinese concern with energy security in attempting to search for new energy sources and supply 

routes. 

 Energy Security Concerns 

China faces particular challenges concerning energy security. China is one of the most important 

global buyers of energy and raw materials, and China will be increasingly dependent on foreign 

energy and raw materials for its continued economic growth. China is not alone in being a major 

global buyer of energy. For instance Japan or South Korea come to mind, if only thinking about 

major Asian economies. All these three major Northeast Asian economies see by far the majority of 

their energy imports pass through the Strait of Malacca, which is a choke point (which we return to 

below). However, a crucial difference between China, Japan and South Korea is that the global sea-

lanes are dominated by the US Navy, and while Japan and South Korea are close allies of the USA, 

China is not. China lives under a condition of being completely dependent on sea transport of its 

energy and raw material supplies and for exporting its manufacture on sea lanes dominated by – 

what can probably be called its strategic competitor – the USA (Leung, 2011; Zhang, 2011; Blunden, 

2012; Cao & Bluth, 2013; Rainwater, 2013). 
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Energy security has become an essential premise for China to achieve its national goal of a 

―harmonious society‖ and the ―Chinese dream‖ which is based on continuous growth. There has for 

some time been a genuine consensus among Chinese leaders and scholars that energy has become a 

key strategic issue for China‘s economic development, social stability, and national security and that 

the realization of China‘s core interests2 is highly dependent on its access to sufficient energy 

resources (Liu, 2006, Zhang, 2006). China‘s socialist market economy has locked itself in a ―tiger-

riding dilemma‖, i.e. any slow-down in economic growth would put the country in a risky situation, 

which might lead to social unrest and popular resentment. China‘s government fears that domestic 

energy shortage and rising energy cost could undermine the country‘s economic growth and thus 

seriously jeopardize job creation. Beijing increasingly stakes its political legitimacy on economic 

performance and rising standards of living for its people. Consequently, the threat of economic 

stagnation due to energy shortage represents real risks of social instability, which could in turn 

threaten the continued political authority of the state and the Communist Party. One Chinese 

scholar of strategic studies clearly explains the reason why energy security has become a core 

component of China‘s core interests: 

With external trade accounting for almost 50 percent of China‘s economy, China is 
now highly interdependent with a globalized market. This shift also includes hard 
social, political and geopolitical choices that deeply impact matters of national 
security. The more developed China becomes the greater its dependence grows not 
only on foreign trade but also on the resources to fuel the economy. With these 
complex and expanding interests, risks to China‘s well-being has not lessened but has 
actually increased, making China‘s national security at once both stronger and more 
vulnerable (Zhang, 2006). 

China‘s sensitivity on the confluence of geopolitics and resources politics is also derived from the 

fact that historically China has been a continental power, but a weak sea power (Stratfor, 2012). 

Historically, one of China‘s key weaknesses is the lack of a strong navy to safeguard its interests and 

this is perhaps one of the major factors leading to China‘s massive investment on raising and 

modernizing its naval capabilities (Li, 2009; Ross, 2009). One element in China‘s movement towards 

a blue-water navy capability to operate on the ―far seas‖ is the recent acquisition of an aircraft carrier 

for training and development purposes. It takes a long time to develop the required battle groups 

around carriers, but the perspective is also long-term as are the energy forecasts (Cole, 2006; 

Nødskov, 2008).  

China has territorial disputes in the East China Sea with Japan and in the South China Sea with 

neighboring countries and is concerned about the security of the major maritime transportation 

routes through which China transports the majority of its foreign trade, as well as its oil imports 

upon which it is highly dependent (Xu, 2006; Erickson & Collins, 2007; Leung, 2011; Zhang, 2011, 

2012; Cao & Bluth, 2013; Rainwater, 2013). Based on the historical lessons, China has a clear 

understanding on the linkage between its energy security and international geopolitics, which is spelt 

out clearly by one scholar:  

The history of capitalism and its spread globally have shown that it is often 
accompanied by cruel competition between nation states. Those countries that lose 
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out are not necessarily economically or technologically underdeveloped or those with 
a low level of culture. Rather, they are most often those nations who forgo the need 
to apply their national strength to national defense and therefore do not possess 
sufficient strategic capability (Zhang, 2006: 17). 

 Maritime Transportation Security 

As iterated above, China‘s economic growth depends not only on active participation in 

international markets and trade, but on access to global energy and raw materials (Xu, 2006; 

Erickson & Collins, 2007; Leung, 2011; Hong, 2012b; Zhang, 2011, 2012; Blunden, 2012; Cao & 

Bluth, 2013; Rainwater, 2013). Despite post-Mao leader Deng Xiaoping‘s advice ―Tao Guang Yang 

Hui‖ (hide one‘s capacities and bide one‘s time), it is becoming difficult for China to avoid involving 

itself in the world‘s most conflict-ridden regions where the United States has historically been the 

key player and where the world‘s oil and gas resources and maritime routes are located: 

Consequently, China will become heavily dependent upon the Persian Gulf to supply 
a large share of its future oil needs, and an increasing share of China‘s oil imports will 
have to transit vulnerable maritime choke points. The IEA predicts that, as of 2015, 
70% of China‘s oil imports will come from the Middle East, with other significant 
shares coming by tanker from Africa, by pipeline and rail from Russia, and by 
pipeline from Central Asia.  More than 50% of China‘s oil will have to transit the 
Malacca Straits (Lieberthal and Herberg, 2006: 12). 

Today, on the global scale, more than 90% of intercontinental trade is transported by sea, mainly by 

ocean shipping and its related services, such as freight forwarding and cargo handling. Most of the 

global merchandise is carried in sea containers. China has an ambitious plan aiming to become the 

world‘s largest shipbuilding nation by 2015, with a capacity of 24 mil. DWT (deadweight tonnage) or 

35% of global capacity (Mackey, 2006). China‘s coastal line areas are the heart of its economic 

growth and the frontier of its international trade. Maritime transport has been the lifeline of China‘s 

economic development. The nation already boasts the world‘s fourth largest merchant fleet, 

contributing 6.8% to global tonnage (UNCTAD, 2005). 

Maritime transport, with its close connection with international trade, has become a matter of 

China‘s national interest as evidenced by the priority given by the Chinese government to develop its 

ports under its 11th Five-Year Development Plan to support the country‘s spectacular trade and 

economic growth. One of the concrete outcomes is the impressive growth of China‘s port sector, 

such as the spectacular rise of the Shanghai port. In 2010, Shanghai port overtook Singapore as the 

busiest container port in the world, handling 29.05 mil. TEUs (twenty-foot equivalent unit)(Straits 

Times, 2011). 

However, Chinese maritime transportation security is not only challenged by strategic rivalry with 

the USA and the global hegemony of the US Navy, it is also challenged by non-state actors. Piracy in 

the Gulf of Aden, the South China Sea, the Strait of Malacca are all threats to international shipping, 

which are all on the sea-lanes connecting China to energy suppliers in the Middle East and consumer 

markets in Europe. According to the statistics of the Kenya-based Seafarers Assistance Program, 

about 40 ships and more than 600 crews were hijacked by Somalia pirates off the Somali coast in the 



60  Arctic Yearbook 2013 

Li & Bertelsen 

first 11 months in 2008. In a recent event, an international anti-piracy force thwarted the attempted 

takeover of a Chinese cargo ship off the Somali coast by sending in attack helicopters that fired on 

the pirates and forced them to abandon the ship they had boarded. 

In December 2008 the UN Security Council unanimously adopted a resolution for the first time 

authorizing international land operations against pirates sheltering in Somalia. According to China‘s 

official media, the Chinese government decided to send three warships to the waters off Somalia late 

December 2008 to protect Chinese vessels and crews from pirate attacks. The Chinese fleet would 

join warships from the U.S., Denmark, Italy, Russia and other countries in patrolling the Gulf of 

Aden, which leads to the Suez Canal. Currently this is the quickest route from Asia to Europe. 

Chinese Energy and Maritime Transportation Security and the Arctic 

To recap, China is facing energy and maritime transportation security challenges from state and non-

state actors; and will be increasingly dependent on oil and natural gas imports to continue its path of 

growth, which is the basis for the core interests of the Chinese leadership and perceived to be the 

basis of its political survival. These security challenges and their effect on core interests are the 

context of China‘s interests and possible strategy in the Arctic. 

 The Arctic Region as a Potential Energy Supplier 

Recent geological surveys show that as much as a fifth of the world‘s unexplored but exploitable gas 

and oil reserves may be in the Arctic (U.S. Geological Survey, 2008). This opens up possibilities to 

diversify global energy supply, where the political stability of the Arctic is a noteworthy quality. 

Climate change is an important driver in these processes together with technological innovation, 

since climate change both makes new resources accessible and opens up new transport possibility 

especially between the Norwegian and Russian Arctic and Asian markets.  

The Arctic coastal states, the Arctic five (Russia, Norway, Kingdom of Denmark, Canada and USA) 

refer to the United Nations Convention of the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) and its provisions on 

economic exclusion zones and extended continental shelves to extend sovereignty as far as possible 

over the Arctic Ocean and its seabed (Hong, 2012a). Equally, Russia and Canada claim the Northern 

Sea Route and the Northwest Passage as internal waters. The Asian emerging powers are starting to 

challenge these Arctic legal positions, also referring to UNCLOS, but with the aim of maximizing 

the international space. Here, voices in these Asian states are seeking to build a discourse around the 

Arctic as the ―common heritage of humanity‖. It is quite clear that there is a zero-sum game of 

sovereignty versus international jurisdiction between Arctic coastal states and Asian powers. The 

Arctic coastal states are seeking to use preconditions for Arctic Council permanent observership as a 

tool to guarantee their legal recognition, while the Asian powers are trying to build a discourse 

strengthening their access to resources, sea lanes and access to decision-making (Jakobson, 2010; 

Jakobson & Peng, 2012; Jakobson & Lee, 2013; Lasserre, 2010; Wright, 2011a, 2011b, 2012; 

Alexeeva & Lasserre, 2012a, 2012b; Blunden, 2012; Han & Wang, 2012; Sun & Guo, 2012; 

Rainwater, 2013; Stokke, 2013). 
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The geopolitical and geo-economic importance of the Arctic region is emerging rapidly, and the 

level of the region‘s strategic importance is mainly due to the existence of rich untapped stocks of 

natural resources such as fish, minerals and oil and natural gas. These resources are of interest not 

only to the Arctic states themselves, but also to emerging Asian states, in particular China, which 

require energy, raw materials and food sources to power economic growth and feed wealthier 

populations (Jakobson, 2010; Jakobson & Peng, 2012; Jakobson & Lee, 2013; Pan & Zheng, 2013; 

Rainwater, 2013). As mentioned above, the USGS estimates that the coastal and continental shelves 

of the Arctic Ocean will hold large deposits of oil, natural gas, and methane hydrate (natural gas) 

clusters along with large quantities of valuable minerals. By applying a geology-based probabilistic 

methodology, the USGS specifically estimated that: 

[T]he occurrence of undiscovered oil and gas in 33 geologic provinces thought to be 
prospective for petroleum. The sum of the mean estimates for each province 
indicates that 90 billion barrels of oil, 1,669 trillion cubic feet of natural gas, and 44 
billion barrels of natural gas liquids may remain to be found in the Arctic, of which 
approximately 84 percent is expected to occur in offshore areas (U.S. Geological Survey 
Fact Sheet 2008-3049). 

Global warming and ice melting has given birth to a new ‗scramble‘ for seabeds and resources 

among the five coastal Arctic states, but also outside powers as the emerging Asian ones are trying 

to influence the discourse on Arctic Ocean sovereignty (Jakobson, 2010; Jakobson & Peng, 2012; 

Jakobson & Lee, 2013; Hong, 2012a, 2012b; Wright, 2011a, 2011b, 2012). In August 2007 Russian 

scientists sent a submarine to the Arctic Ocean seabed at 90° North to gather data in support of 

Russia‘s claim that the North Pole is part of the Russian continental shelf. During the expedition a 

Russian flag was planted on the seabed 4,200m (14,000ft) below the North Pole, which provoked an 

angry reaction from other Arctic states and prompted global speculation that Russia‘s aggressive 

action might trigger a ―new Cold War‖ over the resources in the region. It could be imaged that 

―had the flag event taken place during the days of the Cold War, it would have been an act of mostly 

political and military interest‖ (Iglebaek, 2007:3). But it was this flag planting in particular that 

sparked Chinese strategic interest in the Arctic Ocean (Jakobson & Lee, 2013). 

 The Arctic Region as Alternative Maritime Transportation Routes 

China is facing the dilemma that energy from Africa and the Persian Gulf is passing through waters 

dominated by strategic competitors, the USA and India, threatened by piracy, or chokepointed at the 

Strait of Malacca. Equally, exports to the European market pass the same waterways. Diversification 

of sea lines of communication for energy and trade is therefore of interest to China. Energy supplies 

from the Norwegian and Russian Arctic via the Northern Sea Route offer both a diversification of 

energy source and supply route, although it will still pass the Bering Strait and Northern Pacific 

where continued US naval domination must be expected. Environmental transformations following 

climate changes are affecting the Arctic region and are opening up new economic opportunities, 

which could generate economic revenue across the region. For example, global warming, not 

denying its disastrous effects on other parts of the world, may create many new possibilities in the 

North and may turn the Arctic Ocean into a new economic frontier. New shipping transportation 



62  Arctic Yearbook 2013 

Li & Bertelsen 

routes may open in a few years. Writing to the Financial Times on January 16, 2008, Professor Robert 

Wade said ―[o]pening the northern route is attractive for reasons of both distance and security. 

Shanghai to Rotterdam via the north-east sea route across the top of Russia is almost 1000 miles 

shorter than via Suez‖ (Wade, 2008). Wade also noted that China has lately displayed special interest 

in keeping good relations with Iceland, a tiny island country in the north Atlantic. The strategic 

location of Iceland is believed to play a key role in future maritime transportation in the region. 

China is prepared to start shipping containers in the north, and the deep-sea ports of Iceland are 

seen as potential port bases (Wade, 2008). Wade‘s writing is illustrative of the attention attracted to 

the possibilities of new Arctic shipping routes, especially in the wake of Scott Borgerson‘s widely-

read 2008 Foreign Affairs article. And much Asian interest in the Arctic is about possible new 

shipping routes for destinational shipping for energy and raw materials, but also transit shipping for 

exports (Blunden, 2012; Hong, 2012b). However, important challenges to this kind of shipping must 

be kept in mind. There is uncertainty over Russian policy, there is a great lack of infrastructure, the 

navigational season will remain short, the transit times are unpredictable, and – what is usually 

overlooked – the shallow depth of the Bering Strait and some of the other straits of both the 

Northern Sea Route and the Northwest Passage exclude very large ships. However, the subtle 

pressure from Asian powers over the international status of new Arctic shipping routes indicates a 

long-term interest in developing capacity for those passages (Jakobson, 2010; Jakobson & Peng, 

2012; Jakobson & Lee, 2013; Lasserre, 2010; Alexeeva & Lasserre, 2012a, 2012b; Hong, 2012a, 

2012b; Stokke, 2013; Wright, 2011a, 2011b, 2012; Carmel, 2013).  

China Moving Towards the Arctic 

For the reasons articulated above, Arctic energy resources and new Arctic shipping routes are of 

potential strategic importance to China (Jakobson, 2010; Jakobson & Peng, 2012; Jakobson & Lee, 

2013). These new routes, in the view of some China-watchers, could imply ―a seismic shift in world 

trade patterns and the nature and form of commercial shipping‖ because of significant distance and 

fuel savings, and the polar routes could particularly bring China many imminent benefits: 

China is 4000 nautical miles closer to the European Union and the East coast of 
North America sailing through the Arctic Ocean, and currently there are no vessel 
size restrictions and other regulations unlike in the Suez or Panama Canal. There are 
presently no fees for Arctic routes (Spears, 2009:10). 

As a late-comer, China has not been a key actor in global and regional initiatives and institutions that 

facilitate cooperation among resource importers. Beijing‘s energy diplomacy did not receive much 

emphasis in the country‘s overall diplomacy. However, this picture is increasingly becoming 

outdated. China is deeply aware of the fact that its domestic energy security for sustaining economic 

growth is linked to international energy security. Today, China‘s energy diplomacy has gradually 

changed the traditional concept and practice of energy security at the global level, and ―the objective 

of greatly expanding the channels for supply of imported energy has become an important task for 

China‘s energy strategy‖ (Xu, 2007: 3). 
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China‘s interest in the Arctic is clear from its scientific investments and its diplomatic investments to 

become a permanent observer in the Arctic Council to gain as much access to information and 

(future) influence as a non-Arctic rising power can aspire to. However, it must also be kept in mind 

that China is a power with a very demanding domestic agenda for its leadership and global interests. 

The Arctic is a peripheral region in these concerns, which is clearly illustrated by the Chinese 

punishment of Norway for the Nobel committee awarding the Nobel Peace Prize to Liu Xiaobo 

despite China‘s close Arctic partnership with Norway previously. A Chinese Arctic strategy is 

therefore not to be expected for years to come (Dhanapala 2008; Lasserre 2010; Alexeeva & 

Lasserre 2012a, 2012b; Jakobson 2010; Jakobson & Peng 2012; Jakobsen & Lee 2013; Stensdal 2013; 

Stokke 2013; Tang 2013). 

Conclusion 

China has experienced phenomenal growth since the open door policy of Deng Xiaoping in the late 

1970s. This growth has made China into an emerging super power and strategic competitor of the 

USA. It has also made China into one of the world‘s major importers of energy (especially oil) and 

raw materials. China‘s growth has been based on manufacturing for export, real-estate and 

infrastructure, which has been highly energy and raw material intensive, while energy, raw materials 

and exports overwhelmingly travel by sea. China describes itself as a socialist market economy and is 

governed by a Communist Party, which bases its legitimacy on economic and nationalist 

performance. The interlinked core interests of the national leadership are, therefore, political 

stability, territorial integrity and economic growth. The international systemic framework for China‘s 

development is US hegemony and global naval domination, while China is a rising continental power 

but a historically weak sea power. This complex raises a number of energy and maritime 

transportation security issues for China. For energy, China is much dependent on the Persian Gulf, 

which is unstable and militarily dominated by the USA. The energy, raw materials and exports which 

are crucial for the core interests of the Chinese leadership travel on sea lanes dominated by strategic 

competitors such as the USA or India or are threatened by piracy. These energy and maritime 

transport security challenges are the framework for China‘s nascent Arctic interests and possible 

strategy. 

China‘s soaring demand for energy in connection with its export-oriented economy poses a variety 

of new challenges for its foreign policy: the country will become more and more dependent on the 

purchase of natural resources abroad for sustaining its economic development. Any crisis to its 

access to overseas resource and maritime shipping routes will have a negative impact on China‘s 

growth and trade-dependent economy. China will endeavor to protect the strategic areas concerning 

its national interest. In recent years China‘s energy diplomacy in the context of the political economy 

of global energy developments has drawn the attention of the West especially in connection with the 

sensitive regions, such as the Middle East and Africa. As one Chinese scholar bluntly states, ―[t]he 

determining factor shaping the rise and fall of a country ultimately is not just the size of its total 

economic volume but also the strategic ability of the country; that is, the ability to use national 

forces to achieve political goals‖ (Zhang, 2006: 22). 
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Perhaps the greatest change to the international system of the 21st century will be the rise of China. 

As a rising power on a global scale, China sees itself as a legitimate stakeholder and participant in the 

governance of regions around the world, including the Arctic. China is therefore availing itself of 

Arctic science commensurate with its global role and pursuing a role in Arctic governance both 

through permanent observership in the Arctic Council and diplomatic engagement of smaller Arctic 

nations. However, China is a global power with global interests, and the Arctic is one of many 

regions of importance to energy and shipping (Lasserre 2010; Alexeeva & Lasserre 2012a, 2012b; 

Blunden 2012; Jakobson & Lee 2013; Stensdal 2013; Stokke 2013). 

 

Notes 

1. China‘s core interests are defined by the government as including sustained economic 
growth, the prevention of Taiwanese independence, China‘s return to as a global power 
status, and the continuous leadership of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). The explicit 
official expression of China‘s core interests (the three key components) can be seen from 
China‘s former deputy minister of Foreign Affair, Dai Bingguo, who gave a speech in the 
China-US Economic and Trade Cooperation Forum in 2009 (Huang Hua, Gang Magazine, 
No. 30.) Available from 
http://www.huanghuagang.org/hhgMagazine/issue30/page112.html.  

 
2. See footnote 1. 
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Through various science-related and media channels Arctic indigenous peoples and western society have moved closer to a balanced 

account of Arctic environmental change. Focusing on the role of polar scientist and Inuit media makers, this article articulates the 

process through which a cross-cultural exchange of environmental knowledge is beginning to occur. At the intersection of 

Traditional Knowledge with western science and new media technology, a nascent but significant shift in practice is providing 

pathways to a ‗trusted‘ exchange of Arctic climate change knowledge. Potentially, both could influence our global understanding of 

climate change.  

 

 

Introduction 

While the influence of Arctic indigenous voices on our Western understanding of climate change is 

not readily discernible in mainstream media, advances in media technologies, decades of indigenous 

political organization and shifting attitudes toward Traditional Knowledge (TK) and its relationship 

with Western scientific research have greatly contributed to the broader lexicon of environmental 

knowledge.  
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However, in so far as the current global climate change discourse favors Western-based scientifically 

driven evidence, the complexity of environmental knowledge has demanded inclusion of 

contextualized knowledge. In the Arctic specifically, research regarding environmental change is 

increasingly likely to result from the collaboration of Western scientists and local communities. In 

aggregate, this suggests that Arctic indigenous peoples are attaining a higher degree of recognition as 

primary producers of environmental knowledge.  

Relevant in many different respects is the involvement of Arctic indigenous peoples as political 

actors at the international, national, regional and sub-regional level.  For example, since the founding 

of the Inuit Circumpolar Conference (now Council [ICC]) in 1977, the ICC is considered as an 

influential political voice in regional, national and international fora. In this regard, Jessica Shadian 

(2006: 250) aptly states, ―the ICC has grown not only into a powerful political actor in Arctic 

governance but has further acquired the legitimacy to help determine the very definition of the 

region as a whole.‖ From inception, the ICC linked the environment with indigenous rights, stating 

that ―international and national policies and practices should give due consideration to protection 

for the Arctic and subarctic environment and to the preservation and evolution of  Inuit culture and 

societies‖ (Inuit Circumpolar Council: Charter). Equally relevant are the numerous other entities that 

Inuit have formed over the past decades. For example, Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami (ITK) represent the 

interests of Canada‘s Inuit at the federal level while the Alaska Eskimo Whaling Commission 

represent the specific interests of whalers. Moreover, the self-governing territory of Nunavut, 

Canada came into existence in 1999 and Greenland moved closer to independence from Denmark 

with the Self Government Act in 2008.  

At the same time, a nascent but resolute community of indigenous media makers have adopted the 

tools of Web 2.0 to produce, control and transmit autobiographical materials in a culturally authentic 

manner (Wachowich, 2010). Video-sharing sites such as YouTube and Inuit-owned Isuma.tv 

provide a medium through which the narrator can engage with the broader society without the 

mediation of outside institutions or governments. Yoshai Benkler, a renowned expert in the 

networked public sphere, characterizes Web 2.0 as essential to decentralized collaboration and 

transformative to democracy. Indeed, this networked public sphere is an egalitarian mode of 

communications, creating social ties that potentially reach a ―salience that drives political process 

directly‖ (Benkler, 2000: 213). Benkler‘s insight is illustrated by the 2011 launch of the interactive 

web portal Digital Indigenous Democracy, hosted by Isuma.tv. With the use of live call-in shows 

and Skype, Inuit filmmaker Zacharias Kunuk created the portal to ―promote region-wide 

community discussion in Inuktitut on the Baffinland development.‖ Together with human rights 

lawyer Lloyd Lipsett, Kunuk urged the Nunavut Impact Review Board (NIRB) and Baffinland Mary 

River Iron Mines Corporation1 ―to use 21st century media to increase Inuktitut information and 

participation at the community level, to meet today‘s constitutional and human rights standards of 

informed consultation and consent.‖ At the suggestion of Kunuk and Lipsett the NIRB 

incorporated new media technology to ―inform, consult and connect Inuit communities in its Final 

Hearing Report on Baffinland‘s Mary River Project‖ (Isuma Productions, 2012).2  
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The purpose of this article is to challenge customary modes of environmental knowledge rationale 

that are embedded in a scientifically driven Western society to demonstrate that Arctic indigenous 

peoples possess invaluable knowledge that significantly shifts the conventional manner of knowing.  

Inuit accounts of environmental change are already influencing perceptions of environmental 

change in scientific and institutional frameworks. Indeed, increasing collaboration between Western 

scientists and indigenous researchers demonstrate that the gap between TK and Western scientific 

knowledge is narrowing. In addition, I will show how Arctic indigenous peoples have adopted new 

media technologies to bypass mediated accounts of indigenous knowledge. Increasingly, people far 

and wide have local stories to tell which through the power of new media has the capacity to bring 

many cultures into one place. Together this suggests an opening of pathways through which Arctic 

indigenous knowledge gains a wider audience. 

This article will primarily focus on Inuit as a growing constituency of activists who are infusing the 

climate change discourse with compelling primary knowledge. However, I wish to acknowledge that 

indigenous peoples from across the Arctic region are also engaged participants in the environmental 

and political activities of the region.   

Storytelling: How Narratives Enhance Meaningful Coexistence 

Because I heard storytelling from my grandmother I received the strength to live and survive. If there were no stories to 
go by, to survive or to learn to hunt and live, there would be nothing to learn from. My grandmother also gave me the 
gift of storytelling. 

- Eli Kimaliardjuk from Chesterfield Inlet (Kiviuk‘s Journey) 

Although an inherent tension seems to exist between the narratives of indigenous knowledge and 

western scientific philosophies, throughout society at-large narrative has made an ―astonishing 

comeback‖ (Hinchman & Hinchman, 2001: xiv) as a legitimate expression of truth. In non-

indigenous ‗modern‘ societies, disenchantment with grand narratives that were thought to furnish a 

universal ‗truth‘ are found not to provide salience and context in the public imagination (Lejano 

(n.d); Hinchman & Hinchman, 2001:  xiii). Likewise, polar scientists and decision makers 

increasingly see indigenous knowledge as a ‗legitimate‘ form of knowledge providing context that 

meta-narratives cannot. Lejano et al explain: ―Rather than be seen as an inferior form of knowledge, 

these narratives instead display a rich integration of multiple ways of knowing – including scientific, 

normative, and cultural dimensions‖ (Lejano, n.d.: 1). 

To understand the significance of indigenous storytelling we must first take a brief look at narrative 

analysis. From the perspective of Western societies, modernity sought to define society through a 

universalist narrative which was thought to ―furnish legitimacy and social cohesion‖ far and wide 

(Hinchman & Hinchman, 2001: xiii). This philosophy privileges the scientifically-driven meta-

narrative as the legitimate source of ‗truth‘, largely discrediting the local narrative as insignificant to 

the endeavor of Western knowledge creation.  

Postmodern theorists such as Michel Foucault sought to deconstruct these assumptions of ‗truth‘ by 

arguing that there is no one true view or interpretation of the world. Notably, Foucault addressed 

the relationship between power and knowledge, neither of which could be disassociated from the 
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other. These ―great systems of knowledge‖ led to domination of others who did not subscribe or fit 

into the dominant structures of society (Foucault, 2000: 291). Thus, in Western society we 

―indirectly constituted ourselves through the exclusion of some others‖ (Foucault, 2000: 403). The 

politics of exclusion and meta-narrative that provided the normative context in which Western 

society operated plainly did not represent the cultural norms of others. 

In contrast, for Arctic indigenous peoples, the customary practice of storytelling established 

narrative as fundamental to knowledge creation. Known as Traditional Knowledge, it is broadly 

defined as a ―shared, collective body of knowledge incorporating environmental, cultural and social 

elements‖ (Beaufort Sea Partnership).3  Transmitted orally, TK is passed down through the generations 

and constitutes a cultural identity through which community members exchange intimate knowledge 

of the land and the sea. It can be seen as a means of understanding a changing environment and 

adapting community practices to meet current conditions (Sakakibara, 2008: 462).  TK helps to 

explain various aspects of the environment through which community members can make sense of 

the whole. Some have referred to this as the knowledge-practice-belief complex, where practice is 

the ―essence of indigenous Knowledge‖ (Lejano, n.d.: 4).  

Specific to indigenous knowledge associated with the environment, the term Traditional Ecological 

Knowledge (TEK) expresses the relationship between community members with that of the natural 

environment. According to Huntington (1998, as cited in Huntington, 2002: 64), TEK ―is a way of 

organizing one‘s understanding of the natural world, and as such it includes spiritual aspects of the 

proper relationship between humans and their environment.‖ 

Indeed, TK and TEK should be seen as a means of capturing the essence of all human life in 

relationship to the environment. For it is the personal narrative that documents the fabric of our 

lives, constructing context that grand narratives omit. Accordingly, TK ―offers a view of the world, 

aspirations, and an avenue to ‗truth‘, different from those held by non-Aboriginal people whose 

knowledge is based largely on European philosophies‖ (Department of Culture and 

Communications, Government of the Northwest Territories as cited in Bielawski, 1991: 11).  

Consider the perspective of Zacharias Kunuk, a Canadian Inuk filmmaker and co-founder of Isuma 

Productions who built a career based on narrative as a means of spreading ideas based in TK 

(discussed further below). Similar to most Inuit children of Kunuk‘s generation, the government 

compelled, and even coerced, Inuit parents to send their children to English-speaking schools run by 

the federal government. He was indoctrinated into Western thought, through media such as John 

Wayne movies depicting U.S. soldiers in battle with the ―Indians.‖ But, Kunuk says, ―When I began 

to see myself as an Aboriginal person and a filmmaker I learnt there are different ways to tell the 

same story‖ (Isuma, The art). With the founding of Isuma.TV, Kunuk says, ―we want to show how 

our ancestors survived by the strength of their community and their wits, and how new ways of 

storytelling today can help our community survive another thousand years‖ (Isuma, About us). 

Such views are echoed by Jim Cheney (2001: 337), an environmental philosopher, who regards 

narrative as an attribute grounded in geography, the place we call home, illustrating a shift in the 

perceptions of western science. The ―contextualized narrative [can be understood] as the means for 
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locating oneself in a moral space out of which a whole and healthy self, community, and earth can 

emerge.‖  

To the extent that narrative has formally reentered the lexicon of knowledge making, even the 

presupposition that scientific research is not communicated through narrative has been subverted 

(Landau, 2001: 104). As one of many examples consider a 2013 panel that convened at Social Media 

Week in New York City called ―Telling Stories with Scientists‖ (Nature, 2013). As panelists pointed 

out, the lived life is woven together by a series of stories and the means of relating scientific data 

must be meaningful in that context. The decisive point of the panel was to show how successful 

communications of scientific data requires storytelling in order to make sense of research that is 

incomprehensible to a lay audience. Anthropologist Misia Landau (2001: 117) even questions the 

viability of communicating scientific research in a manner ―that does not involve storytelling.‖ 

Western Science and Traditional Ecological Knowledge 

But if we are to successfully navigate the future of the Arctic, we must build a bridge between the traditional 

knowledge of the people who live there, and the new realities of the present.  

- Address by Canadian Minister Leona Aglukkaq at Arctic Frontiers 

Conference, January 21, 2013, Tromsø, Norway 

As the Cold War was nearing an end, Mikhail Gorbachev, in 1987, articulated the view that the 

Arctic should emerge from the period of tensions as a ―zone of peace.‖ In the same speech he 

affirmed that ―special attention‖ should be paid to ―the interests of the indigenous peoples of the 

North‖ (as quoted in Axworthy, 2013). In 1991 the Arctic Environmental Protection Strategy 

(AEPS) was born, as a result of collaborative input from representatives of the circumpolar nations 

and three indigenous peoples organizations – the Saami Council, the Inuit Circumpolar Council and 

the Association of Indigenous Minorities of the North. This initiative led to the creation of the 

Arctic Council in 1996 and included the AEPS representatives along with others. 

At the same time, polar scientists and Arctic indigenous peoples were seeking ways to build mutually 

acceptable relationships, displacing former polar science research practices that did not take into 

account indigenous ecological observation. Could such seemingly different groups find the means to 

conduct collaborative research? To some it seemed that Western science and local indigenous 

knowledge were divergent concepts: each spoke a different language; each came from a different 

philosophical tradition; and neither seemed to have any use for the other‘s knowledge (Bielawski, 

1992). In Canada, the government sought to correct this fundamental disparity and perhaps mutual 

misinterpretation of one another‘s knowledge systems as a means of finding common ground for 

the co-production of research, which in turn would facilitate better policy-making.  

Yet, the terms of engagement were changing. Inuit had developed a new political ethos leading to 

what I would call a ‗lived rebellion‘. Beyond formation of Inuit political organizations such as the 

ICC and ITK in the 1970s, Inuit in Canada and Greenland had moved closer to self-government. In 

Canada, discussions between ITK4 and Ottawa starting in 1976 eventually resulted in the creation of 

the Inuit self-governing territory of Nunavut in 1999.5 In Denmark, the Home Rule Act of 1979 
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granted Greenland semi-autonomy; a 2008 Greenlandic referendum led to a greater degree of self-

government. Greenlanders were recognized as a separate people under international law. These 

earlier events in the 1970s had paved the way for more equitable terms on which the exchange of 

Inuit knowledge and Western knowledge would benefit both parties. However, knowledge in itself is 

potentially political and scientific inquiry was no exception. Indeed, Mark Nuttall (2012: 4) notes that 

―it is almost impossible to separate science from politics.‖ 

In a wider context, Foucault associates the intersection of politics and Western scientific knowledge 

systems with the political economy of truth:  ―‗truth‘ is centered on the form of scientific discourse 

and the institutions that produce it; it is subject to constant economic and political incitement (the 

demand for truth, as much for economic production as for political power)‖ (Foucault, 2000: 131). 

It is unlikely that Inuit, like most of civil society, would have perceived Western thought in the same 

manner as Foucault, however it is highly evident that Inuit leaders understood the relationship 

between power and knowledge. Inuit would engage but on terms far different than the colonial 

years. Decisions that led to political organization were perhaps the largest of the many hurdles to 

come that would influence future relations with Western society. 

A second hurdle had to do with the process of integrating indigenous and scientific perspectives. In 

1992, Ellen Bielawski (1992: 12), a research associate of the Arctic Institute of North America 

(AINA), articulated the view that indigenous knowledge and science ―both contribute to 

understanding the Arctic.‖ However, ―no one quite knows how‖ to integrate the two.  

By the early twenty-first century collaboration between research scientists and Arctic indigenous 

peoples was increasingly seen as mutually beneficial. Several organizations had developed formal 

codes of ethics ―to ensure that the research is being undertaken in a locally acceptable fashion‖; 

research needed to benefit not only Western science but also the indigenous communities that were 

providing local knowledge (Pearce et al., 2009: 13). Foremost, forging strong trusted relationships 

were essential for scientific researchers and community members alike (ibid; Gearheard et al, 2006). 

The collaborative approach to environmental research is well illustrated in a 2006 article by Shari 

Gearheard, a scientist with the University of Colorado's National Snow and Ice Data Center. A 

comparative study of environmental and sea ice change conducted in Barrow, Alaska and Clyde 

River, Nunavut was the result of a collaborative effort which comprised the knowledge of Western 

scientists, Inuit and Inupiat researchers. The team included non-indigenous researchers Shari 

Gearheard, Henry P. Huntington, James Maslanik and Roger G. Barry; Inupiaq researchers Warren 

Matumeak, Joe Leavitt, Darlene Matumeak Kagak; and Inuit researchers Ilkoo Angutikjuaq, Geela 

Tigullaraq. Joelie Sanguya, an Inuk from Clyde River, influenced the paper‘s title. 

Significantly, the degree of success relied on the trusted relationships that developed over time; each 

of the non-indigenous researchers had ten to fifteen years of local experience prior to the 

collaborative study. Gearheard has worked with Inuit in Nunavut since 1995 and established 

residency in Clyde River in 2004 (Gearheard, 2006: 206). Gearheard, who authored the paper 

associated with the study said: ―collaborative research and firsthand experience are critical to 

generating such new knowledge‖ (ibid: 204). 



75   Arctic Yearbook 2013 

Dingman 

For polar scientists, increased recognition of indigenous-based TEK has enriched Western research, 

filling gaps that scientific research could not. In that an inherent advantage of TEK is based in local 

observation that takes place over time and space, and passed down through the generations, this 

approach has added invaluable data and perspectives to Western-based science. 

Arctic Indigenous Media Makers: Broadcasting and Climate Change 

With the turn of the twenty-first century, distinct shifts toward collaborative knowledge creation in 

polar science have occurred separately yet in tandem with development of new media technologies. 

Together this represents a fundamental departure from ‗value-laden‘ methods of the past which 

privileged a Western narrative (Willox, 2013: 129). For Arctic indigenous peoples new media 

comprising the tools of Web 2.0 has significantly contributed to the reclamation of indigenous 

knowledge. Indeed, a great advantage of Web 2.0 is that it bestows agency to the individual, 

bypassing the power dynamics and colonization of indigenous knowledge often embedded in 

Western research (Srinivasan, 2013: 205; Willox, 2013: 129), and challenges preexisting notions of 

‗truth‘ (Ginsberg, 2008; Srinivasan, 2013). 

Faye Ginsberg (2008: 139), an analyst of self-generated indigenous Web content emphasizes the 

potential for social and political transformation as a result of new media:   

Increasingly, the circulation of these media globally …  has become an important basis, for 
nascent but growing transnational network of indigenous media makers and activists. 
These activists are attempting to reverse processes through which aspects of their societies 
have been objectified, commodified, and appropriated; their media productions and 
writings are efforts to recuperate their histories, land rights, and knowledge bases as their 
own cultural property. 

Indeed, for Canada‘s Inuit, adaptation of Western media technologies is closely associated with 

furthering Inuit self-determination (Huhndorf, 2003: 823) by renegotiating the conditions under 

which Inuit content is created and distributed. An early example is based in the 1970s expansion of 

Canada‘s communication satellite system that decades later indirectly led to the creation of Inuit-

based Isuma.tv. For disconnected yet similar reasons, both Inuit and Canadians sought to reclaim 

their cultural identity through media.  

Briefly, in 1972 as an aspect of the nation‘s ―cultural defense against the encroachment of mass 

media from the United States‖ (White, 2005: 54), Canada‘s Far North was the site of the world‘s 

first domestic orbital satellite system. However, with this expansion of the nation‘s communication 

capabilities, southern-based programming ―invaded the North‖ (White, 2005: 54). This was largely 

seen as a cultural encroachment just as Ottawa had perceived U.S. mass media. In 1975 when the 

Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) began broadcasting in the Far North it depicted 

―southern attitudes, values and behaviors‖ (Inuit Broadcasting Corporation). This was understood as a 

threat to Inuit heritage and Inuit were challenged ―to find a way of adapting this technology to their 

own ends, using television as a vehicle for the protection of their language rather than as an agent of 

its destruction‖ (Inuit Broadcasting Corporation). When the Inuit Broadcasting Corporation (IBC) was 

launched in 1981, programming was in Inuktitut and promoted Inuit culture and language. Shortly 
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after, Zacharias Kunuk joined IBC in Igloolik, having acquired a small format video camera in 1983. 

Funding was limited at IBC but for the most part Kunuk felt that management was open to his ideas 

(White, 2005: 57). 

However, by the time Kunuk left in 1990 he was highly critical of the organization‘s management 

practices and creative constraints. He said: ―I saw IBC as a dogteam. Inuit producers as dogs, the 

sled as the Ottawa office and people who sit in the sled as the board of governors. I didn‘t like what 

I saw so I broke away‖ (as quoted in White, 2005: 58). That same year, he and fellow IBC coworker 

Paul Apak started Igloolik Isuma Productions along with Norm Cohn and Pauloosie Qilitaliq 

(White, 2008: 58).  

Yet it was new technology that spearheaded a spatially expansive extension of Inuit-created media 

content. New technology and Inuit political activism, which flowed through a wide variety of 

political and cultural avenues, fomented what was to become a vibrant community of Inuit 

filmmakers. According to Ginsberg, Kunuk had the vision to turn these technologies into vehicles 

for cultural expressions of Inuit lives and histories‖ (Ginsberg, 2008: 134). Indeed, Srinivasan (2009, 

2013) interprets Ginsberg‘s analysis to suggest that indigenous new media use represents 

―entrepreneurial, organizational, social, or political initiatives that incorporate technology authorship 

into their larger missions‖(209). 

By the turn of the twenty-first century, Web 2.0 and digital video had added a new layer of 

communications technologies, opening the way to increased circulation of self-produced content. 

For cultures that had been marginalized, there is no doubt that technology could provide the tools 

for community and individual content control. With that in mind, in 2008 the Isuma partners 

created the first Inuit-owned multi-media website Isuma.tv. The website explains: ―Isuma's mission 

is to produce independent community-based media – films, TV and now Internet – to preserve and 

enhance Inuit culture and language; to create jobs and economic development in Igloolik and 

Nunavut; and to tell authentic Inuit stories to Inuit and non-Inuit audiences worldwide‖ (Isuma: 

About us). Today, the Isuma website hosts a wide variety of indigenous content including over 5,000 

films in 50 plus languages. Kunuk has produced numerous films including The Fast Runner for which he 

received numerous awards including the coveted Cannes Camera d‘Or award in 2001. In 2010 

Kunuk and Ian Mauro produced Qapirangajuq: Inuit Knowledge and Climate Change, which the Toronto 

Globe and Mail described as ―groundbreaking‖ (Dixon, 2010).  

Arctic Indigenous Narrative: Qapirangajuq Inuit Knowledge and Climate 

Change 

Southerners don‘t want to understand Inuit ways. They‘re ignorant about our culture, don‘t consider our 
opinion and treat us like we know nothing. Inuit culture is oral and we keep knowledge in our minds. Even 
without text, our culture is full of wisdom. It brings me joy when Inuit gather and I listen to them. I hear 
Inuit are rising slowly, but there‘s a long way to go. 

- Rita Nashook of Iqaluit in Inuit Knowledge and Climate Change 
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Kunuk (Director) and Mauro‘s (Co-Director) production, Qapirangajuq: Inuit Knowledge and Climate 

Change (IKCC), depicts what I would consider an exquisite exposé of Inuit perspectives on observed 

changes to the environment and culture as a result of global warming. Although the film is locally 

rooted, it is globally relevant. 

The film opens to the heartbeat of drums, immediately accompanied by keyboards then throat 

singing. The tempo and rhythm gather speed to set a contemporary and stimulating tone. The 

camera follows suit. A close shot of flickering flames pans out to the expansive morning sky, the 

rising red sun beating in harmony with the soundtrack. Fifty-four seconds into the film, an 

unidentified Inuk speaker states matter-of-factly: ―by observing the sky the weather is predicted. 

Cloud formations indicated wind direction. Now it is different. First they form one way then they 

quickly change, telling you a different story.‖  

IKCC delivers a profound understanding of the local realities of climate change intermingled with 

glimpses into contemporary Inuit culture. Filmed entirely in Inuktitut (with English subtitles), 

residents of Resolute Bay, Pangnirtung, Igloolik and Iqaluit – totaling thirty-five in all – describe 

changes on a wide range of issues including vanishing glaciers, to a bridge collapse that disconnected 

towns people from the local health facilities, to the overall change in animal health and behavior. 

Collectively, the stories suggest that climate change in the Arctic affects not only Inuit but also a 

global population, regardless of location.  

Indeed, although scientists are yet to make a direct link between Arctic warming and storm surges 

elsewhere, in the wake of Superstorm Sandy on the East Coast of the United States in 2012, Mauro 

noted: ―those changes that are happening in the Arctic are now starting to happen further south and 

it should be a wakeup call for every citizen‖ worldwide that we need to respond (CBC, 2012). As an 

environmental scientist, Mauro‘s work focuses on the human dimension of climate change precisely 

because statistics and scientific models are difficult to understand even for scientists, as Mauro 

admits.6 The human dimension, which is often overlooked by decision-makers, offers a ―compelling 

message‖ that the science does not. Yet, like science it is the specificity of TK that ascribes strength 

to the message. 

Consider the format of IKCC. As the film opens, the initial scene comprises a series of comments 

by unidentified speakers introducing the viewer to the land and Inuit traditional life. Hence forth, 

each speaker is identified by name and location. Lasulusie Ishulutaq from Pangnirtung, the first 

identified speaker, describes his childhood memory of awaiting the return of the community 

hunter‘s dogteam. ―One at a time we‘d go out to listen. When we came in we were singing.‖ The 

child that came in ―smiling‖ meant that the dogteam had been heard and all ―the children [would] 

rush out.‖  

As children, the elders encouraged the values of listening and observation; both were necessary 

attributes that taught the future generation how to survive on the land and respect the environment. 

Dora Pudluk from Resolute Bay and Elijah Nowdlak from Pangnirtung, give us a glimpse into Inuit 

values passed down through the generations: ―our parents and grandparents taught us how to live, 
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survive the land and be a good person.‖ Elijah Nowdlak adds: ―we were taught to care for wildlife 

and harvest only what we required. We only hunted animals when we needed food.‖  

Life was not dependent on money but knowledge of the environment was invaluable. ―In 1940 it 

was extremely cold,‖ notes Jamesie Mike from Pangnirtung. ―The temperature went down to -60 

Celsius. Even stove fuel turned to slush when it was this cold. I‘ve seen this happen twice, once in 

1953.‖ Simon Idlout from Resolute Bay noted that, ―Ten years ago, it was very hot, everything 

melted. For two straight weeks it was +35 Celsius. For the first time we were in shorts with no tops, 

working outside. During that period, and now they keep melting since that time it was +35 outside. 

There are only a few glaciers left. ‖  

Sheila Watt-Cloutier, Nobel Prize nominee, explains: ―the warming of our climate is connected to 

the sun. According to my knowledge and research, pollution is like a blanket over our earth. Our 

earth is having a hard time breathing and then overheats. The blanket is the pollution in our 

atmosphere.‖  

Mary Simon, national Inuit leader states, ―[climate change] is dangerous to people worldwide. Not 

only in the Arctic but everywhere. However, it‘s most noticeable in our homeland. We‘re a hunting 

culture and animals are our livelihood. It affects both Inuit and Southerners. Scientists talk about 

climate change with studies on pollution and toxins. Whereas Inuit discuss the effects as they occur 

within our lives. The whole world is changing. What alarms me is the potential and global damages. 

On the topic of environment, Southerners focus on borders, which prevents them from getting 

connected. When Inuit talk environment we are one.‖ As the IKCC comes to a close Elisapee 

Ishulutaq states: ―Our environment is changing. And so are Inuit. All of us are changing.‖  

Kunuk and Mauro‘s film IKCC depicts a view of Arctic warming that draws on local knowledge of 

environmental change to both examine local perspectives and to link that knowledge to the larger 

debate on climate change. By juxtaposing Mike‘s comment on extreme cold with that of Idlout‘s 

observation of extreme heat and melting glaciers, the viewer is made to understand that warming has 

occurred rapidly over the short span of a lifetime. While Watt-Cloutier‘s metaphorical explanation of 

warming elicits a visual description of pollution as a factor of warming, Simon draws on the 

differences between Inuit and ‗Southerners‘ to make the point that Westerners are disconnected 

from the global implications of pollution and climate change. However, in stating, ―when Inuit talk 

environment we are one,‖ Simon gives the impression that all Inuit think alike on issues resulting 

from climate change.   

To the contrary, although Inuit leaders have successfully achieved unity on issues such as self-

determination, the intersection of climate change and resource development gives rise to 

contentious debate (Wilson & Smith, 2011).  For instance, in an assessment of competing Inuit 

perspectives on resource development, Wilson & Smith (2011) delineate three different perspectives. 

Broadly, the first perspective equates climate change with economic opportunity to secure further 

autonomy. In particular, this perspective reflects the view of Greenland‘s former premier Kuupik 

Kleist who defended the right of Greenland to develop resources ―at a scale that will secure 

Greenland‘s economic base and our future livelihoods (Kuupik as cited in ibid: 916). The second 
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perspective recognizes the likelihood of resource development and ―does not equate climate change 

with opportunity‖, a view that is reflected by Simon (ibid: 917). Thirdly, is the perspective most 

closely associated with IKCC and the view favored by the authors. Wilson & Smith (ibid: 919) note 

that this voice ―is much needed in a world that privileges economic growth over environmental 

wellbeing.‖  

Though these internal divisions on the challenges and benefits of climate change are significant, this 

debate was not the intention of Kunuk and Mauro‘s film. Centered on climate change, it is notable 

that the environmental observers are acknowledged by name, a quality also demonstrated in the 

Gearheard et al study. This represents a grand departure from bygone years when photographic 

representations of indigenous individuals and groups went by the sole identifier of ―Eskimo‖: 

―Eskimo Man reading a copy of the Saturday Evening Post, 1913‖; ―An Eskimo man enjoying some 

music on a record player, 1922‖; and ―A beautiful Eskimo girl, 1929‖ (―Vintage‖, 2012). While the 

photos alone represent aspects of changing communities, this colonial practice objectified 

individuals as nameless beings with no voice of their own. 

IKCC, however, transcends the constraints of Western thought production, thereby embedding an 

authentic, if unfamiliar, account of Arctic change articulated by Inuit. There is no room for cultural 

misrepresentation, marginalization or for status-quo political ideology. Indeed putting a human face 

and name to each participant redirects the commonly held view that the Arctic is heading toward 

unmitigated corporate development in a land thought to be largely absent of identifiable human life. 

Just as the Arctic cannot be reduced to nothing more than an economic frontier, the impact of 

climate change on the human experience cannot disregard the accounts of Inuit knowledge-makers. 

Yet the antithesis persists, which is the reason why Kunuk advocates self-generated Inuit knowledge. 

"Over the years,‖ he notes, ―nobody has ever listened to these people. Every time [the discussion is] 

about global warming, about the Arctic warming, it‘s scientists that go up there and do their work. 

And policy makers depend on these findings. Nobody ever really understands the people up there‖ 

(Dixon, 2010: 11).  Kunuk‘s remark is a stark reminder that to the extent that some scientists have 

made a great effort to recognize and respect the knowledge of Arctic indigenous peoples, there is 

still a long road ahead. But it is not scientists alone who are responsible for bridging the gap; policy 

makers, industrialists and academic‘s alike must be held to account. That said, there are indications 

that western thought production is taking a modest turn towards locating Arctic indigenous peoples 

as significant actors on the circumpolar stage.  

As echoed by Ferris (2013: 24), much of the research which has focused on Arctic indigenous 

peoples as victims ―may miss the broader picture. Some [academics] have argued that the focus 

should be on the ‗agency‘ of indigenous communities – their ability to shape the future‖. A 2013 

report to the U.S. Congress concurs. Quoting the Arctic Human Development Report it states, ―the 

rise of solidarity among indigenous peoples organizations in the region is surely a development to be 

reckoned with by all those interested in policy issues in the Arctic‖ (O‘Rourke, 2013: 38). 

As such, IKCC could be seen as an agent of change in the global debate on climate change. It‘s as if 

the film‘s participants have turned the tables on the viewer and said: ―this is our story. What is your 
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story? What are we all to do about this? Is there a collective solution?‖ Media plays an important role 

in educating the public about the implications of climate change. And it shapes public perceptions of 

how climate change might affect our future (Lowe, 2006: 436). A study by Lowe found that ―the 

intangible large-scale effects of climate change which are so often reported to the public become 

‗real‘ only when put in more local terms‖ (ibid: 454).  

Indeed, Inuit Knowledge and Climate Change is an exceptional example of how media can break 

through cultural differences and political barriers to depict a reality of climate change told by people 

to people. It‘s local and it‘s ‗real‘.7 

Concluding Remarks 

Communicating Arctic environmental change in a manner that breaks through political and 

cognitive barriers is not an easy task. However, as this article has argued, barriers that once inhibited 

knowledge exchange are on a gradual decline. Whereas TK and Western science seemed like 

incompatible philosophies, shifting perceptions and effective political action have perforated past 

obstructions. Likewise, new media technologies have provided tools that Arctic indigenous peoples 

have adopted for their own purposes, thereby bypassing processes through which cultural property 

had been appropriated and decontextualized without consent of the producer. Side-by-side, this 

represents a nascent but nonetheless significant departure from prior years.  

In this regard, Inuit Knowledge and Climate Change could be seen as a mode of knowledge 

exchange that serves three purposes. Like the western-based scientist, participants‘ stated their 

observations, documenting specific changes to the environment that contribute to an accumulated 

body of knowledge. Second, authorship was unmediated by ‗foreign‘ influences thereby ascribing 

agency to each of the participants. And third, by focusing on the human dimension, Arctic 

environmental change is no longer abstract. The clarity with which each of the participants spoke 

conveyed certainty in the face of uncertainty. Inuit and other Arctic indigenous peoples have 

documented changes to the natural environment for millennia, specifically because environmental 

changes directly affect daily existence. It presented another way knowing and speaking that can 

inspire a broader audience to connect with the challenges of climate change.  

From the perspective of western science, we could also view the role of polar researchers as serving 

three purposes. Like indigenous environmental observers, the polar scientists mentioned here are 

conducting highly specific and localized studies, bringing context to Arctic research that meta-data 

cannot answer. As such, local knowledge contributes to a larger knowledge bank that informs 

humanity‘s future and survival. Second, in the process of conducting Arctic research these polar 

scientists are making forays toward rebuilding trust with indigenous communities whose past 

experience with westerners has resulted in appropriation of multiple facets existence. In turn, this 

practice will inform future Arctic research and other regions worldwide that are inhabited by 

indigenous peoples. On a grander scale this could some day have an extensive impact on all of 

society. Though beyond the scope of this article, I must mention a third point which I think is 

critical to a broader understanding of environmental change. As a community, communicating 

climate science is fraught with political and cognitive hurdles that are not completely dissimilar to 
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those faced by Arctic indigenous peoples. However, like Arctic indigenous peoples, scientists are 

attempting to renegotiate the space in which science circulates.8  

The overarching goal of cross-cultural knowledge exchange should be to improve the global 

understanding of Arctic indigenous peoples and the environment to facilitate equitable decision-

making. It can only enhance the many facets of human existence as we tackle the global challenges 

of climate change.  

Finally, there is no need to ‗convert‘ Arctic indigenous peoples to western philosophies; nor is there 

a need to overthrow the ‗foreigners‘ to retain TK. Rather, each is beginning to draw on the other for 

a common cause: understanding rapid environmental change in the Arctic which has the potential to 

affect us all. These efforts may be small now but they are significant nonetheless. We need to build 

on these efforts.  
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Notes 

1. Baffinland Iron Mines Corporation is planning to develop an open pit iron mine in the Mary 
River region of Baffin Island, Canada. Together ArcelorMittal and Iron Ore Holdings LP 
retain full ownership. For more information see: http://www.baffinland.com/.  

2. For another example: As an aspect of ICC Greenland‘s communication strategy, in 2012 the 
organization began to upload self-generated ICC ‗public information tours‘ covering various 
issues concerning human rights and development. The purpose of the meetings and 
associated videos is to promote information sharing, start debate and increase participation 
of civil society. See: http://www.youtube.com/user/ICCGreenland. 

3. This definition derives from the Traditional Knowledge Working Group, an advisory branch 
of the Fisheries and Oceans Canada-based Beaufort Sea Partnership.  

4. Throughout the 1970s and early 1980s Inuit were becoming politically active in territorial 
politics. 

5. In 1993, the Nunavut Land Claims Agreement was signed and adopted by Parliament and 
the Inuit self-governed territory of Nunavut came into official existence on 1 April 1999. 

6. Like Huntington‘s definition of TEK, Mauro ascribes importance to the relationship 
between humans and their environment.  

7. IKCC has been shown to audiences across Canada and the United States, and to decision-
makers at the UN COP-16 international climate change meeting in Cancun, Mexico, and at 
Canada‘s Parliament Hill among others. At many of these venues Web tools allowed viewers 
worldwide to participate via twitter in the Q&A following the screening. When the film 
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showed at the Museum of the American Indian in New York City, Mauro attended in person 
and Kunuk via webcam to discuss IKCC following the screening. The film is available on 
Isuma.tv for public viewing. 

8. For further details see: Waltz, E. (2010). ―Science & politics: Speaking out about science‖. 
Nature. 467: 768-770: Dissemination and end use of scientific research is often, if not most 
likely, implemented at the discretion of government; Revkin, A.C. (2007). ―Climate change as 
news: Challenges in communicating environmental science in climate change‖. In DiMento, 
J.F.C. (Ed.). What It Means for Us, Our Children, and Our Grandchildren. Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press: 139-159.; Moser, S. (2010, January/February). ―Communicating climate change: 
history, challenges, process and future directions‖. Retrieved May 26, 2013 from WIREs 
Climate Change, http://www.climateaccess.org/sites/default/files/Moser_ 
Communicating%20Climate%20Change.pdf; Greenwood, C. (2013, February). Muzzling 
Civil Servants: A Threat to Democracy? Environmental Law Clinic, University of Victoria. 
Retrieved September 29, 2013 from, http://www.elc.uvic.ca/press/documents/2012-03-04-
Democracy-Watch_OIPLtr_Feb20.13-with-attachment.pdf, by the Environmental Law 
Clinic at the University of Victoria underscores the point. At the International Polar Year 
2012 conference in Montreal scientists from Environment Canada were restricted from 
speaking to reporters. An accompanying letter addressed to Suzanne Legault, Information 
Commissioner of Canada states that the report shows that communication between media 
and federal scientists is particularly curtailed ―when the scientists‘ research or point of view 
runs counter to current Government policies on matters such as environmental protection, 
oil sands development, and climate change.‖ 
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Today, conservation efforts of Arctic states reflect a state-based approach. This contrasts with international 
conservation efforts in the post-Cold War period, which were grounded in perceiving the region as a global commons. In 
this article, I examine the ways in which Canada and Russia use natural conservation areas as instruments to express 
sovereign rights. I compare Canada‘s proposed Lancaster Sound National Marine Conservation Area at the eastern 
mouth of the Northwest Passage and Russia‘s recently expanded Natural System (zapovednik) of Wrangel Island 
Reserve at the eastern entrance to the Northern Sea Route. These two case studies allow for an examination of the 
domestic politics of zoning, exclusion, and access alongside Arctic geopolitics and foreign policy discourse. Both parks 
are complex products of domestic and foreign policy, making them densely layered spaces of contested and contingent 
sovereignty. Moreover, Canada and Russia draw on regimes such as UNCLOS and UNESCO‘s World Heritage 
Committee to defend their sovereignty in contested waterways. Whereas around the world, states have historically 
created national parks in areas without significant economic value, the conservation areas in and around Lancaster 
Sound and Wrangel Island lie in waters valuable for their geostrategic position and shipping potential. Yet 
importantly, the conservation areas are situated so as not to coincide with hydrocarbon interests. Ultimately, Russia 
and Canada‘s establishment of these two conservation areas suggests ulterior motives of sovereignty and economic 
interests at work, suggesting that we should be carefully attuned to scrutinizing the intentions behind environmental 
measures taken in the Arctic. 
 

Introduction 

Climate change and the rising prices of commodities like oil and gas have combined to create new 

opportunities for economic development in the Arctic. While Arctic states are developing their 

northern hinterlands, they are simultaneously encouraging environmental conservation, recalling the 
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heyday such efforts enjoyed in the 1990s. Yet whereas post-Cold War Arctic environmentalism 

perceived the region as a global commons, to which the creation of the Arctic Environmental 

Protection Strategy and Arctic Council attest, many of today‘s conservation efforts reflect a more 

territorialized, state-based approach that enrolls ideas of nature and sustainable development to 

enhance sovereignty. Young (2009) rightly critiques media headlines and commentators like 

Borgerson (2008), who stir up worries of a new ―Great Game‖ in the Arctic. But at the same time, 

growing concerns in Ottawa and Moscow over Arctic shipping and also increasingly valuable, fixed, 

non-renewable resources – namely oil and gas – as opposed to boundary-straddling fish or polar 

bear stocks have led the Arctic‘s two largest littoral countries, Canada and Russia, to attempt to draw 

more lines in the water in the guise of national parks.  

A growing body of literature theorizes the relationship between environmental measures and 

sovereignty (Young, 1989; Langlais, 1995; Kuehls, 1996; Van Amerom, 2002; Larsen, 2005; Hazen, 

2008; Smith, 2011). Geographers and other scholars have also carried out a significant amount of 

research on the interplay between sovereignty and ocean spaces, especially in the Arctic (Steinberg, 

2001; Dodds, 2010; Ebinger & Zambetakis, 2009; Gerhardt & Steinberg, 2010). Yet little scholarship 

has considered the intersection of these areas in the Arctic to analyze how the region‘s states are 

enacting environmental measures to enhance sovereignty at sea through purported stewardship. 

Kuehls (1996) uses the term ―ecopolitics‖ to describe border-surmounting environmental problems 

like climate change and sea ice melt that go ―beyond sovereign territory.‖ He argues that the 

production of environmental boundaries in fact makes it possible to erode political boundaries – a 

transformation that is unfolding in the Canadian and Russian maritime Arctic. On the one hand, 

environmental boundaries adhere to an increasingly accepted international norm of sustainable 

development that Marong (2003) identifies as championing economic development, poverty 

reduction, and environmental protection. On the other hand, these environmental boundaries 

enhance the ability of a state to manage and secure its territory – or, in the case of the Northern Sea 

Route (NSR) and Northwest Passage (NWP), their contested waterways. Elden (2013: 49) avers that 

geopolitics has become conflated with political geography and suggests we return to literally 

grounding ourselves in the ―land, earth, world rather than simply the global or international.‖ In this 

study of how Russia and Canada determine their conservation areas, that is what I seek to do. 

In this article, I first trace the recent history of environmentalism and sovereignty in the Arctic to 

understand how Canada and Russia have arrived at the creation of national parks as a type of 

performative sovereignty, outwardly demonstrating state power to audiences ranging from their own 

citizens to the international community. I then compare Canada‘s proposed Lancaster Sound 

National Marine Conservation Area (NMCA) at the mouth of the NWP with Russia‘s recently 

expanded Natural System (zapovednik) of Wrangel Island Reserve, near the eastern entrance to the 

NSR. The Lancaster Sound NMCA and Wrangel Island zapovednik lie in waters that are valuable for 

their geostrategic position and shipping potential. The conservation areas have also been designed so 

as to avoid conflicting with oil and gas interests. The two case studies of the Lancaster Sound 

NMCA and Wrangel Island zapovednik provide a useful lens for examining domestic politics of 

zoning, exclusion, and access alongside Arctic geopolitics and sovereignty issues. National parks do 

not just simply safeguard nature: instead, they are actually complex products of statecraft, domestic 
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policy, and even foreign policy. They are also national symbols in which citizens can take pride 

(Shtilmark, 2003), making them (potentially) important for building national identity (Nye, 2006). 

Not all citizens though, particularly indigenous peoples, are included in, respect, or even take an 

interest in the legitimacy of national parks, making them densely layered spaces of contested and 

contingent sovereignty domestically and internationally – a palimpsest of sovereignties. Moreover, 

both Russia and Canada draw on international regimes such as the United Nations Convention on 

the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) and the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO) World Heritage Committee to actually defend their national sovereignty in 

disputed waterways. Scrutinizing governments‘ motivations behind conservation measures in the 

Arctic, where questions of sovereignty and ownership are crucial, is key to understanding whether 

genuine efforts are being made to protect the Arctic environment. Through the practice of 

stewardship, the state is able to securitize spaces like contested waterways by acting in the spirit of 

conservation. Canada and Russia in particular therefore enroll nature and the environment in their 

securitization strategies.  

 

Overview of Wrangel Island zapovednik and Study Area for Proposed Lancaster Sound NMCA. 

Arctic Environmentalism in Transition 

There is a disparity between the regional and global scale of many of today‘s environmental 

problems, such as climate change and black carbon, and the national level at which they are tackled 

(Kuehls, 1996). Consequently, as with many ecosystems that cross national borders and boundaries, 
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in the Arctic, international cooperation is necessary to protect what is one of the world‘s biggest 

continuous, largely intact ecosystems. At the height of the Cold War, Arctic states recognized the 

need to jointly protect the region‘s environment. In 1973, Canada, Denmark, Norway, the USSR, 

and the US signed the International Agreement on the Conservation of Polar Bears, as they 

recognized that due to the species‘ long-range, polar bears could only be adequately protected with a 

circumpolar agreement. Still, the responsibility to uphold the spirit of the agreement remained with 

the state, with ―protection to be achieved through co-ordinated national measures taken by the 

States of the Arctic Region‖ (―Agreement,‖ 1973). Just before the collapse of the USSR, a renewed 

envisioning of the Arctic as a commons meriting protection took hold. Soviet Premier Mikhail 

Gorbachev declared in his seminal 1987 Murmansk Speech that the Arctic should become a ―zone 

of peace,‖ calling for the joint measures protecting the Baltic‘s marine environment to be extended 

to ―the entire oceanic and sea surface of the globe‘s North‖ (Gorbachev, 1987). Gorbachev‘s speech 

fostered a circumpolar vision of the Arctic environment and a common understanding, at least 

among the Arctic states, that it needed to be sustainably developed (c.f. Scrivener, 1989). Young 

(2009) draws attention to the post-Cold War proliferation of cooperative agreements in the Arctic. 

The establishment of the Arctic Environmental Protection Strategy (AEPS) in 1991, which became 

the Arctic Council in 1996, formalized the conceptualization of the Arctic ecosystem as more of a 

shared, rather than divided, space. The AEPS‘ introduction explains, ―[t]he Arctic countries realize 

that the pollution problems of today do not respect national boundaries and that no state alone will 

be able to act effectively against environmental threats to the Arctic‖ (Arctic Council, 1991).  

However, promotion of the Arctic as the common heritage of mankind and support for joint 

management of the region has declined since the start of the twenty-first century, when rising 

commodities prices and melting sea ice have made resources and shipping lanes all the more 

valuable. At least in media depictions, the Russian expedition to plant a flag on the seabed 

underneath the North Pole – though privately led – epitomizes the increasing de jure, if not yet de 

facto, nationalization of Arctic maritime spaces. But as Canadian Foreign Minister Peter MacKay 

criticized in reaction to the stunt, ―This isn't the fifteenth century. You can't go around the world 

and just plant flags and say, 'We're claiming this territory‘‖ (Graff, 2007). As such, in the twenty-first 

century, the two countries have pursued methods more in line with international norms to 

strengthen their Arctic sovereignty. Furthermore, in the past ten years, at the expense of 

environmental multilateralism, countries have expanded their claims to territory – almost all at sea 

(Hickman, 2010). Much of the expansion of maritime claims has been done in a legal manner in 

accordance with UNCLOS procedures. As Suárez de Vivero et al. (2009: 624) write, ―A feature of 

the transition from the 20th to the 21st century has been the emergence of a new generation of State 

political action regarding the major maritime strategic objectives,‖ with maritime policies ―beginning 

to shift and extend to the domain of internal State affairs, even developing into a territorial policy‖ 

(2009: 625). Canada and Russia champion international norms such as sustainable development and 

environmentalism while privileging national, rather than international, management of their Arctic 

areas. Thus, while political leaders today may repeat the rosy rhetoric of the 1990s at Arctic Council 

meetings, talk of mutual environmental dependency seems somewhat hollow in the face of greater 

efforts by Canada and Russia to create national parks in their Arctic waterways. 
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In 2008, the Arctic‘s five littoral states issued the Ilulissat Declaration, underscoring the role of 

sovereignty and national rights in dealing with the Arctic‘s environmental problems. The declaration 

stated that the existing framework of international law ―provides a solid foundation for responsible 

management by the five coastal States and other users of this Ocean through national 

implementation and application of relevant provisions‖ (2008: 1-2). Though the littoral states pledge 

to cooperate with each other, each state ultimately determines its own national environmental laws, 

recalling the preeminence of the state in the 1973 International Agreement on the Conservation of 

Polar Bears. Since the 1648 Treaty of Westphalia, the nation-state has been increasingly linked to the 

territory that it occupies, a relationship reproduced through public education and citizenship 

(Lefebvre, 1991). Territory, going beyond mere mountains, tundras, and oceans, is a ―rendering of 

the emergent concept of ‗space‘ as a political category: owned, distributed, mapped, calculated, 

bordered, and controlled‖ (Elden, 2007: 578). These material and symbolic linkages make it 

theoretically difficult for states to share territory on land or at sea, as that would threaten the 

supposed power and inviolability of the nation-state. Overall, the Arctic littoral states‘ 

demonstrations of sovereignty, such as with the creation of national parks, challenge popular 

proclamations that globalization is causing the deterritorialization or retreat of the state (Ohmae, 

1995; 1999; Strange, 1996). In fact, Russia and Canada are trying to cement and signify state power 

as international flows become a stronger force in the Arctic.  

National Regulations over Arctic Waterways 

In broad terms, the evolution of international maritime law since the 1980s has actually fostered 

national sovereignty. UNCLOS, which was adopted in 1982 and entered into force in 1994, allows 

ratifying states like Russia and Canada1 to extend their territorial seas up to 200 nautical miles from 

their baselines as exclusive economic zones (EEZs) and potentially even farther depending on 

scientific data and agreement with other countries regarding the extent of their continental shelves 

(Articles 76 and 77). UNCLOS Article 56 allows states the right to protect the environment and 

conduct scientific research in their EEZs, while Article 234 permits states to enact special 

regulations pertaining to marine pollution from vessels in ice-covered areas. Taken together, these 

two articles represent the legal point of departure from which I investigate Canadian and Russian 

actions in the Arctic.   

Canada and Russia seek to expand their sovereignty in their Arctic shipping passages because of 

both the aforementioned growing regionalization of maritime space and specific, perceived threats 

to their control, especially as shipping traffic increases.2 Moscow and Ottawa view the NWP and 

NSR, respectively, as internal waters. By contrast, it is in the interest of government officials from 

the world‘s major economies, such as the United States, China, and the European Union, to 

promote Arctic waterways as international straits in order to ensure freedom of navigation for their 

large commercial fleets. Canada, in particular, has a history of enacting environmental legislation 

when it perceives challenges to sovereignty in its seas. After the American icebreaking oil tanker SS 

Manhattan controversially transited the NWP in 1969 and 1970, the Canadian Parliament assertively 

responded by passing the Arctic Waters Pollution Prevention Act (AWPPA). This set strict rules for 

ships coming within 100 miles of Canada‘s Arctic coastline at a time when international law only 
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allowed states to claim territorial seas twelve nautical miles from shore. The AWPPA was thus an 

environmental measure designed to demonstrate national sovereignty, largely to its powerful 

southern neighbor. Not only did the Trudeau government take advantage of a perceived threat to 

Canadian Arctic sovereignty to pass the AWPPA; during the late 1960s and early 1970s, 

environmentalism was also a growing force worldwide, making Canada‘s move justified in light of 

changing international norms. The US, however, was not convinced of the merit of Canada‘s 

supposed environmental concerns. Washington issued a diplomatic note to protest the AWPPA, 

stating that if Canada could enact pollution regulations on the high seas, other countries could 

―assert the right to exercise jurisdiction for other purposes, some reasonable and some not, but 

equally invalid according to international law‖ (Byers, 2009: 47).  

Yet the international community ultimately supported Canada‘s view by including Article 234, the 

so-called Canadian clause (Huebert, 2001), in UNCLOS. Canadian policymakers continue to claim 

that it is in foreign countries‘ best interests to have well-regulated, well-patrolled shipping lanes. A 

legislative summary of a failed bill to expand AWPPA‘s covered areas to extend out to 200 nautical 

miles explains, ―Canada seeks recognition of its claim that the Northwest Passage is an internal 

waterway in order to impose and enforce safety and marine standards that protect Canadian 

interests, including those relating to the environment and Inuit. Absent Canadian regulation, the 

waters would be subject to less stringent standards under international law‖ (Becklumb, 2009). 

The issue of whether the NWP or NSR constitute internal waters is not a high priority for the US 

given its preoccupation with other areas like the Middle East. Post-9/11, however, concern over 

possible terrorist threats emanating from the north has elicited some attention from the former U.S. 

Ambassador to Canada, Paul Cellucci, who observed about the NWP in 2004: ―[w]e are looking at 

everything through the terrorism prism...Our top priority is to stop the terrorists. So perhaps when 

this...is brought to the table again, we may have to take another look at this‖ (Byers & Lalonde, 

2009: 1190). Before either the NWP or NSR can be brought to the table again, though, Canada and 

Russia are trying to defend their sovereignty at sea not through bilateral negotiation with the world's 

largest shipping nations or even through multilateral discussions at the Arctic Council, but rather by 

adhering to international values such as environmentalism through the creation of maritime national 

parks and reserves. As the waters become more trafficked, the flows of international cargo, capital, 

and people seemingly weaken states‘ grips on their watery national spaces and even claims to polar 

heritage and identity. Since closing their northern waterways or loudly proclaiming that they are 

internal waters would arouse the ire of many of the world‘s major seafarers and economies3 – most 

of all the US – Canada and Russia are instead using environmental bounding and zoning to 

demonstrate presence, ownership, sovereignty, and title.  

Lancaster Sound NMCA 

The bundling of the environment and sovereignty has a relatively long heritage in Canada, as the 

1970 AWPPA illustrates. Whereas Trenin and Baev (2009) argue that Russia‘s ―offensive‖ approach 

to the Arctic contrasts with the West‘s environmental concerns about ―polar bears,‖ Arctic 

sovereignty and capacity building are actually paramount for Ottawa. In 1985, similar to the 1969 
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and 1970 transits of the SS Manhattan, the USCGC Polar Sea icebreaker controversially sailed through 

the NWP without permission. In response to the incident, Governor General Jeanne Mathilde Sauvé 

stated in her 1986 Throne Speech, ―[t]he government asserts complete sovereignty over the 

Canadian Arctic and recognizes that sovereignty requires a vigorous national presence...Other 

measures have been taken or will be initiated to support this vital national purpose, including more 

research on polar conditions, defense training exercises in the Arctic, and the establishment of a 

National Park at Ellesmere Island‖ (Sauvé, 1986). The government followed through and set up 

Quttinirpaaq National Park in 1988 on Ellesmere Island‘s northeastern corner.4 

 
 

 

Overview of Study Area for Proposed Lancaster Sound NMCA 

Today, Prime Minister Stephen Harper‘s similar capacity-based view of sovereignty also informs the 

government‘s decisions surrounding use of the Canadian Arctic. Ottawa materializes sovereignty, 

attempting to infuse it into the northern territories through investments in physical capacities like 

Arctic/offshore patrol ships, ports, and research stations. In 2007, Harper famously quipped that in 

the Arctic, it‘s ―use it or lose it‖ (Prime Minister of Canada, 2007), and he promotes both historic 

and current presence in the Canadian Arctic Archipelago to bolster sovereignty. Even before Harper 

took to office, Parks Canada turned into something of a shipwreck-finding shop. The agency has led 

expeditions since the 1980s to discover the lost ships of British polar explorer John Franklin. The 

Historic Sites and Monuments Board of Canada has even designated the lost ships Erebus and Terror 
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as a national historic site despite Parks Canada‘s failure to locate them (Craciun, 2012), a near 

caricature of affirming presence in the Arctic. Harper‘s administration, unable to deliver on many of 

its promises for new infrastructure in the Arctic, is instead putting up plaques and national park 

signs, least of all in Lancaster Sound. 

While the park‘s specific boundaries have not yet been determined, the NMCA would sit within 

Lancaster Sound, at the eastern end of the NWP. The 2002 Canada National Marine Conservation 

Areas Act (CNMCAA) established the concept of NMCAs. They can be located within Canada‘s 

internal waters, territorial seas, or EEZs and are meant for protecting marine areas while, 

importantly, still allowing sustainable development but prohibiting oil and gas exploration and 

undersea mining (Bill S.C. 2002, c.18, 2002). Lancaster Sound is home to a wealth of Arctic 

biodiversity, and three Nunavut communities rely on the area for sustenance (Pew Charitable Trust, 

2013). The Inuit and Parks Canada are working together to outline the NMCA‘s boundaries decades 

after Indian and Northern Affairs Canada first recognized the biological importance of the area and 

proposed protecting some 48,000 square kilometers. As I will show is also the case in Russia, 

science, the military, and conservation all contribute to muscular displays of northern sovereignty in 

Lancaster Sound. During a 2009 meeting of the Canadian Parliament‘s Standing Committee on 

National Defense to discuss Arctic sovereignty, Paul Kaludjak, president of Nunavut Tunngavik 

Incorporated, openly asserted that Lancaster Sound is ―an area where environmental conservation 

and sovereignty assertion go hand in hand‖ (2009). Similarly, the 2009 memorandum of 

understanding signed by Parks Canada, the Government of Nunavut, and the Qikiqtani Inuit 

Association regarding the undertaking of a feasibility study to create a NMCA in Lancaster Sound 

states, ―[t]he establishment of a NMCA in the Lancaster Sound Marine Region would contribute 

significantly to protecting Canada‘s Arctic environmental heritage, strengthen Canada‘s sovereignty, 

promote economic and social development and improve Northern governance as envisioned in 

Canada‘s Northern Strategy‖ (Parks Canada et al., 2009). Canada is effectively attempting to anchor 

permanent boundaries to a fluid waterway. Yet the Northern Strategy, a document that is designed 

for both domestic and, importantly, foreign audiences, only mentions Lancaster Sound as an 

―important marine protection initiative‖ (Indian and Northern Affairs, 2009) and avoids calling 

attention to its economic and strategic value to Canada. 

When push comes to shove, however, Canadian politicians have vocally defended their country‘s 

northern sovereignty. Statements and activities in the present must back up historic maps and 

claims. In 2007, in reaction to the Russian planting of a flag on the seabed under the North Pole, 

former Canadian Minister of Foreign Affairs Peter MacKay emphasized the linkage between waters 

and national ownership. He declared, ―There is no question over Canadian sovereignty in the 

Arctic… We‘ve established a long time ago that these are Canadian waters and this is Canadian 

property‖ (Smith & Giles, 2007). But sovereignty lacks inertia in the porous and permeable sea, 

where it must be continually produced and reproduced regardless of the depth of history behind any 

claims. While countries might be readily able to demonstrate presence in offshore areas designated 

for oil and gas exploration with fixed infrastructure such as oil platforms and pipelines, displaying 

sovereignty is more difficult in the fluid chokepoints of shipping routes. Consequently, to 

complement plans for new icebreakers and submarines, Russia and Canada have resorted to the 
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erection of conservation areas. Deleuze (1994: 385) writes, ―[i]t is a vital concern of every State not 

only to vanquish nomadism but to control migrations and, more generally, to establish a zone of 

rights over an entire exterior, over all of the flows traversing the ecumenon.‖ Increasingly navigable 

straits are bringing more and more ships to the Arctic, although the narrow, icy, and twisty NWP 

still lags significantly behind the more developed NSR. While Canada still has no deep water port 

along the NWP, Russia maintains an icebreaker fleet and numerous ports along the NSR and is 

already building ten search and rescue stations (Pettersen, 2011). Although the increase in maritime 

traffic may seemingly dilute a country‘s grip on its oceanic space, it also creates a perception within 

the international community of a greater need for regulation. Canada and Russia instrumentalize this 

belief to bolster support for their creation of national parks and environmental protection laws, 

which in turn permit greater surveillance and monitoring. Local and regional communities and 

governments, however, do not always support the protection and regulation of these spaces, 

especially when existing communities are evicted or they lose former access rights like hunting.  

Since the aims of conservation and development are often at odds in the Arctic, where commodities 

are one of the few feasible avenues to economic growth, Canada sets aside specific areas for oil and 

gas exploration, while others are given over to conservation. Economic interests have long colored 

Ottawa's perception of the environment, reflecting the Western tendency to link ecological and 

economic rationality (Yanitsky, 2001: 41). The actual decision to conserve a site is consequently 

based on more than environmental factors. The Qikiqtani Inuit Association (2012), for instance, 

states, ―[b]oundary selection requires consideration of several features such as; well-being and 

interests of communities, traditional ecological knowledge, ecologically sustainable use of living 

marine resources and mineral and energy potential.‖ Just as important as where a conservation area 

is located, then, is where it is not. In Lancaster Sound, the proposed NMCA lies just to the east of 

Shell‘s offshore oil and gas leases (Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada, 2012), a 

convenient delineation of the sound‘s space. The areas for resource extraction and conservation are 

therefore carefully mapped so as not to conflict, but only on paper; a static, two-dimensional map 

cannot adequately portray the consequences of a potential oil spill next door to a conservation areas. 

Similarly, the strictly zoned conservation areas fail to illustrate how transiting ships, which can 

pollute the waters, may be allowed through the NMCA. Yet stricter regulation of increased shipping 

is likely one of the chief reasons motivating the NMCA‘s establishment. Baffinland, a mining 

company, has proposed to ship iron ore from Baffin Island, south of Lancaster Sound, to 

Rotterdam and other ports in Europe. Original plans had the ships sailing north through Milne Inlet 

and Eclipse Sound – areas home to thousands of marine mammals and included in the proposed 

boundaries of the Lancaster Sound LNCMA. The plan was scrapped after consultation with 

indigenous peoples and the ships‘ planned trajectories were rerouted to the south, through Pond 

Inlet. In a change of plans, Baffinland is now again proposing to ship the iron ore north through 

Milne Inlet and Eclipse Sound (Madsen, 2013), so it is unclear how the waters will ultimately be 

delineated to fulfill competing environmental, strategic, and economic interests. 

Aside from trying to render maritime spaces more ―permanent‖ through the affixation of 

environmental boundaries, Canada tries to ―affix‖ indigenous peoples to conservation areas, too. 

Ottawa views the presence of indigenous peoples as strengthening sovereignty claims, distinguishing 
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it from Moscow, as I will later show. In the 1950s, during a time of acute governmental concern 

over sovereignty in the Canadian Arctic Archipelago, Ottawa forcibly relocated indigenous peoples 

to permanent settlements along the NWP (Tester & Kulchyski, 1994). Though the government later 

apologized for the resettlements (AANDC, 2010), it still uses indigenous presence and activity on 

northern lands and waters to legitimize sovereignty claims, especially in national parks. One of the 

objectives of the Inuit Impact and Benefit Agreement for Auyuittuq, Quttinirpaaq and Sirmilik 

National Parks is ―to recognize that Inuit are an integral part of the ecosystems of the Parks‖ (Parks 

Canada and Qikiqtani Inuit Association, 1999). In Sirmilik National Park, a terrestrial park lying on 

Lancaster Sound‘s southern shore, the Nunavut Land Claim Agreement grants indigenous peoples 

access for traditional subsistence activities like camping, hunting, fishing, and trapping (Parks 

Canada, 2012). Such ethnicity-based access undermines Canada‘s attempts to use national parks to 

foster national identity. Prime Minister Stephen Harper averred, ―Canada's Arctic is central to our 

identity as a northern nation‖ (Prime Minister of Canada, 2007, emphasis added). But whereas 

national parks in the U.S. became an important tool in the formation of a national civic identity in 

the twentieth century (Nye, 1996), especially since many citizens could access places like the Grand 

Canyon on classic American road trips, national parks in Canada‘s Arctic are difficult to reach due to 

the expense and difficulty of travel to such remote northern locations. Of course, national parks, 

even if only rarely frequented by people, can still appeal to the national imagination. Conservation 

areas like the Lancaster Sound NMCA can help foster a northern national identity, particularly 

amongst southern Canadians who might otherwise have little or no connection to their country‘s 

Arctic reaches. But ultimately, these conservation areas may serve an equally important role in 

international positioning. 

Due to the challenges in turning northern national parks into uncontroversial national symbols, 

especially in the Canadian Arctic Archipelago where both indigenous peoples and extractive 

industries have interests, it is often easier to convince international organizations such as UNESCO 

of the value of conserving certain sites. The CNMCAA states that Parliament wishes for Canada to 

contribute ―to international efforts for the establishment of a worldwide network of representative 

marine protected areas‖ and ―provide opportunities for the people of Canada and of the world to 

appreciate and enjoy Canada‘s natural and cultural marine heritage‖ (Bill S.C. 2002, c.18., 2002), 

emphasizing the international dimension of national conservation efforts. Legal scholar and vocal 

supporter of Canadian sovereignty, Michael Byers, recommends that the government link the 

creation of the NMCA with an effort to win UNESCO designation, as it would tie the domestic to 

the international ―in a mutually supportive way‖ (2010: 73). If Lancaster Sound were to be named a 

World Heritage Site, it would likely be easier for Canada to regulate shipping in a passage recognized 

as ecologically sensitive (Byers, 2010) and actually keep out parts of the world it deems undesirable, 

like certain ships or military vessels. In sum – and no different from Russia – Canada is marshaling 

international organizations and norms to cement national power. Yet even places that are listed on 

UNESCO World Heritage lists are not everybody‘s to equally cherish and celebrate, as they can keep 

out certain groups of people. Though UNESCO might one day decree Lancaster Sound to possess 

―cultural and natural heritage of outstanding universal value‖ (UNESCO, 1972), the universality of 
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that heritage is ambiguous when thanks to the Nunavut Land Claim Agreement, the Inuit could 

potentially enjoy greater access rights to the park than non-Inuit Canadians. 

Wrangel Island zapovednik 

On paper, Russian conservation attempts are more strictly dedicated to science than in Canada, 

where they are often joined up with economic interests of both Ottawa and indigenous groups. In 

1956, the Soviet Academy of Sciences established the concept of the zapovednik, literally a ―forbidden 

area‖ designated for natural sciences research where there is the ―complete withdrawal of an area of 

land – or water, air, underground site – from any economic use, including such non-traditional or 

extensive kinds as any form of tourism and recreation‖ (Pryde, 1995: 45). But in reality, a 

consumerist attitude towards nature prevailed in the USSR. The environment was something to be 

used rather than preserved (Zaharchenko, 1985). This is an attitude that appears to have persisted 

throughout the twentieth century and into the present day.   

 

Overview of Wrangel Island zapovednik  

Zapovedniks were not really pure and unpolluted realms of nature; instead, they were ―complex 

organisations, mostly comprising unskilled labourers, drivers, metal-workers, mechanics, electricians, 

boilermen and the like‖ (Shtilmark, 2003: 147). Environmental interests became further 

subordinated to economic interests in 2000, when President Vladimir Putin abolished the State 

Committee for Environmental Protection (Goskomekologiya). The agency, which had been similar to 



96   Arctic Yearbook 2013 

Bounding Nature 

the US Environmental Protection Agency (Zaharchenko, 1985), had enacted environmental 

regulations since its establishment in 1988. Yet under Putin‘s aegis, the Ministry of Natural 

Resources5 has taken over its functions, arguably eroding environmental regulations in favor of 

natural resource development and foreign investment (Peterson & Bielke, 2001). Furthermore, in 

Russia‘s Arctic strategy through 2020, the first listed national goal is ―the expansion of the resource 

base of the Arctic zone‖ (Security Council, 2008). Resource development precedes environmental 

conservation. Even the section pertaining to ensuring environmental security states that one of the 

chief priorities is the elimination of the ―environmental consequences of economic activity in the 

face of increasing economic activity and global climate change,‖ demonstrating that as industry 

grows, only its consequences should be curtailed, rather than industry itself. Whereas both Canada 

and Russia view their northern regions as potential economic engines, the need to develop resources 

is stronger in Russia as the oil and gas resources that fuel the economy dwindle in other parts of the 

country. Development in Canada‘s Arctic, at least according to the Northern Strategy, is partly 

meant to make local communities self-sustainable, while in Russia, development is sought to help 

foster national economic growth. In 2008, the Russian Arctic was already generating between 15 and 

20% of national GDP, while the Canadian Arctic‘s contribution to national GDP was in the single 

digits (Mäenpää, 2008). 

In light of this anti-environmental, development-focused climate in Russia, the creation and recent 

expansion of the Wrangel Island zapovednik requires scrutiny. Few Russian politicians are devoted to 

environmental questions (Tynkkynen & Massa, 2001: 11), but Wrangel Island and nearby Herald 

Island have managed to attract policymakers‘ attention. The two islands, located in the Chukchi Sea, 

have the highest level of biodiversity anywhere in the high Arctic and are home to endangered 

species such as polar bears and walrus (UNESCO, n.d.). There are also remnants of Neolithic 

camps, mammoths, and furry rhinoceros (UNESCO, n.d.). But Russian policymakers are likely 

largely interested in the islands‘ preservation for geopolitical reasons based on their nature and 

location, or what we might call ―naturalizing geopolitics.‖ Nature informs geopolitical decisions, and 

geopolitics inform conservation strategies, which, in turn, often determine the fate of nature. 

Wrangel and Herald Island are near the eastern entrance to the NSR, a route which Putin has said 

the country is ―planning to turn it into a key commercial route of global importance‖ (Putin, 2011), 

and close to the American boundary. Indeed, the Wrangel Island zapovednik was partly born out of 

foreign policy posturing during the Cold War in 1976, at a time when the NSR was closed to 

international shipping due to security concerns and British and American claims to islands in the 

east, including Wrangel Island. The NSR‘s closure demonstrates how Soviet enactments of 

sovereignty involved the exclusion of other states from strategic areas, an issue that might be 

explored more with an investigation of the country‘s closed cities. Yet with the warming of relations 

between Russia and the West in the 1990s, the Russian Federation reopened the route to navigation, 

Washington and Moscow briefly considered establishing a joint national park straddling the Bering 

Strait and the zapovednik grew in size.6 In 1997, the government extended the original size of the park 

– from reaching five nautical miles out to sea to twelve nautical miles, and it followed suit in 1999 

extending the park boundaries another twelve miles. In 2004, UNESCO voted to designate Wrangel 

Island zapovednik a World Heritage Site on the basis of its high biodiversity (UNESCO, 2013). 
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Perhaps given the environmental protections already in place for the Wrangel Island zapovednik, in 

2000, an employee of Russia‘s Central Marine Research and Design Institute posited that one of the 

most likely conflict areas between NSR activities and Russian environmental protection legislation 

would be the ―coastal waters of the Wrangel Island and Chukot Peninsula‖ (Semanov, 2000: 103). 

Yet it appears that the Kremlin has found a way to make environmental legislation and commercial 

shipping interests mutually supportive. In December 2012, Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev signed 

a decree expanding the park to include Wrangel Island‘s one formerly inhabited village and extend 

the zapovednik‘s buffer zone out to a total of 24 nautical miles, which the UNESCO World Heritage 

Committee had recommended upon awarding the ―World Heritage‖ designation in order to further 

strengthen the protection of the area‘s biodiversity (Gruzdev & Ovsyanikov, 2012). Similar to 

Canadian justifications for creating the Lancaster Sound NMCA, Wrangel Island zapovednik‘s director 

and the Deputy Director for Science explain in a memorandum: ―[t]he protected sea area and the 

buffer zone around the islands of Wrangel and Herald have geopolitical significance and allow better 

control of the traffic of ships along the Northern Sea Route‖ (Gruzdev & Ovsyanikov, 2012).7 The 

Ministry of Transport and the Ministry of Natural Resources and the Environment will manage the 

new buffer zone, revealing the entanglement of commercial and environmental interests. Further 

revealing the deliberate nature of zoning in the Russian Arctic, just months after the expansion of 

the zapovednik‘s borders, Rosneft and Exxon-Mobil agreed to explore three license areas for 

hydrocarbons in the Chukchi Sea. The latter company declared these and four other areas ―among 

the most promising and least explored offshore areas globally‖ (ExxonMobil, 2013); indeed, the East 

Siberian and Chukchi Seas have been estimated to hold 100 billion barrels of oil equivalents 

(Verzhbitsky et al., 2013). As in Canada, oil and gas activities literally juxtapose conservation efforts. 

Governments strictly zone and bound waters for certain purposes even as ocean currents, fish and 

marine mammals, ships, and potentially oil spills flow through. Zoning treats the waters as a flat, 

two-dimensional space when in fact they are dynamic and three-dimensional. An exploration of the 

verticality of Arctic sovereignty may be in order given the many recent studies of spatial topology 

(Belcher et al., 2008; Secor, 2012) and the geometry, verticality, and dimensionality of sovereignty 

(Sloterdijk, 2009; Williams, 2011; Elden, 2013). 

Along the entire NSR, there is a connection between not just sovereignty and conservation, but 

actually militarization and conservation. The Kremlin, aware that sovereignty requires more than 

drawing lines on a map, has crafted what Ivan Kratsev (2007) refers to as ―sovereign democracy,‖ 

with the government defining sovereignty as capacity. Andrey Kokoshin, the chairman of the Duma 

committee on ex-Soviet countries, stated, ―[w]e will have to stand up, I think, for our interests in an 

active fashion, especially in the Arctic...We need to reinforce our Northern Fleet and our border 

guards and build airfields so that we can ensure full control over the situation‖ (Smith & Giles, 2007: 

4, emphasis added). Kokoshin‘s statement reflects the logic of preparedness and national security 

that drives many of the Kremlin‘s actions, including environmental legislation. In Russia, the military 

and the quality of the environment have been closely interlinked since World War II (Heininen & 

Segerståhl, 2001), and this does not seem to be coming to an end. Although Russia has generally 

banished civilian use of zapovedniks, it has granted scientists and the military certain access rights, 

speaking to the continuation of the Soviet military-civilian divide. On Wrangel Island, the military‘s 
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presence first takes the form of rusting infrastructure left over from the Soviet era, whose continued 

existence, however harmful to the environment, actually helps to visibly signify Russian claims of 

historical ownership and use. Second, along the NSR, the government is establishing new sites to 

station Russian Navy warships and border guard vessels (Patrushev, 2012), which will inevitably 

patrol the waters near Wrangel and Herald Islands given that control of the NSR from the enlarged 

zapovednik is a stated aim.  

Despite the commercial and militaristic undertones of the Wrangel Island zapovednik, Russia 

trumpets a discourse of multilateralism and environmental protection in the Arctic to garner support 

for its enclosure of geostrategic areas. In his 2010 address to the International Arctic Forum, 

President Vladimir Putin declared, ―[i]f you stand alone you can't survive in the Arctic. Nature 

makes people and states to help each other‖ (Harding, 2010), endowing nature with a surprising 

amount of agency. The creation of national parks, however, subtly contests the idea of international 

cooperation, as it shows that Russia does in fact want to stand alone, at least in the NSR. At the 

same time, by acting on the suggestions of an international organization to expand the zapovednik‘s 

extent, Russia legitimates its actions to enhance its sovereignty. Moscow allegedly views international 

relations as a zero-sum game (Jensen, 2010) and carefully chooses the international organizations 

with which it aligns itself depending on how it will benefit its national interests. Certainly, Ottawa 

behaves in a similar fashion: note its marshaling of international environmental norms and potential 

use of UNESCO to support its enclosures of spaces in the Northwest Passage. In the cases of 

Russia‘s Wrangel Island zapovednik and Canada‘s Lancaster Sound NMCA, UNESCO and UNCLOS 

support national goals. Yet protections granted by Article 234, which allows countries to enact 

environmental legislation to protect ice-covered seas, may soon be questioned if melting sea ice 

turns into open water. In this case, nature, a rapidly changing entity, could actually end up 

destabilizing traditional national agendas of sovereignty and security rather than enabling them. 

Alterations in the Arctic environment‘s status quo could cause governments to try to quickly enact 

artificial boundaries to make up for the disappearing ice. To alter Putin‘s turn of phrase, then, nature 

could actually make people and states obstruct each other, or at least each other‘s movements. 

Policymakers in Canada and Russia may be anxious to enact environmental regulations to maintain 

state control in the face of possibly contested international law and fast changing seas. But it is 

exactly the melting ice that elicits international calls for urgent action, granting Russia and Canada 

the leeway to regulate and protect Arctic waterways whose ownership some states dispute.  

The Wrangel Island zapovednik is now free of any human presence except for park rangers. As the 

nature reserve expanded during the 1990s, the inhabitants of the local village, which park boundaries 

had initially circumvented, were forced to relocate. In contrast to Canada, which has forcibly moved 

indigenous peoples to remote lands to establish presence, Russia removes local inhabitants. 

Furthermore, while Ottawa involves local communities in creating national parks, Moscow excises 

them from such discussions. Historically, in Siberia, protected areas were created in areas where 

there were only ethnic Russians; otherwise, indigenous peoples were forced to leave (Poirier & 

Ostegren, 2002). After the collapse of the USSR, it appeared that indigenous peoples might have a 

say in management of the NSR. Osherenko (1992: 128) notes the in the aftermath of the USSR‘s 

collapse, governmental and non-governmental organizations alike made several proposals to 
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establish national parks, ethno-ecological parks, and ethnic status territories in the Arctic and 

subarctic. But any drive to promote indigenous rights has come to a halt. In fact, in November 2012 

the Kremlin temporarily shut down the country‘s primary indigenous peoples‘ organization, the 

Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North (RAIPON), allegedly over disputes about a 

local jade mine (Caven, 2012). This action illustrates the government's efforts to centralize decision-

making and eradicate debate over possible uses of space. Like Canada, Russia marshals 

environmental values, geopolitical strategy, and a need for shipping regulation to justify the 

expansion of a conservation area, but it noticeably differs in its discounting of local inhabitants and 

indigenous peoples.  

At the same time, Russia realizes that an empty reserve is not effective enough in demonstrating 

sovereignty. The country seeks to employ patrols, tourists, and scientists to reveal active use and 

capacity. An official decrying the lack of science and research facilities on the island once remarked, 

―[w]e didn‘t take the island from the Americans just to turn it into a model example of Arctic 

desert‖ (Shtilmark, 2003: 231). The Wrangel Island zapovednik has strayed from its original concept 

of being a nature reserve free from ―any kind of tourism and recreation,‖ as eco-tourism is now a 

stated goal (Gruzdev & Ovsyanikov, 2012). Tourists, more so than confrontational locals, are the 

―right‖ kind of presence in Russian conservation areas and are an acceptable flow of people in an 

otherwise regimented national space. They help reinforce, too, the notion that Wrangel Island is 

Russian sovereign space. The Wrangel Island zapovednik enhances sovereignty and regiments 

activities in an aqueous area subject to international flows of goods, capital, and people. It even 

banishes oil and gas exploration, even though the harmful after-effects from the industry next door 

could flow right in, too.  

Thus, the protected areas of Lancaster Sound and Wrangel Island are more than just watery spaces 

for whales and ecotourists. Wrangel Island zapovednik is neither an untarnished ―laboratory of 

science‖ nor a ―complex organization,‖ as fellow reserves were during the USSR (Shtilmark, 2003: 

147). Instead, it is a laboratory of sovereignty. The conserved areas become carefully calculated and 

delineated territory where nature - and even the terrain itself - is enrolled to securitize the space. As 

former president Dmitry Medevedev stated, ―[t]he continental shelf is our national heritage‖ 

(―Kremlin,‖ 2008), lumping the terrain into the same category as Tolstoy, Stravinsky, and the 

Bolshoi Ballet. The continental shelf is terrain taken to an extreme, transformed ultimately into a 

territory with political and cultural significance despite the fact that it sits unseen hundreds of meters 

below the sea. As Elden (2013: 49) observes, ―[j]ust as the world does not just exist as a surface, nor 

should our theorisations of it; security goes up and down; space is volumetric.‖ Conservation areas 

in maritime spaces do not just cover the water‘s surface: they attempt to control, manage, and 

regulate the flows and space both across and below as well. 
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Conclusion 

An analysis of the Lancaster Sound NMCA and Wrangel Island zapovednik reveals the multiple ways 

in which sovereignty and legitimacy are contested and reinforced at the domestic and international 

levels in the two national parks. Canada and Russia use national parks as geo-political tools. In the 

face of the increased international presence of vessels including liquefied natural gas (LNG) carriers, 

tourist boats, and naval ships seeking innocent passage, Russia and Canada feel a greater need to 

demonstrate national presence. Rhetorically, they invoke ideas of sustainable development and 

conservation. Legally, they enlist these ideas – grounded in international laws and organizations like 

UNCLOS and UNESCO – to create national parks. Materially, they employ naval and coast guard 

patrols, scientific vessels, and, in the case of Canada, indigenous use. While Canada includes 

indigenous peoples in its attempt to affirm its claims to historical presence and sovereignty in the 

NWP, Russia actively excludes them, suggesting two different kinds of biopolitical models. In both 

cases, when aiming their discourse at international audiences, the governments promote 

environmental conservation as their main motivation for establishing national parks. Since the 

international status of Canada and Russia‘s political boundaries in the NWP and NSR, respectively, 

is in dispute, the countries have erected less controversial environmental boundaries in their stead. 

Russia and Canada make use of multilateral regimes and organizations in a counterintuitive manner, 

using their support to actually bolster nationalist aims. This rhetoric veils ulterior motives more 

openly expressed on the domestic front, such as sovereignty and economic interests. 

In the Arctic, although states are setting aside areas for environmental protection, they are not doing 

so for purely ecological reasons. Political and economic interests and ecological and societal interests 

inform each other. National parks are drawn in areas that merit conservation, but also merit the 

attention of defense and security agencies. If the Arctic ecosystem is to be conserved in a sensible 

manner – difficult to do already because of the sheer size and cross-border nature of the 

environment – then piecemeal attempts to conserve areas primarily for their geopolitical value rather 

than their importance to the overall ecosystem will not suffice. Significantly, conservation decisions 

based on non-environmental values may even extend beyond the Arctic‘s two arguably most 

assertive states to countries normally lauded as environmental paragons. As a Norwegian living in 

Longyearbyen remarked about Svalbard, ―[w]e Norwegians pretend to have real sovereignty here but 

we know we don‘t. Instead we use the treaty to blanket the islands with nature reserves. That is the 

only way we can keep people out and stop the Russians building more and more mines. It‘s a trick‖ 

(Anderson, 2009: 129). Though the Norwegians are engaging more in environmental stewardship, 

which differs from the logic of sovereignty and security that Canada and Russia follow, international 

concerns may still be informing their conservation practices. Thus, in the Arctic, conservation areas 

are more than the reserves teeming with narwhals and polar bears that glossy park brochures make 

them out to be. Instead, they are actively produced territories crucial to enacting sovereignty in the 

contested spaces of the Arctic. 
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Notes  

1. Russia ratified UNCLOS in 1997, while Canada did so in 2003. 

2. Arctic shipping, particularly along the NSR, is increasing, with 46 vessels transiting the entire 

route in 2012 compared to a mere four in 2010 (Pettersen, 2013).  

3. The Canadian Parliament did, however, vote to rename the NWP the ―Canadian Northwest 

Passage‖ in 2009 (Lasserre & Pelletier, 2011).   

4. For an in-depth discussion of Quttinirpaaq National Park, see Langlais (1995). 

5. The Ministry of Natural Resources became the Ministry of Natural Resources and the 

Environment in 2008.  

6. In 1990 former President George H.W. Bush and Premier Mikhail Gorbachev together 

discussed creating a transborder Beringia National Park between Alaska and Chutkota. 

Although the plans fell apart with the collapse of the USSR (Liskin, 2010), in September 2012, 

the U.S. and Russia issued a Joint Statement on Pursuing a Transboundary Area of Shared 

Beringian Heritage (U.S. Department of State, 2012), suggesting renewed efforts to promote a 

common culture and environment. The two countries, however, still shy away from jointly 

managing the territory. 

7. The memorandum was translated from Russian to English using a combination of Google 

Translate and the author‘s interpretation. 

 

 

References 

Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada. (2010, August 18). Government Of Canada 

apologizes for relocation of Inuit families to the High Arctic, Ref. #2-3398 [Press release]. 

Retrieved June 8, 2013 from, http://www.aadnc-

aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100015397/1100100015404. 

Agreement on the Conservation of Polar Bears. (1973). 27 UST 3918, TIAS 8409. Oslo, Norway. 

Retrieved June 12, 2013 from, 

http://iea.uoregon.edu/pages/MarineMammals/engine/Documents/0-1604-1606.htm. 

Anderson, A. (2009). After the Ice. London: Virgin Books.  

Arctic Council. (1991). Arctic Environmental Protection Strategy. Documentation. Arctic Council, 

Rovaniemi. Retrieved September 12, 2013 from, http://library.arcticportal.org/1542/. 

Becklumb, P. (2008). Legislative summary of Bill C-3: An Act to amend the Arctic Waters Pollution 

Prevention Act. Ottawa: Parliament of Canada. Retrieved June 11, 2013 from 

http://www.parl.gc.ca/About/Parliament/LegislativeSummaries/bills_ls.asp?lang=F&ls=c3

&Parl=40&Ses=1&source=library_prb. 



102   Arctic Yearbook 2013 

Bounding Nature 

Belcher, O., Martin, L., Secor, A., Simon, S., & Wilson, T. (2008). Everywhere and nowhere: the 

exception and the topological challenge to geography. Antipode, 40(4), 499-503. 

Bill S.C. 2002, c.18: Canada National Marine Conservation Areas Act. Assented to on June 6, 2002. 

Retrieved June 13, 2013 from, http://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/C-

7.3/20120629/P1TT3xt3.html. 

Byers, M. (2010). Who owns the Arctic?: Understanding sovereignty disputes in the North. Vancouver: 

Douglas & McIntyre. 

Byers, M., & Lalonde, S. (2009). Who controls the Northwest passage. Vanderbilt Journal of 

Transnational Law. 42: 1133. 

Caven, F. (2012, December 9). RAIPON‘s suspension: Just or opportune? Cultural Survival. 

Retrieved June 14, 2013 from, http://www.culturalsurvival.org/news/raipons-suspension-

just-or-just-opportune. 

Craciun, A. (2012, May). The Franklin mystery. Literary Review of Canada. Retrieved from, 

http://reviewcanada.ca/essays/2012/05/01/the-franklin-mystery/. 

Deleuze, G. (1994). Difference and Repetition. New York: Columbia University Press. 

Dodds, K. (2010). A Polar Mediterranean? Accessibility, resources and sovereignty in the Arctic 

Ocean. Global Policy. 1(3): 303–311.  

Ebinger, C. K., & Zambetakis, E. (2009). The Geopolitics of Arctic Melt. International Affairs. 85(6): 

1215–1232.  

Elden, S. (2007). Governmentality, calculation, territory. Environment and Planning D: Society and Space. 

25(3): 562–580. 

Elden, S. (2013). Secure the volume: Vertical geopolitics and the depth of power. Political Geography. 

34: 35-51. 

ExxonMobil. (2013, February 13). Rosneft and ExxonMobil Expand Strategic Cooperation [Press 

release]. Retrieved June 14, 2013 from, http://news.exxonmobil.com/press-release/rosneft-

and-exxonmobil-expand-strategic-cooperation. 

Gerhardt, H., & Steinberg, P. (2010). Contested sovereignty in a changing Arctic. Annals of the 

American Association of Geographers. 100(4): 992–1002.  

Gorbachev, M. (1987, October 1). Speech in Murmansk at the ceremonial meeting on the occasion 

of the presentation of the Order of Lenin and the Gold Star to the City of Murmansk. 

Speech presented in Moscow, Russia. Retrieved June 14, 2013 from, 

http://teacherweb.com/FL/CypressBayHS/JJolley/Gorbachev_speech.pdf. 

Graff, J. (2007, October 1). Arctic: fight for the top of the world. Time. Retrieved June 14, 2013 

from, http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1663848,00.html. 

GRID-Arendal. (2013). Protected areas in the Arctic 2002 - the coastal marine deficit. Vital Arctic 

Graphics. Retrieved June 10, 2013 from, 

http://www.grida.no/publications/vg/arctic/page/2675.aspx. 

Gruzdev, A.R. & Ovsyanikov, N.G. (2012). Пояснительная записка (Explanatory Memorandum). 

Retrieved June 12, 2013 from, http://www.ostrovwrangelya.org/poyasnenie.html. 



103   Arctic Yearbook 2013 

Bennett 

Harding, L. (2010, September 23). Vladimir Putin calls for Arctic claims to be resolved under UN 

law. The Guardian. Retrieved from, http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2010/sep/23/putin-

arctic-claims-international-law. 

Hazen, H. (2008). ―Of outstanding universal value‖: The challenge of scale in applying the World 

Heritage Convention at national parks in the US. Geoforum. 39(1): 252-264. 

Heininen, L. & Segerståhl, B. (2001). Nuclear-waste policy, international negotiations and ecological 

restoration in the Barents Region. In Massa, I. & Tynkkynen (Eds.). The struggle for Russian 

environmental policy (159-180). Helsinki, Saarijärvi: Gummerus Printing. 

Huebert, R. (2001). Climate change and Canadian sovereignty in the Northwest Passage. The Calgary 

Papers in Military and Strategic Studies. Winter, 86–94.  

Ilulissat Declaration. (2008). The Ilulissat Declaration, Arctic Ocean Conference, Ilulissat, 

Greenland, 27-29 May 2008. Ilulissat, Greenland: Arctic Council. Retrieved June 13, 2013 

from, http://www.oceanlaw.org/downloads/arctic/Ilulissat_Declaration.pdf. 

Indian and Northern Affairs. (2009). Oil and gas dispositions: Northern oil and gas branch [Map]. 

Retrieved June 12, 2013 from, http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/DAM/DAM-INTER-HQ-

NOG/STAGING/texte-text/nog_le_mp_summarymap_1342530595076_eng.pdf. 

Jensen, L.C. & Skedsmo, P.W. (2010). Approaching the north: Norwegian and Russian foreign 

policy discourses on the European Arctic. Polar Research. 29(3): 439-450. 

Kaludjak, P. (2009, October 22). Study on Arctic sovereignty. Standing Committee on National 

Defence.  Evidence. 40th Parliament, 2nd Session, Vol. 034. Retrieved June 10, 2013 from, 

http://www.parl.gc.ca/HousePublications/Publication.aspx?DocId=4163174&Language=E

&Mode=1. 

Krastev, I. (2007). Russia as the ‗Other Europe. Russia in Global Affairs. 5(4): 66-78. 

Kremlin to dole out Arctic reserves. (2008, July 21). The Associated Press. Retrieved from, 

http://www.themoscowtimes.com/business/article/kremlin-to-dole-out-arctic-

reserves/369064.html. 

Kuehls, T. (1996). Beyond Sovereign Territory. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

Langlais, R. (1995). Reformulating security: A case study from Arctic Canada. Humanekologiska skrifter 13. 

Gotëborg: Gotëborg University.  

Larsen, H. (2005). Environmental spaces: a geopolitics of environmental interdependence in the 

Baltic Sea area.  Copenhagen: Institute of Geography, University of Copenhagen. 

Lasserre, F., & Pelletier, S. (2011). Polar super seaways? Maritime transport in the Arctic: an analysis 

of shipowners‘ intentions. Journal of Transport Geography. 19(6): 1465–1473. 

Liskin, A. (2010, August 25). Russia, U.S. launch trans-border Beringia National Park. RIA Novosti. 

Retrieved September 13, 2013 from, 

http://en.rian.ru/Environment/20100825/160332140.html.  

Madsen, B. (2013, January 10). Re: Request to amend Project Certificate No.005 – Mary River 

Project [Letter]. Retrieved June 14, 2013 from, 

http://s3.documentcloud.org/documents/554136/1300110-08mn053-bimc-ltr-to-nirb-re-

pc-amendment.pdf. 



104   Arctic Yearbook 2013 

Bounding Nature 

Mäenpää I. (2009). Comparative analysis of Arctic economies at macro level. In Glomsrød, S., & 

Aslaksen, I. (Eds.), The economy of the north 2008 (27-36). Oslo: Statistics Norway. 

Marong, A. (2003). From Rio to Johannesburg: Reflections on the Role of International Legal 

Norms in Sustainable Development. Geo. Int'l Envtl. L. Rev. 16: 21.  

Ministry of Indian and Northern Affairs. (2009). Canada‘s Northern Strategy: Our North, our 

heritage, our future. Ottawa: Ministry of Indian and Northern Affairs. Retrieved June 14, 

2013 from, http://www.northernstrategy.gc.ca/cns/cns-eng.asp. 

Nye, D. (1996). American technological sublime. Cambridge: MIT Press. 

Ohmae, K. (1995). The end of the nation state: The rise of regional economies. New York: The Free  

Press. 

Ohmae, K. (1999). The borderless world: Power and strategy in the interlinked economy. New York: 

HarperBusiness. 

Osherenko, G. (1993). Using peripheral vision in the Northern Sea Route: Assessing impacts on 

indigenous peoples. Proceedings from the Northern Sea Route expert meeting, 13-14 October 1992, 

Tromsø, Norway (115-117). Lysaker, Norway: Fridtjof Nansen Institute. 

Parks Canada & Qikiqtani Inuit Association. (1999). Inuit Impact and Benefit Agreement for 

Auyuittuq, Quttinirpaaq and Sirmilik National Parks. Retrieved from 

www.pc.gc.ca/docs/bib-lib/~/.../auyuittuq/.../auyuittuq-plan-2010_e.ashx. 

Parks Canada. (2012). Visitor Information Package: Sirmilik. Retrieved June 13, 2013 from, 

http://www.pc.gc.ca/eng/pn-np/nu/sirmilik/~/media/pn 

np/nu/sirmilik/pdf/SNP_VIP_EN_2013.ashx.  

Parks Canada, Government of Nunavut, and Qikiqtani Inuit Association. (2009, December 8). 

Memorandum of understanding respecting a study to examine the desirability and feasibility 

of establishing a National Marine Conservation Area of Canada to represent the Lancaster 

Sound Marine Region. Ottawa. Retrieved June 14, 2013 from http://ftp.nirb.ca/01-

SCREENINGS/COMPLETED%20SCREENINGS/2010/10YN017-GSC-

%20ECASE%20-%20Gordon%20Oakey/02-DISTRIBUTION/COMMENTS/100428-

10YN017-

DOE%20Comment%20Attachment%20Lancaster%20Sound%20Agreement%20English-

IT6E.PDF.   

Peterson, D. J., & Bielke, E. (2001). The reorganization of Russia's environmental bureaucracy: 

implications and prospects. Post-Soviet Geography & Economics. 42(1): 65-67. 

Petterson, T. (2013, June 6). Preparing for record season on the Northern Sea Route. Barents 

Observer. Retrieved from http://barentsobserver.com/en/business/2013/06/preparing-

record-season-northern-sea-route-06-06. 

Pettersen, T. (2011, November 18). Russia to have ten Arctic rescue centers by 2015. Barents  

Observer. Retrieved September 13, 2013 from, http://barentsobserver.com/en/topics/russia-

have-ten-arctic-rescue-centers-2015. 

Poirier, R. & Ostergren, D. (2002). Evicting people from nature: Indigenous land rights and national 

parks in Australia, Russia, and the United States. Natural Resources Journal. 42(2): 331-352.  



105   Arctic Yearbook 2013 

Bennett 

Prime Minister of Canada (2007). Prime Minister Stephen Harper announces new Arctic offshore 

patrol ships [Press release]. Retrieved June 11, 2013 from, 

http://www.pm.gc.ca/eng/media.asp?id=1742. 

Pryde, P. (1995). Environmental resources and constraints in the former Soviet Republics. Boulder: Westview 

Press. 

Putin, V. (2011, September 22). Prime Minister Vladimir Putin‘s Speech to the Second International 

Arctic Forum ―The Arctic – Territory of Dialogue.‖ Speech presented in Arkhangelsk, 

Russia. Retrieved June 14, 2013 from, 

http://archive.premier.gov.ru/eng/events/news/16536/print/. 

Qikiqtani Inuit Association. Tallurutiup tariunga inulik: Inuit participation in determining the future of 

Lancaster Sound. Iqaluit: Qikiqtani Inuit Association, 2012.  

Patrushev, N. (2012, August 6). Russia to set up naval infrastructure in Arctic. RIA Novosti. 

Retrieved from http://en.rian.ru/military_news/20120806/175015455.html. 

Sauvé, J.M. (1986, October 1). Throne Speech. Senate Journals. Retrieved June 8, 2013 from, 

http://www.parl.gc.ca/Parlinfo/Documents/ThroneSpeech/33-02-e.pdf. 

Putin, V. (2011, September 22). Throne ‖ Speech presented in Arkhangelsk, Russia. Retrieved June 

14, 2013 from http://archive.premier.gov.ru/eng/events/news/16536/print/. 

Scrivener, D. (1989). Gorbachev's Murmansk speech: The Soviet initiative and Western response. Oslo: 

Norwegian Atlantic Committee. 

Security Council of the Russian Federation. (2008, September 18). Основы государственной  

политики Российской Федерации в Арктике на период до 2020 года и дальнейшую 

перспективу. Retrieved 13 September, 2013. 
http://www.scrf.gov.ru/documents/15/98.html.   

Semanov, G. (2000). Legal and environmental evaluation of selected routes along the Northern Sea 

Route. In C.L. Ragner, (Ed.), The 21st century-turning point for the North Sea Route? (pp. 97-104) 

Berlin: Springer-Verlag. 

Shtilmark, F. (2003). History of the Russian zapovedniks, 1895-1995. Edinburgh: Russian Nature Press. 

Sloterdijk, P. (2002). Luftbeben: an den Quellen des Terrors. Frankfurt: Suhrkamp. 

Smith, M. & Giles, K.  (2007). Russia and the Arctic: The "last dash north". London: Defence Academy 

of the United Kingdom, Conflict Studies Research Centre. 

Smith, M. (2011). Against ecological sovereignty: ethics, biopolitics, and saving the natural world. Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press. 

Steinberg, P. (2001). The social construction of oceans. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Strange, S. (1996). The retreat of the state: The diffusion of power in the world economy. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Suárez de Vivero, J. L., Rodríguez Mateos, J. C., & Florido del Corral, D. (2009). Geopolitical 

factors of maritime policies and marine spatial planning: State, regions, and geographical 

planning scope. Marine Policy. 33(4): 624–634.  

Tester, F. & Kulchyski, P. (1994). Tammarniit (mistakes): Inuit relocation in the Eastern Arctic, 1939-63. 

Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press. 



106   Arctic Yearbook 2013 

Bounding Nature 

The Pew Charitable Trust. (n.d.). Lancaster Sound. Oceans North Canada. Retrieved June 10, 2013 

from, http://oceansnorth.org/lancaster-sound.  

Trenin, D. & Baev, P. (2010). The Arctic: A view from Moscow. Washington, D.C.: Carnegie 

Endowment. 

Tynkkynen, V. & Massa, I. (2001). Introduction. In Massa, I. & Tynkkynen (Eds.). The struggle for 

Russian environmental policy (pp. 11-23). Helsinki, Saarijärvi: Gummerus Printing. 

UNESCO. (n.d.). Natural System of Wrangel Island Reserve. World Heritage List. Retrieved June 14, 

2013 from, http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1023.  

UNESCO (1972). The World Heritage Convention. Retrieved September 13, 2013 from, 

http://whc.unesco.org/en/convention/. 

U.S. Department of State. (2012, September 8). U.S.-Russia Action on Antarctica, 

Interregional Areas, Beringia. Fact Sheet. Retrieved on 13 September, 2013 from 

http://london.usembassy.gov/europe060.html.  

Van Amerom, M. (2002). National sovereignty & transboundary protected areas in Southern 

Africa. GeoJournal. 58(4): 265-273. 

Verzhbitsky, V., Frantzen, E., Savostina, T., Little, A., Sokolov, S. D., & Tuchkova, M. I. (2008). 

The Russian Chukchi Sea shelf. GEO ExPro. 5(3): 36-41. 

Williams, A. J. (2011). Enabling persistent presence? Performing the embodied geopolitics of the 

Unmanned Aerial Vehicle assemblage. Political Geography. 30(7): 381-390. 

Yanitsky, O. (2001). Risk society and environmental policy in Russia. In Massa, I. & Tynkkynen 

(Eds.). The struggle for Russian environmental policy (25-48). Helsinki, Saarijärvi: Gummerus 

Printing. 

Young, O. R. (2009). Whither the Arctic? Conflict or cooperation in the circumpolar north. Polar 

Record. 45(232): 73-82. 

Young, O. (1989). The politics of international regime formation: managing natural resources and 

the environment. International Organization, 43(3): 349–375. 

Zaharchenko, T. (1985). Environmental Policy in the Soviet Union. Environs: Environmental Law & 

Policy Journal. 14(3): 3-6

 

 

 



 

Sanna Kopra is a PhD student at the University of Tampere, Finland. 

107 

 
 
 
 
 

China‟s Arctic Interests  

 

 

Sanna Kopra 

 

 

 

During the last decade, there has been much speculation about whether the rise of China will represent a threat or 
opportunity for the international system. More recently, the debate has sped up with China‘s growing interest in the 
Arctic region. To date, China has not unveiled an Arctic strategy, but consistent with its rising global status, it is 
likely to take a more active role in Arctic affairs. As China‘s Arctic activities cannot be separated from its other 
national interests, this article examines them in the context of the party-state‘s overall foreign policy objectives. It begins 
with a review of China‘s rise to global power status and its perceived implications for international society, particularly 
for international Arctic politics. Following that, it explores China‘s foreign policy objectives and looks at how China‘s 
Arctic activities seek to promote these goals. The article concludes that China‘s main Arctic interests include climate 
change, economic development, and scientific research. In addition, as China wishes to be seen as a ―responsible major 
power‖, it seeks to reassert its position in Arctic international politics without challenging the sovereign rights of the 
Arctic littoral states. 
 

 

 

Introduction 

Since the end of the Cold War, the world has witnessed two significant changes in international 

affairs. Firstly, the geopolitical position of the Arctic has changed from highly militarized 

confrontation towards international cooperation, both military and civilian (Heininen, 2010). 

Particularly, due to globalization and climate change, the Arctic has begun to emerge onto the 

international stage (Heininen and Southcott, 2010). Secondly, China‘s international status has risen 

dramatically, both in economic and political terms. During the last decade, there have been 
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numerous speculations about whether the rise of China will represent a threat or opportunity for the 

world. More recently, debate has increased with China‘s growing interest in the Arctic region (see for 

example, Lasserre, 2010; Rainwater, 2013; and Wright, 2011). In the future, it is believed that the 

Arctic will provide business opportunities in energy, mining, fishing, and tourism sectors, and Arctic 

shipping routes may offer more logistically efficient shipping routes compared to traditional 

passages, such as the Suez Canal or Panama Canal. Not surprisingly, China has also become more 

and more interested in Arctic affairs. To date, China has not unveiled an Arctic strategy, but has 

actively increased its cooperation with Arctic states. In May 2013, China received observer status 

within the Arctic Council. In addition, Chinese companies have started to take part in many business 

projects within Arctic states, which has raised concerns around the world.1 Concerning international 

climate politics, the fate of the Arctic is deeply interconnected with China‘s climate change policies; 

while the Arctic is the fastest warming region on the earth (ACIA, 2004), China is the biggest 

greenhouse gas emitter in the world (PBL Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency, 2007).  

This article examines China‘s Arctic activities in the context of the party-state‘s overall foreign policy 

objectives. It begins with a review of China‘s rise to global power status, and its perceived 

implications for international society, particularly regarding international Arctic politics. It will also 

explore China‘s foreign policy objectives and examine how China‘s Arctic activities seek to promote 

these goals. 

Rise of China and the Arctic 

Since 1978, China has gone through a series of economic and political reforms, enabling rapid 

economic growth and significantly increasing its international status. Today, China cannot be 

ignored in political, economic, socio-cultural or strategic assessments. Its increasing wealth generates 

expectations of greater international respect, and China no longer accepts being left in the periphery, 

although it still struggles for ―great-power recognition‖ (Deng, 2008: 2). However, due to vague 

definitions of great powerhood, there is no consensus whether or not China has achieved a great 

power status. China meets most of the material criteria to be seen as a great power – it is 

geographically very big, strategically located, ranks as the world‘s second largest economy and has a 

large military with nuclear weapons. It is also predicted to become the world‘s largest economy in 20 

years, and is the most populous country in the world. Nevertheless, it does not undisputedly enjoy 

the status of being a great power.  

China‘s rise has heated theoretical and political debates about its implications for the global 

economy and world politics. Many studies on international relations (IR) focus on the international 

balance of power and security dilemma that China‘s rise causes. Realists debate whether a rising 

China is a ―status quo power‖ or an ―imperialist power‖ (Morgenthau, 1993). Moderate approaches 

recognise an increasing ―China factor‖ or ―China effect‖ (Hutton, 2005) in world affairs, whereas 

some others predict the next century will be the ―Chinese Century‖  and China will ―rule the world‖ 

(Jasques, 2009). Many China observers have speculated whether or not a rising China will cooperate 

with international society according to Western-origin international norms and institutions created 

by the US after World War II. The most pessimistic commentators warn about the ―China threat‖2, 

or even about the ―coming China wars‖ (Navarro, 2007). China‘s increasing interests in the Arctic 
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have also been greeted with scepticism. For example, a Chinese businessman‘s plan to buy a large 

area of land in Iceland was met with a dubious response by the European public in 2011. In the end, 

Iceland rejected the bid (Jackson and Hook, 2011). Furthermore, Martin Breum, an expert on 

Greenland‘s extractive industries, says: ―Potential Chinese control of the rare earth elements in 

Greenland is scary to a lot of governments in the Western world‖ as cited in Acher and Fraende, 

2012). In January of 2012, the Japanese newspaper Sankei Shimbun claimed that China is ―casting 

menacing eyes on‖ the Arctic (as cited in China Daily, 2012 February 1). Many studies have suggested 

that the Chinese government does not want to be perceived as a threat but wishes to be seen as a 

―responsible stakeholder‖ instead.3 As to China‘s Arctic activities, various Chinese officials and 

scholars have assured the world that China‘s Arctic activities ―have nothing to do with resource 

plundering and strategic control‖ but are for the ―purposes of regular environmental investigation 

and investment‖ (People‘s Daily, 2012). ―It is a normal action for China to broaden the investment in 

and trade with Europe‖, says Ruan Zongze, a researcher at the China Institute of International 

Studies. ―It is virtually a paranoia to connect China‘s regular commercial activities in northern 

Europe with strategic control of the Arctic region‖ (People‘s Daily, 2012). 

China and Arctic Governance 

Generally, we can define the ―Arctic‖ as the region above the Arctic Circle at 66° 32" N. Thus, the 

Arctic includes the North Pole, the Arctic Ocean and parts of the Arctic states (Canada, Denmark, 

Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden and the United States). No country owns the North Pole 

or the ice-covered Arctic Ocean surrounding it,4 but five littoral Arctic states (Canada, Denmark, 

Norway, Russia and the United States) have exclusive economic zones (EEZs) extending 200 

nautical miles out from their coasts. To some extent, the Arctic states and China pursue different 

themes in their Arctic discourses: in contrast to Arctic states‘ focus on national sovereignty over 

their Arctic territories, China emphasizes that the Arctic is one of the global commons. For example, 

Hu Zhengyue, China‘s Assistant Minister of Foreign Affairs, gave a speech on the Chinese 

government‘s perspective at an Arctic forum in Norway‘s Svalbard Archipelago in 2009. Hu 

described the Arctic as a global heritage of humankind (as cited in Wright, 2011: 28):   

The Arctic occupies a unique position for all of us as humankind who live on the 
blue planet. The changing natural environment in the Arctic is enormously 
influential toward the existence and environment of all humankind. The Arctic is 
a sensitive region in global climate change. The entire planet in turn reacts to 
natural changes in the Arctic, especially the climate of the northern hemisphere.   

Although Hu did not question the Arctic states‘ sovereignty rights, his statement is generally 

considered contradictory to China‘s overall foreign policy principles5.  For example, Jakobson (2010: 

13) notes:  

China‘s insistence that respect for state sovereignty be a guiding principle of 
international relations makes it difficult for China to question the Arctic states‘ 
sovereignty rights. There is some irony in the statements by Chinese officials 
calling on the Arctic states to consider the interests of mankind so that all states 
can share the Arctic. These statements appear to be contrary to China‘s long-
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standing principles of respect for sovereignty and the internal affairs of other 
states.   

However, it should be noted that China has never disputed the Arctic states‘ sovereign rights over 

their EEZs, but emphasizes the global dimensions of the Arctic region outside of the EEZs. 

Although Chinese Rear Admiral Yin Zhuo‘s statement in 2010 has been considered alarming by the 

West, this has been mainly due to an incorrect translation in some Western media.6 According to 

China News Service (2010, March 5), Yin declared  that ―According to the UN law of the Sea, the 

North Pole and areas surrounding it do not belong to any country but are common wealth of the 

whole human population‖ (author‘s translation).7 More recently, Foreign Ministry spokesman Hong 

Lei  has said that ―Arctic-related issues are not only regional matters, but also cross-regional matters 

involving climate change and navigation‖ (as cited in Xinhua, 2013, January 22). 

The Arctic Council was established in 1996 to promote cooperation and to coordinate interaction 

amongst the eight Arctic states and Arctic indigenous communities on sustainable development and 

environment protection. Since 2007, China has been an ad hoc observer at Arctic Council meetings. 

At the Nuuk Ministerial meeting in 2011, the ―criteria for admitting observers and role for their 

participation in the Arctic Council‖ was published. According to the criteria, new observers have to 

―recognize Arctic States' sovereignty, sovereign rights and jurisdiction in the Arctic‖, for instance 

(Arctic Council, 2011). Officially, the Chinese government did not comment on the criteria but 

various Chinese scholars criticised it (Jakobson & Peng, 2012: 14). For instance, Guo Peiqing (2011, 

author‘s translation), professor of the Law and Politics School, Ocean University of China, argued: 

―Arctic states announce to the world: The Arctic is ―Arctic-states‘‖ Arctic. They oppose the idea 

that the Arctic is a common property of the whole humankind and desire to advance their own 

interests and to impair the participation of non-Arctic states through Monroe Doctrine.‖ In May of 

2013, China gained an observer status in the Arctic Council. Observer status does not allow China 

to participate in decision-making, but it guarantees access to all Arctic Council meetings and 

activities. From the Chinese government perspective, the new status means that ―China supports the 

[Arctic] Council's principles and purposes, recognizes Arctic countries' sovereignty, sovereign rights 

and jurisdiction in the Arctic region as well as their leading role in the Council and respects the 

values, interests, culture and tradition of the indigenous people and other people living in the Arctic 

region‖ (Hong, 2013). 

It seems that a majority of Chinese scholars agree that China should seek the ―right to speak up‖ (话

语权) in Arctic affairs (Wright, 2011: 7). Like many other specialists from non-Arctic states, several 

Chinese Arctic scholars have criticised the Arctic Council‘s position as the sole decision-maker for 

the region (Jakobson & Peng, 2012: 13-14). For example, Cheng Baozhi (2011), a scholar from 

Shanghai Institutes for International Studies, writes, ―It is unimaginable that non-Arctic states will 

remain users of Arctic shipping routes and consumers of Arctic energy without playing a role in the 

decision-making process, and an end to the Arctic states' monopoly of Arctic affairs is now 

imperative‖. Other Chinese scholars have also noted that if the Arctic Council had not accepted new 

permanent observers, it would have weakened its legitimacy and questioned its position as the 

primary institution to negotiate Arctic affairs (Jakobson & Peng, 2012: 14). This was understood by 
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Norwegian Minister of Foreign Affairs Espen Barth Eide who explained why Norway was in favour 

of China‘s permanent observer status: ―We want people to join our club. That means they will not 

start another club‖ (as cited in Brugård, 2013).  

China‟s Interests in the Arctic 

For many years, the top priority for the Chinese government has been political, social, and economic 

stability at home, and peace in the Asian region. All are important to the continuation of China‘s 

economic development, and to the legitimacy of the Communist Party of China (CPC). Generally, 

many Western observers have argued that China‘s foreign policy has become more assertive since 

2008 (see for example, Swaine, 2010; Swaine, 2011; Pei, 2010).8 China‘s contemporary, over-all, core 

interest doctrine started to evolve under the leadership of President Hu Jintao. In the first round of 

the China-U.S. Strategic and Economic Dialogue in July 2009, Chinese State Councillor Dai Bingguo 

(2009) called on the United States to respect China's core interests, which include safeguarding 

China‘s basic systems and national security, maintaining sovereignty and territorial integrity, as well 

as ensuring sustained economic and social development.   

China‘s fifth generation of leadership came into power in November 2012, and party secretary 

general Xi Jinping was nominated as China‘s new president in March 2013. Shortly after his 

nomination, Xi introduced his new catch phrase, ―China dream‖ (中国梦), which is already 

considered the major slogan of his leadership era, albeit its meaning is still being worked out 

amongst media, scholars, and internet users. In contrast to the ―American dream‖, which focuses on 

individual success, the China dream seems to focus on national glory. According to Xi, ―Realizing 

the great renewal of the Chinese nation is the greatest dream for the Chinese nation in modern 

history‖ (as cited in Xinhua, 2012, November 29). It is still too early to assess whether the new 

slogan means that the new leadership will adopt more nationalistic policy approaches. President Hu 

Jintao‘s report to the 18th CPC National Congress gives the best hint of Chinese foreign policy under 

the Xi Jinping era. As Miller (2012: 2) describes, the work report ―is a synthetic document that 

reflects the consensus of the broader party leadership‖ and ―sets forth general guidelines for the 

party‘s priorities, emphases, and tasks for the coming five-year period until the next congress‖. As an 

incoming general secretary, Xi Jinping oversaw the formulation process of the report (Xinhua, 2012, 

November 20). Hu (2012) did not mention the Arctic, but, in contrast to earlier reports, took a more 

assertive approach to foreign affairs. First, he declared that ―[W]e are firm in our resolve to uphold 

China's sovereignty, security and development interests and will never yield to any outside pressure‖. 

Second, he promised to protect ―China's interests and the legitimate rights and interests of Chinese 

nationals and legal persons overseas‖.   

 Climate Change 

There is strong scientific evidence that climate change is occurring due to human influences, mainly 

the increasing emissions of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases (IPCC, 2007). In the Arctic, 

climate change occurs faster and more severely than around most other parts of the Earth (ACIA, 

2004). As the Arctic plays a key role in many global natural processes, Arctic climate change will 

have tremendous impacts globally, including on China. The Chinese government recognises that 
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China is ―one of the countries most vulnerable to the adverse impact of climate change‖ (The 

National Development and Reform Commission, 2012: 2). Due to climate-related extreme weather 

and natural disasters, 430 million people were affected and economic losses of 309.6 billion yuan 

were caused in 2011 alone (Ibid.). Climate change also poses a serious risk to food security in China. 

Because of impacts on sea levels and agriculture, for example, ―China is greatly influenced by climate 

and environmental changes in the North Pole‖ (China Daily, 2012, February 1). Therefore, the 

Chinese are eager to learn more about linkages between Arctic climate change, China‘s agriculture, 

and extreme weather and floods in China. In addition, the issue of climate change is also considered 

uncontroversial enough to build up partnership with the Arctic states. In contrast to sensitive issues 

such as sovereignty and resource exploitation, a number of Chinese scholars have recommended 

that China focus on climate change in its Arctic policies (Jakobson & Peng, 2012: 16).  

In addition to polar regions, other cryospheres, regions which are covered in ice and snow, are 

affected by climate change faster and more dramatically than in other regions on Earth. The future 

of the Himalayan cryosphere, also known as the ―third pole‖, is a key concern in the greater 

Himalayan region, which includes India, China, Pakistan, Bhutan, Nepal, and neighbouring 

countries. The melting of Himalayan glaciers poses a dramatic human security threat in the region as 

millions of people are dependent on the Himalayan water sources. Like ice melting in the Arctic, 

glacier melting in the Himalayas will also raise sea levels significantly. As Iceland President Ólafur 

Ragnar Grímsson pointed out in April of 2013, ―the Arctic, the Himalayas and Antarctica (AHA) are 

not isolated and separate parts of the globe…‖ and that, on the contrary, ―…their fate and fate of 

the people and future are closely connected‖ (Grímsson, 2013).9 

In international climate politics, China plays an important, though contradictory, role. On the one 

hand, it is a developing country in which millions of people still live in poverty; on the other hand, 

due to poor energy efficiency and the intensive use of coal, it has become the world‘s biggest emitter 

of carbon dioxide. In addition, as a leader of the developing world, China also has an important role 

in setting the tone for other emerging powers, namely the BASIC (Brazil, South Africa, India, and 

China) countries, and more broadly, for all developing countries‘ arguments in international 

negotiations on climate change. China‘s serious commitment in global efforts to tackle climate 

change has also become an important precondition for the United States‘ entry to UN climate 

negotiations. Looking forward, China‘s role in international climate politics will be crucial in the 

future. The continuation of ―business as usual‖ in China would result in a 2.7° C rise in global 

temperatures by 2050 – even if all the other countries in the world achieved an 80% reduction in 

their greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions (Watts, 2009). However, it should be noted that GHG 

emissions per citizen are significantly lower in China than in developed countries, and a significant 

proportion of China‘s emissions are actually ―offshore emissions‖ caused by manufacturing goods 

exported to Western consumers (Wang and Watson, 2007).  

Although international climate agreements do not obligate China to cut its emissions, the Chinese 

government has implemented important policies towards moderating the future growth of the 

country‘s greenhouse gas emissions and to promote sustainable development. For example, China's 

latest Five-Year Plan (2011-2015) pledges to cut energy consumption per unit of GDP by 16% by 
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2015, and CO2 emissions by 17%, respectively. The government has also started to restructure 

China‘s economy in order to balance economic growth with environmental protection (Wu 2013, 

May 25). In 2012, a draft for Climate Change Law in China was published, and a nationwide carbon 

emission trading system is planned to be established in the next Five-Year Plan (2016-2020) (Xinhua 

2012, December 6). Obviously, there are still many problems, notably China‘s poor energy efficiency 

and heavy reliance on coal, and there are no expectations China‘s overall emissions will reduce in the 

near future. Various Chinese scholars, think tanks, and research groups predict China‘s emissions 

will peak between 2020 and 2050. 

 Science 

In the late 1970s and early 1980s, the USA, New Zealand, Japan and Australia ―gave crucial 

support‖ to enable China to establish its own Antarctic research programme (Brady, 2012: 104). In 

1980, two Chinese scientists took part in Antarctic research activities organised by Australia, and in 

1981, the Office of the National Antarctic Expedition Committee (later the Chinese Arctic and 

Antarctic Administration) was established (the Chinese Arctic and Antarctic Administration, 1999). 

In 1983, China joined the Antarctic Treaty, and in 1984, China organised its first scientific 

expedition to the Antarctic. In 1985, China‘s first Antarctic station was established, followed by a 

second station in 1989, and a third in 2009.10 However, China‘s overall investments in Antarctic 

research stayed relatively modest until 2005, when the government doubled the Antarctic affairs 

budget (Brady, 2012: 104). Since 1988, academic works on ―Arctic glaciology, climatology, 

oceanographic science, upper atmospheric physics, as well as on the Arctic biological and 

environmental studies‖ started to appear in China (Alexeeva & Lasserre, 2012: 81). Since the early 

1990s, China has sent scientists to the Arctic to ―collect data and samples, join in multinational 

projects, and gain experiences‖ (the Chinese Arctic and Antarctic Administration, 1999). Since 1994, 

the Chinese have conducted expeditions both in the Arctic and Antarctic regions on-board the 

research ice-breaker Xuelong (Snow Dragon), which was built in Ukraine in 1993. The first, and only, 

Chinese Arctic scientific research station was founded in 2004 in Ny-Ålesund, Spitsbergen 

Archipelago of Norway. And from March 2007 to March 2009, a group of Chinese scientists 

participated in the International Polar Year programme (Feng, 2007). 

The primary interest of Chinese polar research is to gain better understanding of climatic changes in 

the Arctic and their impacts on China. Therefore, China‘s research ―not only concerns China's 

economic and social development, but also helps deepen humanity's knowledge of climate change‖ 

(China Daily, 2012, February 1). In 2007, Guo Peiqing, professor of the Law and Politics School, 

Ocean University of China, suggested that China should not limit its Arctic research only to natural 

sciences but broaden its research and strategic agenda. ―Polar issues are not only a question of 

natural sciences though it is more like an issue of human society, including dimensions of politics, 

law, and diplomacy et cetera‖, he explained (as cited in Cankao Xiaoxi, 2008, author‘s translation). 

Recently, the government has started to fund research in Arctic-related social sciences, such as 

international law and geopolitics on the Arctic, and many efforts have been made to increase 

international cooperation on Arctic-related issues (Jakobson & Peng, 2012). In 2014, a China-Nordic 
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Arctic Research Center will be established in Shanghai to ―increase awareness and knowledge of the 

area and promote cooperation for its sustainable development‖ (Wang, 2013, June 6). 

In the opening address of the Third World Academy of Sciences 9th General Conference held in 

2003, President Hu Jintao declared that ―over time, each great civilization has greatly influenced and 

contributed to the global advancement of science and technology‖ (as cited in TWAS, 2003). Today, 

as Chinese leaders recognise that higher education and scientific research are essential to China‘s 

economic development and emerging global status, China is investing heavily on science and 

technology. According to Hu Jintao, China‘s scientific programmes pursue to serve ―our people and 

the global community by putting science and technology to work for the benefit of all humankind‖ 

(as cited in TWAS, 2003). Currently, China is in a process of increasing its capabilities in polar 

research as well. In 2009, Deputy Secretary of State, Oceanic Administration announced that in line 

with the promotion of the state‘s comprehensive national power, Xuelong will have ―brothers and 

sisters‖  (Xinhua, 2009). A new vessel is planned to go into operation in 2014, and will be the first 

domestically built icebreaker in China (China Daily, 2012 October 23). Furthermore, China is 

planning to build two new Antarctic research stations (Xinhua, 2013, March 29). As the Antarctic 

Treaty allows China to establish research stations and do research without any other state‘s 

permission, China‘s polar research continues to focus on the South Pole. To some extent, Antarctic 

research is a kind of test-platform for China‘s Arctic activities due to similar environmental 

conditions (Alexeeva & Lasserre, 2012: 82).  

Although the Himalayan mountain glaciers are evidently melting at an accelerated rate, scientific 

knowledge on climate change impact in the Himalayas and Tibetan plateau is comparatively smaller 

than in the Polar regions. At first glance, the ―two regions are vastly different — one an ocean 

surrounded by land, the other entirely landlocked; one created by its high latitude, the other by its 

high altitude; one sparsely populated, with less than four million inhabitants; while 750 million are 

estimated to live in the Himalayan watershed region (and 2.5 billion rely on water arising in the 

region as a whole)‖ (International Cryosphere Climate Initiative, 2013). However, the regions have a 

lot in common: They both are increasingly affected by climate change, and trans-boundary pollution 

such as black carbon. Therefore, research in the ―third pole‖ could benefit from scientific findings 

of polar research, and vice versa. 

 Economic Interests 

As the Chinese government considers economic development the main priority in all policies, 

China‘s activities in the Arctic are undoubtedly motivated by economic drivers. Firstly, rapid 

economic growth causes huge energy demand in China and China is looking for new opportunities 

for oil imports.  According to the U.S. Geological Survey (2008), the ―extensive Arctic continental 

shelves may constitute the geographically largest unexplored prospective area for petroleum 

remaining on Earth‖.  As marine geoscientist Professor Li Sanzhong of the Oceanic University of 

China in Qingdao (as cited in Chen, 2013) points out, ―A substantial area of the Arctic region had 

not been legally claimed by any country‖. According to him, ―China has the need and technological 

ability to explore and mine these resources. It is definitely worth a try.‖ As China does not have the 

necessary technology needed to extract oil or gas from the Arctic continental shelf, it is likely they 
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will increase energy cooperation with multinational oil enterprises and the Arctic states. China 

already has extensive energy ties with Russia and the two countries have pledged to boost their 

energy cooperation in the future (Xinhua, 2013, February 19). China has also invested heavily in 

Canada‘s tar sands (Levitt, 2013). In addition, Norway could provide China with important energy 

know-how, but diplomatic relations between China and Norway have been frosty after the Oslo-

based Nobel Committee awarded Chinese dissident Liu Xiabo the Nobel Peace Prize in 2010. 

Secondly, China has an enormous appetite for other natural resources as well, and there are plenty of 

important, untapped, minerals such as gold, copper, iron, lead, platinum, nickel, zinc, and diamond 

in the Arctic (Lindholt, 2006). Presently, China is the biggest supplier of rare-earths in the world. 

Since 2011, it has set quotas to rare-earth exports to reduce environmental degradation and to 

preserve resources for domestic consumption, and global prices of rare-earths have climbed sharply 

(Perkowski, 2012). To consolidate China‘s monopoly position, Chinese companies have become 

interested in Greenland‘s rare-earth deposits (Jun, 2011). For example, a Chinese company has 

recently sought permission to establish an iron ore mine in Greenland. If sanctioned, the project 

would be the biggest industrial project in Greenland (Acher & Fraende, 2012). China‘s huge 

industrial investments would increase Greenland‘s economic independence, which ―is the path to 

complete independence from Denmark‖ (Briscoe, 2013). For China, Greenland‘s increasing 

economic dependency on China would provide a ―proxy voice‖ in Arctic affairs (Ibid.). 

Thirdly, international shipping plays a very important role in China‘s economic development. The 

melting Arctic will offer three main shipping routes which all are of interest to China. For example, 

the use of the Northern Passage, which is most likely to be open for commercial maritime 

transportation during summertime, would offer a 6 400 km shorter route to Europe and alleviate 

China‘s ―Malacca dilemma‖.11 Xuelong was the first Chinese icebreaker to cross the Arctic Ocean in 

2012. According to a statement of the Polar Research Institute of China (as cited in The Huffington 

Post, 2012), the trip gained ―first-hand information about navigation in Arctic sea lanes as well as the 

oceanic environment, and carried out useful exploration and practice for our nation's ships that use 

Arctic passages in the future.‖  Recently, Huigen Yang, Director General of the Polar Research 

Institute of China, has optimistically estimated that 5 - 15% of China‘s international trade would use 

an Arctic shipping route by 2020 (as cited in Doyle, 2013).  

 Pursuit of International Status 

China is attempting to become a more influential player in international politics, yet its increasing 

international status is often referred to as a negative phenomenon – the ―China threat‖. For this 

reason, the Chinese government has given a lot of attention to this perception in attempts to lessen 

global fear and improve the state‘s international image. For instance, Deng (2008: 8) argues that 

since the mid-1990s, the Chinese government has actively projected the state‘s international status 

―as if it were the most desirable value, the one that leads to power, security, and respect‖. In 

addition, Gries (2005: 103 -105) states that nationalism, which he defines as ―any behaviour designed 

to restore, maintain, or advance public images of the nation‖, is ―a key – if not the key – motivator of 

Chinese foreign policy‖. 
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In his report to the 18th national congress of the CPC in November 2012, then Chinese President 

Hu Jintao (2012) called for China to ―resolutely safeguard China's maritime rights and interests, and 

build China into a maritime power ‖. As Hu‘s announcement raised significantly the profile of 

maritime issues on China‘s political agenda, it was greeted with alarm amongst its neighbours and 

the US.12 Certainly, China‘s pursuit of maritime power is mostly a regional issue,13 but we can also 

draw a conclusion that China seeks to safeguard its maritime rights and interests in the Arctic Ocean 

in a more determinate manner. According to Hu (2012), China ―should enhance our capacity for 

exploiting marine resources, develop the marine economy, [and] protect the marine ecological 

environment‖, which can also be seen as instructions for China‘s Arctic activities. In early 2013, 

China‘s newly elected President Xi Jinping announced that ―We will stick to the road of peaceful 

development, but will never give up our legitimate rights and will never sacrifice our national core 

interests‖ (as cited in Xinhua, 2013, January 29). Hence, Xi continues to follow the mantra of 

peaceful development, which has been a central guideline for the party-state since 2004, but he 

seems to take a more hard-line posture than his predecessors by adding ―legitimate rights‖ and ―core 

interests‖. He makes assurances that China will not harm the interests of other countries but will 

―maintain the multilateral trade system and participate in global economic governance‖. However, 

he also warned that ―[n]o country should presume that we will engage in trade involving our core 

interests or that we will swallow the 'bitter fruit' of harming our sovereignty, security or development 

interests‖ (Ibid.). Naturally, the Arctic is not included amongst China‘s core interests, yet it is 

possible that in the future it will play a more important role in the global economy, and thus, 

influence China‘s core interests, particularly that of economic development. 

In line with China‘s other efforts to have its voice better heard in global affairs, many Chinese 

scholars have encouraged China to take a more active role in Arctic affairs. In 2008, Guo Peiqing, 

professor of the Law and Politics School, Ocean University of China, suggested that China should 

abandon its policy of neutralism because ―being distant from the polar region is not a reason for us 

to be indifferent‖  (as cited in Cankao Xiaoxi, 2008, author‘s translation). According to Guo, as 

―China is now moving on from a regional major power to a global major power, happenings in the 

polar regions are of interest to China‖ (Ibid.). In addition, Chinese Rear Admiral Yin Zhuo argues 

that ―China must play an indispensable role in Arctic exploration as we have one-fifth of the world‘s 

population‖ (as cited in (Jakobson & Peng, 2012: 15).   

Conclusions  

From the Chinese perspective, China should have a legitimate right to participate in Arctic 

governance as the melting Arctic has global security impacts and offers opportunities for non-Arctic 

states as well. However, the Arctic does not represent a top priority for the Chinese government. Presently, the 

government emphasizes that Chinese Arctic interests are scientific in nature. No doubt, unexploited 

oil, gas, and mining reservoirs under the Arctic ice shelves and the forthcoming Arctic shipping 

routes are also of interest to China as they would be important to the continuation of China‘s 

economic growth. For the time being, the Chinese government pursues cautious Arctic policies in 

order to lessen the international fear of China‘s rising status. But as Wright warns, ―this reticence 

and restraint on China‘s part will not likely last indefinitely‖ (2011: 38). He argues that ―China is very 
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heavily dependent on international shipping (energy imports and finished goods exports) for its 

economic, social, and political stability; if and when the Arctic proves to be truly valuable for its 

natural resources and sea routes, Beijing will likely become much more assertive‖ (Ibid.). 

Furthermore, Jakobson (2013: 15) points out that Xi Jinping has to take the ―strong nationalist 

sentiments amongst Chinese elites‖ into consideration and he cannot take the risk of ―being 

perceived as a leader who allows China to be humiliated by foreigners‖. Therefore, we can expect 

that the new generation of Chinese leadership will assert its rights and interests globally, including 

China‘s ―right to speak up‖ in Arctic affairs.  

China‘s observer status in the Arctic Council not only brings privileges but also responsibilities. 

Hopefully it will encourage China to contribute more on polar research, pay more attention to the 

protection of the fragile Arctic nature, better respect indigenous people‘s rights, and shoulder more 

global responsibility. Besides, as Heininen (2011) puts it, ―together with the rapid, and partly man‐

made, climate change, ice as a natural phenomenon is becoming a concept of global politics‖. We 

may even understand ice as a common heritage of humankind, and ―a ‗World Without Ice‘ would 

not only look different, but would bring environmental, economic, cultural and political 

consequences which have more problems and challenges than possibilities‖ (Ibid.). It is important to 

not deny China a seat at the table when discussing any global problems. To use Nye‘s (2013) piece 

of advice, the world should ―work with China‖, not just ―contain it‖. Thus, China‘s voice should be 

given more attention in global and regional forums, including Arctic affairs, in order to fully engage 

them with international society. 
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Notes 

1. See, for example, The Economist. (2012, September 1). Snow Dragons.   

2. For a comprehensive review of the evolution of the ―China threat theory‖, the Chinese 

interpretations of it and China‘s political and rhetorical responses to it, see Deng, Y. (2006: 

186-214). Reputation and the Security Dilemma: China Reacts to the China Threat Theory.  

In: Johnston, A. I. & R. S. Ross (Eds.). (2006). New Directions in the Study of China‘s Foreign 

Policy, Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.  

3. The concept of responsible stakeholder was introduced to international politics by Robert B. 

Zoellick, US Deputy Secretary of State during the George W. Bush administration, in 2005. 

He defined a responsible stakeholder as the following: ―All nations conduct diplomacy to 
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promote their national interests. Responsible stakeholders go further: They recognize that 

the international system sustains their peaceful prosperity, so they work to sustain that 

system.‖ See Zoellick, R. B. (2005). Whither China:  From Membership to Responsibility? Remarks 

to National Committee on U.S.-China Relations. 

Retrieved (4.23.13) from 

http://www.ncuscr.org/files/2005Gala_RobertZoellick_Whither_China1.pdf.  

For more information on China‘s pursuit to cultivate an international image of responsible 

stakeholder in different policy areas, see, for example, Brady, A-M. (2012). The Beijing 

Olympics as a campaign of mass distraction. In Brady, A-M. (Ed.). China‘s Thought 

Management. (pp. 11-35). New York, NY: Routledge; Deng, Y. (2008). China‘s Struggle for 

Status. The Realignment of International Relations. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press; 

Kopra, S. (2012). Is China a Responsible Developing Country? Climate Change Diplomacy 

and National Image Building. Social and Cultural Research Occasional Paper, no. 13 (pp.1-28); and 

Wang, H. (2005). National Image Building and Chinese Foreign Policy. In Deng, Y. and F-L. 

Wang (Eds.). China Rising. Power and Motivation in Chinese Foreign Policy (pp. 73-102). Lanham, 

MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc. 

4. According to the article 136 of UNCLOS, the area and its resources beyond Arctic states‘ 

economic zones are the common heritage of mankind. 

5. Since 1954, China has followed the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence as the most 

important guidelines for its international cooperation. The Five Principles include: mutual 

respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity, mutual non-aggression, non-interference in 

each other's internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit, and peaceful coexistence. 

6. The author is grateful to an anonymous reviewer for bringing up this point and for 

providing the original Chinese source.  

7. For comparison, see Chang, G. G (2010, March 9). China‘s Arctic Play.  The Diplomat. 

Retrieved from http://thediplomat.com/2010/03/09/china%E2%80%99s-arctic-play/. 

Chang translated Yin Zhuo‘s statement as following: ―The Arctic belongs to all the people 

around the world as no nation has sovereignty over it‖.  

8. For an interesting debate over China‘s assertiveness, see also Johnston, A.I. (Spring, 2013). 

How New and Assertive Is China‘s New Assertiveness? International Security. 37(4), (pp. 7–

48). 

9. See also the Proceedings from the 6th NRF Open Assembly in Hveragerði, Iceland. (2011). 

http://www.nrf.is/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=206&Itemid=118  

10. Great Wall Station, located at King George Island, West Antarctica, was established in 1985; 

Zhongshan Station, located in Larsemann Hills, East Antarctica, was established in 1989; 

and Kunlun, located at Dome A (the summit of the East Antarctic Ice Sheet), was 

established in 2009. 

11. ―Malacca dilemma‖ refers to China‘s dependency upon the Malacca Strait for seaborne 

energy imports. As a solution, it is suggested that China should decrease its dependency 

upon energy imports by investing in alternative energy sources and energy efficiency, find 

alternative routes to import energy, and build credible naval forces to protect its sea lines.  



119   Arctic Yearbook 2013 

Kopra 

For more information, see, for example, Storey, I. (2006). China‘s ―Malacca Dilemma‖. 

China Brief. 6 (8). 

http://www.jamestown.org/programs/chinabrief/single/?tx_ttnews[tt_news]=31575&tx_tt

news[backPid]=196&no_cache=1#.UimbrPXYCnI 

12. See, for example, Hille, K. (2012, November 8).  Hu calls for China to be ―maritime power‖. 

The Financial Times, & The Telegraph. (2012, November 8). China congress: Hu's plan to 

transform China into a maritime power. 

13. Currently, China has disputes with Japan, Vietnam, the Philippines, Brunei, and Taiwan over 

maritime territory in the South China Sea. In November 2012, a Southeast Asia‘s top 

diplomat warned that the South China Sea ―could evolve into another Palestine‖. See Bland, 

B. (2012, November 28). Asean chief warns on South China Sea spats. The Financial Times. 
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The increased accessibility of  the Arctic and the new opportunities and challenges this change brings about have raised a number 
of  questions that need to be addressed. One of  such questions is the issue of  regionalism and globalisation in respect to the 
Arctic. By applying New Regionalism theory to examine the Arctic as a region, and Realism and Neoliberalism to assess Arctic 
regional security, this article attempts to analyse whether the Arctic is still a cluster of  smaller regions or if  it has become a part 
of  a globalised world. 

 

 

On May 15, 2013, in a historic move, the Arctic Council granted the long-pursued observer status to 

five Asian states.1 This marked the beginning of  a new – global – era for a region that has so far 

been generally regarded as a relatively closed-up space in the North. The Arctic, originally accessible 

only to five littoral states due to their proximity to the Arctic Ocean, has evolved from a multitude 

of  localised areas into a wider entity, first including non-Arctic European states and now involving 

Asian states located as far south as the equator. The once frozen and rarely addressed region is now 

frequently regarded as a potential ―final frontier‖ and excites interest of  the world‘s leading 

economies. But what has triggered this change in the image of  the Arctic and how did this change 

come about? Moreover, how should we regard the Arctic now – as an entity composed of  smaller 

sub-regions, as a region on its own, or, perhaps, as a part of  a greater, wider globalised world? 
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This article attempts to address these questions by looking through a prism of  International 

Relations (IR) theories and applying regionalism and security paradigms in order to assess the 

situation in the Arctic. 

History of  the North 

The political history of  the Arctic has its roots in the very early societies of  Scandinavia, Russia and 

North America. The culture and lifestyle of  indigenous peoples living in the Northern areas allowed 

for constant interactive practices, mostly based on trade and migration, with the European High 

North being a good example of  such social, cultural and economic exchange (Heininen, 2004: 207). 

Communities thrived by utilising natural resources: fishing, hunting and reindeer herding have always 

been characteristic to the Arctic indigenous way of  life.  

Following the establishment of  the nation-state system, the previously non-existent idea of  fixed 

national borders was introduced in the North. In the Nordic Arctic, for example, this development 

had its greatest impact on the nomadic tribes of  indigenous peoples that travelled seasonally 

together with their reindeer and were now facing the problem of  border-crossing. New borders 

separated communities, and in a way, the previously flexible small regions were made static and 

isolated. Another novelty was the national interest that states now had (or did not have) in their 

Northern areas and their influence on policy making. National goals and regulations that did not 

necessarily represent the needs and desires of  the local peoples were set in place in the capital, thus 

making the Northern regions one part of  a greater state policy. 

This has remained mostly true throughout the 19th-20th centuries, with WWII dividing the Arctic 

even further, although in a way also uniting it into two bigger blocs: Russia (the Soviet bloc) versus 

everyone else (the NATO bloc). These blocs, albeit politically and militarily confronting each other, 

did not cut all ties completely, but continued certain joint activities in the North, including 

environmental and scientific research. These ties became the basis of  the collaborative frameworks 

that sprouted after the collapse of  the Soviet Union and continue on today. Finally, in recent years 

the world has experienced an Arctic boom, with more and more countries taking an interest in this 

region. 

First Wave: Environmental Concerns 

The global interest towards the Arctic, however, is not anything new: in the field of  environmental 

protection and scientific research the international cooperation goes as far as the end of  the 19th 

century, with the First International Polar Year (IPY) of  1881-1884 marking the official beginning 

of  such joint activity. It was followed by, among other, the creation of  Spitsbergen Treaty2 in 1920 

that allowed its 42 nation-state parties to explore and exploit the natural riches of  the Svalbard 

Archipelago (Svalbard Treaty, Articles 2-3, 7), which now houses research stations of  10 nations 

(Kings Bay, n.d.), the Second IPY in 1932-1933 and the International Geophysical Year in 1957-

1958. 

The renewed focus on the Arctic emerged in the 1980-1990s, triggered by rising environmental 

concerns, the unification of  the indigenous peoples‘ voice and strengthening of  their role on the 
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political field, the thaw in Cold War relations, and the emergence of  a number of  international and 

regional organisations and frameworks. Among manifold examples are the codification of  the 

common maritime law and the creation of  the UN Convention on the Law of  the Sea (UNCLOS, 

signed in 1982, came into force in 1994); the adoption of  the Arctic Environmental Protection 

Strategy (AEPS) in 1991 that later led to the establishment of  the Arctic Council five years later; the 

establishment of  Barents Euro-Arctic Council and Barents Regional Council in 1993; the formation 

of  such indigenous peoples‘ organisations as the Inuit Circumpolar Council (1977), Saami Council 

(originally established in 1956 as the Nordic Saami Council, but renamed in 1992 after the inclusion 

of  a Russian Saami group), Russian Association of  Indigenous Peoples of  the North (1990), and the 

Gwich‘in Council International (1999). 

The increasing attention, turned to the Northern regions, did not stop there. On the contrary, it has 

evolved into a global trend, resulting in a second – much wider and more pronounced – wave of  

international attention aimed at the Arctic. 

Second Wave: Global Interest 

The reason behind this global interest is, first and foremost, increased accessibility caused by the 

effects of  global warming. The rise of  global average temperature has triggered a chain reaction, 

leading to a significant decrease in Arctic sea ice extent – a process that has been steadily accelerating 

for the last two decades. In fact, September 2012 set the lowest record of  Arctic ice extent since the 

beginning of  the satellite observation in 1979: a staggering 49% reduction in ice-covered area as 

compared to the average conditions of  a period 1979-2000 (NSIDC, 2012). The thinner first-year ice 

that slowly replaces the thicker older ice and is formed during the course of  a winter is much more 

likely to melt during the following summer months and is significantly easier to break. This makes 

the Arctic Ocean accessible for longer shipping periods and for less sophisticated vessels, as well as 

creates a feasible possibility of  future ice-less summers in the Arctic. 

The opening up of  the Arctic has created momentum within the shipping and energy industry. The 

2008 US Geological Survey research publication estimated that underneath the Arctic seabed lie 

extensive hydrocarbon deposits – around 13% of  the global undiscovered oil and 30% of  the 

undiscovered gas resources (USGS News Release, 2008), or 22% of  the world's energy resources 

altogether (Budzik, 2009: 1). The journey via two Arctic shipping lanes – Russia's Northern Sea 

Route (NSR) and Canada's Northwest Passage (NWP) – is also a hidden treasure for business. 

Compared to traditional routes via the Suez and Panama Canals, sailing through the Arctic Ocean 

would correspond to a 20-30% decrease in travel distance (Conley & Kraut, 2010: 6), which means 

shorter travel times, less fuel consumed, faster arrival of  goods and an alternative, safer (in terms of  

piracy) connection between European and Asian markets. Finally, the increased accessibility of  the 

Arctic Ocean is paramount to the emergence of  new fishing grounds and is bound to influence the 

situation on the world fish market. 

Quite naturally, the increase in accessibility is of  interest not only to the coastal states that have a 

direct connection to the Arctic Ocean, but also to the so-called ―outsiders‖ – nations located further 

south from the Arctic Circle. It is an unprecedented situation in current times, that an ocean 
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previously inaccessible is forecast to become navigable waters in less than a century (UNEP, 2007: 

11, 91), and almost equal to discovering an uninhabited piece of  land on our planet. It is quite 

understandable that in a world of  scarce resources and deepening economic ties even those with no 

immediate border in the Arctic would be interested in the bounties it promises. These third 

countries claim the Arctic to be the heritage of  the mankind (Gautam, 2011; Jakobson, 2010: 9-10) 

and appeal for equal access and rights in the area, whereas one of  the options would be ―freezing 

jurisdictional claims in the central Arctic basin‖ and focusing on facilitating stewardship and 

cooperation (Young, 2009: 81). Applying to the Arctic Council for observer status is considered to 

be a direct manifestation of  the Asian states‘ interest toward the Arctic. 

Theorising the Arctic: Old and New Regionalism 

The International Relations theory of  New Regionalism emerged after the collapse of  the Cold War 

bipolar world system, triggered by the consequent development and expanse of  globalisation and 

interdependence trends (Hettne & Soderbaum, 2002; Kelly, 2007). Based on the premises of  the 

traditional, ―Old‖ Regionalism that prevailed during 1960-70 decades, the new theory is shaped with 

a slightly different focus, which allows it to better address the changes that occurred within the 

international system. As it is well summarised by Hettne (2002), there are five main differences 

between the two branches: historically disparate world order as a point of  departure, direction of  

development initiative, direction of  implementation, organisational nature, and the scope of  (state 

and non-state) actors‘ inclusion (34). These differences are further illustrated by Table 1 below. 

 Old Regionalism New Regionalism 

World order Bipolarity Multipolarity 

Initiative Top-down (forced) Bottom-up (voluntary) 

Orientation Introverted (protectionist) Extroverted (open) 

Organisations Specific objectives Multidimensional approach 

Actors State-centric Global system 

Table 1: Old and New Regionalism (Hettne, 2002) 

In their work, Hettne and Söderbaum (2002) attempt to proceed with developing a coherent theory 

of  New Regionalism (hereafter: regionalism). The authors argue that the core concept of  this 

approach – ―regionness‖, defined as ―the multidimensional result of  the process of  regionalisation 

of  a particular geographic area‖ (34) – and the very process of  regionalisation is as a multi-level 

entity and can be used as an alternative tool for analysing regional construction and development. To 

―theorise regionness‖, the authors employ a meta-theoretical approach, using global social theory, 

social constructivism, and comparative regional studies. Based on this choice of  theories, the authors 

proclaim that regions are ―social constructions‖ (36) and ―political and social projects, devised by 

human actors‖ (38), as well as that ―[t]here are no ‗natural‘ or ‗given‘ regions, but these are created 

and re-created in the process of  global transformation‖ (39). 
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This view is supported by other writers as well: citing Andrew Hurrell, R.E. Kelly (2007: 205) 

concurs that natural regions are non-existent. Väyrynen (2003) goes further in analysis and, while 

critiquing earlier studies for excessive focus on physical, political, and economic aspects of  

regionalisation, points out the emergence of  other region types. He argues that regions can be 

physical (regions in the traditional sense – based on geography and military strategy) and functional 

(socially constructed regions – with focus on economic, environmental and cultural issues). From 

Väyrynen‘s point of  view, the distinction between Hettne's Old and New Regionalism characteristics 

is congruent with the inherent qualities of  physical and functional regions respectively. 

One important aspect of  understanding regions is defining their borders. Hettne and Söderbaum 

(2002) allow for a degree of  flexibility, stating that although traditionally regions are regarded as a 

group of  neighbouring and interdependent nation-states, it is also possible for them to include only 

parts of  the state territory (38). Väyrynen (2003) adheres to his physical-functional framework and 

argues that physical regions are to be defined as ―spacial clusters of  states‖, whereas functional 

regions are a result of  ―the interplay of  subnational and transnational economic, environmental, and 

cultural processes‖ (27). Although the sources provide different degree of  precision and strictness, 

the implication – that a region‘s borders are defined based on a particular case – is the same in both 

works. 

Regionness – the Process of Regionalisation and its Indicators 

The concept of  ―regionness‖ does not follow a rigid pattern. Quite the opposite, due to its close link 

to the globalisation process, regionalisation can stem from a variety of  stages of  unity and 

interdependence, ―by implication also leading to different regionalisms‖ (Hettne & Söderbaum, 

2002: 45). Focusing on globalisation, integration of  micro-macro perspectives and socio-systemic 

approach, Hettne and Söderbaum (2002) identify five different degrees of  regionalisation that 

feature various levels of  regional involvement and institutionalisation, also described in Hettne 

(2002): regional space, or a ―pre-regional zone‖ that is characterised by a certain level of  isolationism; 

regional complex, tantamount to Buzan‘s (1983) security complex (to be discussed further below); 

regional society, featuring various patterns of  multidimensional interaction between a multitude of  

actors; regional community, within which for the first time there emerges a transnational civil society; 

and finally, regional institutionalised polity, or region-state – a hypothetical democracy-based entity, weaker 

yet similar to a nation-state.3 Authors note that regionalism should not be labelled ―a stage theory‖, 

pointing to the fact that these regionalisation categories do not constitute a continuous development 

process and do not necessary occur in a particular order. 

All in all, with some exceptions (such as Väyrynen‘s physical regions) New Regionalism scholars 

understand the process of  regionalisation to be caused by more than simply geographic peculiarities. 

They presume regions to be a product of  social construction, created to fulfil different (economic, 

political, cultural) purposes and shaped in the making by various (global, regional, national, local) 

forces. The end product of  regionalisation itself  is the establishment of  ―patterns of  cooperation, 

integration, complementarity and convergence within a particular cross-national geographical space‖ 

(Hettne & Söderbaum, 2002: 34). Although regions can be broadly categorised under Hettne and 
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Söderbaum‘s regionalisation framework and Väyrynen‘s physical-functional framework, there is no 

single scenario for the birth of  a region, nor is there a set degree of  regionness a region must 

achieve to be considered one. 

Placing the Arctic 

Addressed from these perspectives, the Arctic falls under a number of  categories. First and 

foremost, it is a natural, geographic region based on proximity to the Arctic Ocean. There are 

various definitions applied to describe the extent of  Arctic borders, ranging from physical and 

ecological to social and political aspects.4 The most widely recognised limitation, however, is the 

Arctic Circle – an imaginary line, circling the globe at 66° 33' north and marking the beginning of  

the area where on one or more days in a year the sun does not set in summer and does not rise in 

winter. This common experience – and the resulting climatological and ecological peculiarities – 

function as a basic condition for the creation of  regional identity. In fact, in public eyes the Arctic is 

often considered to be ecologically monogenic, although in reality the ecosystems vary greatly 

depending on the particular area in question.5 Nevertheless, the physical definition of  the Arctic, as 

presented by Väyrynen, is perhaps the strongest definition of  all that can be assigned to this area. 

As Väyrynen (2003) postulates, physical regions are usually constituted by a cluster of  nation-states 

(27). This is true for the Arctic as well, although with certain exceptions. The Arctic Five – a group 

of  littoral Arctic States (namely, Russia, the US, Canada, Norway, and Denmark), and the Arctic 

Eight – the permanent member states of  the Arctic Council (Arctic Five as well as Sweden, Finland, 

and Iceland) represent the usual composition of  forums on matters regarding the region. Although 

only parts (sometimes very small parts) of  these countries have actual connection to the Arctic or 

are located within the Arctic Circle, it is still the nation-states that are considered the main actors in 

the international arena. So far there exists no common identity along all national Arctic areas, and 

there exists no regional institution that could function as an alternative to the nation-state in the area 

of  governance. 

This is not to say that Arctic should be solely understood as a physical region under Väyrynen's 

regionality framework. As the effects of  climate change and the nature of  ecological challenges are 

rather similar across the Arctic Ocean, it can well fall under the category of  a functional region 

based on common environment. Moreover, although it has already been said that there exists no 

single identity that would unite all Arctic areas together, the indigenous peoples‘ movement must 

nevertheless be acknowledged. The Arctic Council is the best example of  local civil society 

participation in an international forum: the status of  Permanent Participant can be obtained by any 

Arctic organisation of  Indigenous Peoples, the majority of  which represents ―a single Indigenous 

people resident in more than one Arctic State; or more than one Arctic Indigenous people resident 

in a single Arctic State‖ (Arctic Council, 2011a).6 Although the process in this case is more political 

than economic, environmental, or cultural, it is still the mixture of  subnational and transnational 

activity that amounts to Väyrynen‘s definition of  a functional region. 

Analysed with the criteria developed by Hettne and Söderbaum (2002), however, the Arctic appears 

to be a fairly blended mixture of  different regionalisation levels. The characteristic traits inherent in 
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each of  the five degrees of  regionness, summarised in Table 2 (next page), present an intricate 

pattern of  a complicated development process. Some stages of  regionness are completed, some 

have already passed, while others are still evolving and fulfil the necessary criteria only partially.7 

The regional space – the first stage of  the regionalisation process – features a geographically defined 

area bound by environmental commonalities. As we already know from Väyrynen's definition of  

physical regions, this formulation does apply to the Arctic as a quintessence of  the very idea of  this 

polar region. Another feature of  the regional space is the isolated nature of  its communities, which 

is historically true for the Arctic as well. Although mostly non-existent now, the predominantly 

nomadic behaviour of  the indigenous peoples was largely caused by the harsh climate conditions, 

forcing the populations to move together with their reindeer herds in search of  food during 

summer, and warmth during winter. With the encroachment of  nation-states and advance of  

modern technology, the once freely roaming peoples are now facing the challenges of  country 

borders and growing industrialisation.8 Nevertheless, rough climate, difficult living conditions, and 

poor infrastructure are still the main reasons for the low levels and a consequent isolationist nature 

of  the Arctic population, which amounts to a mere four million people in an area of  12.6 million 

km2 (Bogoyavlenskiy & Siggner, 2004: 27). If  compared to a state, this would be equal to placing the 

population of  Liberia or Lebanon on a territory larger than Canada, the world's second biggest 

country (CIA Factbook, n.d.a; CIA Factbook, n.d.b). 

 Characteristics Applicability to the Arctic 

Regional 

space 

Geographic area with natural borders 

and similar ecology 

Proximity to the Arctic Ocean; environmental and 

climatological peculiarities specific to the area within the 

Arctic Circle 

Predominantly locally isolated 

communities 

Historical predominance of  tribal life style of  indigenous 

peoples; poor infrastructure 

Regional 

complex 

Prevalence of  nation-state identity 

over collective memory; nation-states 

are leading actors 

Imposed state borders (e.g., Sápmi cultural region); Arctic 

Council starting as an intergovernmental initiative 

Birth stage of  interdependence (security 

complex: dependence on each other and 

the stability of  the regime within the 

region); balance of  power is crucial 

Balance of  power in the Arctic during the Cold War 

(Western bloc versus Soviet bloc); the measures taken by 

one state would most definitely receive a countermeasure 

on part of  another 

Distinctive features of  economy are 

self-interest, national protectionism, 

instability 

Historically the economic opportunities in the Arctic have 

always been rather scarce; this might not apply as a 

particular criterion 

Regional 

society 

Emergence of  complex 

multidimensional interactions between 

various state and non-state actors 

Interplay of  economies due to globalisation processes; the 

increase in cooperative activities in the Arctic during 

recent years; the role of  social and cultural interaction 

growing 
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―Formal‖ (de jure) region, defined by 

the membership in a regional 

organisation 

Arctic Council as the best institution to fulfil this role, 

uniting the Arctic Eight and non-state entities representing 

indigenous inhabitants 

Nation-states transform to semi-

independent parts of  larger regional 

political societies 

- (A stage that is yet to come) 

Regional 

community 

Region develops identity and civil 

society, gains legitimacy and structure 

of  decision-making, and itself  

becomes an actor 

The process is under way; although the national identity is 

strong, there also exists the indigenous identity. The 

regional civil society's role becomes more visible, with 

increased inclusion in regional arrangements. 

Conflicts can no longer be solved by 

violent means; regional mechanisms 

ensure stability and welfare 

The relations of  mutual dependence and equal 

vulnerability acts as a prevention factor and facilitate even 

further expansion of  cooperation 

Micro-regions thrive within the 

macro-region; regional interaction is 

voluntary and multidimensional 

Societal and cultural links grow stronger, while visa 

regimes become desolate; for micro-regions to prosper 

better infrastructure is to be introduced 

Region-

state 

Hypothetical level of  regionness: a 

voluntarily combined multinational 

and multicultural community with 

decentralised multi-level governance 

structure 

- (Potentially, the future of  the Arctic region) 

Table 2: Assessing the level of  Arctic “regionness”, according to Hettne and Söderbaum (2002) 

The second level of  regionness, called the regional complex, marks the nation-state as the main actor 

on the international arena, while the national identity supersedes the previously vital cultural and 

local ties. This is also the starting point for interdependent relationships: the linkage between 

neighbouring nation-states‘ behaviour, their well-being and the overall stability of  the system 

becomes apparent. States‘ interests, however, remain realism-driven, whereas economic relations of  

the regional complex are characterised by exploitation of  the weak and competition among the 

powerful. All three criteria – although with certain exceptions – can indeed be applied to the Arctic, 

especially from the historic perspective. 

The emergence of  nation-states has brought along the creation of  formal borders in areas where 

initially there were no obstacles to populations‘ seasonal movement. Such examples can be found in 

Sapmi area – the traditional habitat of  Sami people, composed of  northern parts of  Norway, 

Sweden and Finland, as well as a part of  Russia's Kola Peninsula. Once a common ground for the 

indigenous minority, this cultural region has experienced several re-defining moments, following the 

historic changes in political map of  Fenno-Scandinavia. In contrast, the Arctic peoples of  Northern 

America and Russia have always had large undivided territories to their use, with their habitat areas 

undisturbed by imaginary borders. Nevertheless, both Eurasian and American indigenous peoples 

living in the Arctic have one challenge in common: namely, their visibility and representation on 

regional, national, and international levels. 
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With interdependence and globalisation trends gaining momentum, the realist approach has ceased 

being the leading ideology to explain international relations. While cooperation on preserving the 

Arctic environment was started on the ministerial level of  the Arctic Eight in 1989, the consequent 

establishment of  the Arctic Council seven years later envisioned a greater role for, and ensured the 

inclusion of  the indigenous peoples in the decision-making process. The balance of  power in the 

region, crucial during the Cold War period, has now evolved into the state of  strategic 

interdependence as any changes in one state‘s behaviour will trigger reactions from all other parties. 

Moreover, great effort is being poured into strengthening cooperation on micro- and macro-regional 

matters in the Arctic: the once self-interested nation-states have arrived at the conclusion that in a 

modern world a lot more can be gained by peaceful means. With growing globalisation all 

economies are bound together, and although a healthy competition should never cease to exist, the 

era of  outright confrontation has successfully ended. 

This leads us to the third and fourth levels of  Hettne and Söderbaum's regionness – the regional 

society and the regional community. The former notion includes a growing number of  multi-level multi-

actor interactions, the emergence of  a primary regional organisation that defines the region as such, 

and a partial loss of  sovereignty following the inclusion of  a nation-state to the larger regional entity 

among its criteria. The latter, on the other hand, represents an even further step towards a regional 

approach: the development of  a regional identity, a self-sustainable apparatus of  decision-making, 

and a consequent transformation of  a region into a political actor; a further consolidation of  a 

region via the emergence of  voluntary multidimensional interaction; and a following abandonment 

of  military means of  conflict resolution as ineffective. To a certain extent these criteria resonate with 

the current situation in the Arctic. Although the region has not yet reached a state of  transnational 

political entity, the participation of  different society levels in the collaborative frameworks as well as 

emerging cross-border cooperation projects is unmistakeably moving toward a more inclusive 

governmental structure. 

As for the fifth and final regionness level – the regional institutionalised polity, or region-state, Hettne and 

Söderbaum define it as a hypothetical entity, which, although based on slightly different principles 

and incentives, could potentially become an alternative to a nation-state. Currently there is no region 

that would be close to reaching the state of  regional institutionalised polity: even the European 

Union, a voluntary multinational alliance of  nation-states, has not abandoned the concepts of  

sovereignty and centralisation of  power. 

Thus, after a thorough inspection we can reach a verdict that the Arctic is indeed a region, analysed 

with both Väyrynen and Hettne and Söderbaum‘s definitions. It possesses features not only of  a 

physical but also of  a functional region, constituted by its natural borders, and social and cultural 

interaction. The Arctic also corresponds to the first four levels of  regionness: regional space (fully), 

regional complex (mostly in historical perspective), regional society (with an exception of  nation-

states blending into a larger entity), and regional community (partially, with all criteria fulfilled only 

to some point, and developing further). With these characteristics in mind, we can analyse the Arctic 

as a fairly developed region, composed of  the eight states (mostly their northernmost parts) in direct 

proximity to the Arctic Ocean with relatively strong social and political ties and even stronger 
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incentives for cooperation. 

Assessing Regional Security Environment 

The Elusive Meaning of Security 

Realist assumptions that once laid ground for the emergence of  the Old Regionalism theory are 

closely related to the understanding of  the security environment. The very idea of  security is 

traditionally attributed to the nation-state and military power, and is generally understood as ―a 

negative freedom – the absence of  threat‖ (McSweeney, 1999: 14). The concept has evolved over 

time into a broader idea, encompassing not only national but also international, societal, and 

individual levels. 

In order to grasp the contemporary understanding of  security we must first turn to the idea of  

global interdependence. Formulated (although not coined) by Keohane and Nye in 1977, this 

concept explains that the state-centric approach does not suffice to explain the multiversity of  the 

international system; instead, a world politics paradigm should be applied (Keohane & Nye, 1981a; 

Keohane & Nye, 1981b). In the introductory article Keohane and Nye (1981a) give reasons for such 

a change: the emergence of  global transnational interactions involving non-governmental actors (as 

opposed to conventionalist interstate interactions, managed solely by governments), and the 

strengthening of  the role played by transnational organisations. Their definition of  ―world politics‖ 

is formulated as ―all political interactions between significant actors‖ that are ―any somewhat 

autonomous individual or organisation that controls substantial resources and participates in 

political relationships with other actors across state lines‖ (Keohane & Nye, 1981a: xxiv). 

Keohane and Nye accept that realism and state-centricity constitute ―an inadequate basis for the 

study of  changing world politics‖ as ―they do not describe the complex patterns of  coalitions 

between different types of  actors‖ (Keohane & Nye, 1981b: 386). The world politics paradigm the 

authors propose embraces interaction on various levels – transnational, transgovernmental, as well as 

interstate. Starting from this premise, Keohane and Nye turn to defining the role of  

interdependence. 

In Power and Interdependence Keohane and Nye (1989) describe the concept of  interdependence as the 

relationship between actors (adherent to different nation-states or nation-states themselves) based 

on international transactions that have costly reciprocal effects. The existence of  such effects is 

crucial for the establishment of  interdependence, whereas asymmetries in the cost of  the effects 

―are most likely to provide sources of  influence for actors in their dealings with one another‖ 

(Keohane & Nye, 1989: 11). Thus, although the state of  interdependence encompasses interests on 

various levels (national, governmental, transnational), it does not automatically lead to patterns of  

cooperation or diminish conflict. Quite the opposite, the actors are likely to (ab)use asymmetrical 

interdependence relations to derive benefits from their dealing with others. 

Barry Buzan (1983) attempts to establish ―the grounds for a broader view‖ (9-10) on security by 

investigating interrelations of  various security aspects. Following an extensive examination, he 

concludes that ―[t]he concept of  security binds together individuals, states and the international 
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system‖ (Buzan, 1983: 245). Security, in his understanding, ―cannot be achieved by either individuals 

or states acting solely on their own behalf ‖ (Buzan, 1983: 253); it requires a degree of  collectiveness 

and multi-dimensional approach. Here Buzan (1983) also introduces his definition of  a security 

complex – ―a group of  states whose primary security concerns link together sufficiently closely that 

their national securities cannot realistically be considered apart from one another‖ (106). He notes 

that the process of  security complex creation is based not only on political or strategic reasons but 

can also be triggered by geographical, historical, economic, and cultural issues. 

As a further exploration of  this idea, Buzan (1991) offers an analytical framework that distinguishes 

between five sectors of  security – political, military, economic, societal, and environmental. He 

maintains that each sector ―defines a focal point within the security problematique, and a way of  

ordering priorities, but all are woven together in a strong web of  linkages‖ (Buzan, 1991: 433). 

Buzan argues that political and military sectors are losing their primary position on the international 

security agenda, while societal (to a greater) and environmental (to a lesser degree) sectors are 

gaining weight, and economic sector remains strong and pushes forward. Keohane and Nye (1989) 

concur with this assessment: they state that under conditions of  complex interdependence9 military 

security loses its central role, and add that ―the distribution of  power within each issue [becomes] 

more important‖ (31). 

Regional Security Environment as Applied to the Arctic 

After examining the concepts of  regionality and security separately, it is now time to combine them 

together in order to arrive at the definition of  ―regional security environment‖. The following 

definition can then be applied to form an understanding of  the current situation in the Arctic. 

According to the New Regionalism theory, a region is a product of  social construction that can be 

shaped and re-shaped according to the actors‘ needs. It has been established that there are two 

approaches to formulating the essence of  a region. Traditional (physical regions) approach 

postulates that a region is comprised of  nation-states with a main focus on geographic and military 

issues. Another approach – constructivist (functional regions) – maintains that regional borders can 

cut through nation-state borders, claiming only a piece of  a country‘s territory as part of  a region, 

whereas the focus of  identity falls on economy, environment, and culture. The process of  

regionalisation never produces the same kind of  a region, and although regions have five stages of  

regionalisation intensity, there is no particular order in which they are formed. 

As for security, it is also characterised by two dominant ideas: realist10 security, based on military 

power dominance and state-centric approach, and (neo)liberal11 security, based on transnational 

relations, interdependence and multidimensionality. Although Buzan still assumes the nation-state to 

be the primary actor, his three levels (individual, national, international) and five sectors (political, 

military, economic, societal, environmental) of  security encompass both approaches and create a 

close to ideal framework for assessing the security environment. Moreover, the concept of  security 

complex leaps toward a very specific definition of  a region, leading to the development of  the 

definition for regional security environment. 
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The common security challenges inherent in Buzan‘s security complex and ways to approach them 

require consideration of  all states belonging to the region in question, and thus function as both a 

uniting and a limiting factor on states decision-making behaviour. Similar to Keohane and Nye‘s 

state of  interdependence, the definition of  security complex phenomenon does not describe the 

nature of  relations among its members, and can apply to both the state of  conflict as well as the 

state of  cooperation [to put it in Buzan‘s own words, ―patterns of  amity and enmity that are 

substantially confined within some particular geographical area‖ (Buzan, 1983: 7)]. 

Thus, in respect to the Arctic the concept of  security environment can be applied, using the 

theoretical premises summarised above: the actors in the region are not limited to the local nation-

states and institutions; there are also transnational organisations (e.g., leading oil companies like 

Royal Dutch Shell, Total, and ExxonMobil) and other entities (e.g., non-Arctic countries and 

companies) with interests at stake. Buzan‘s security complex definition can be employed partially, in 

regard to the littoral states and the Arctic Eight positions. The third actors will most likely be 

assigned a ―friend or foe‖ label as they exist outside the Arctic area and constitute a challenging 

variable within the regional security equation. Buzan‘s five interconnected security sectors also apply, 

whereas the potential sources of  threats are summarised by the following table (Table 3). 

 Arctic States Non-Arctic States 

Military Challenges to SAR activities, navigation and 

communication systems 

(no direct threat) 

Political Dilution of  power caused by inclusion of  third 

parties in the decision-making process 

Non-inclusion in the decision-making 

process 

Societal Potential increase in criminal activity (drug and 

human trafficking, illegal entry and immigration) 

(no direct threat) 

Economic Potential loss of  economic opportunities due to 

greater participation by third parties 

Exclusion from the Arctic natural 

resource exploration activities, limitations 

to the use of  trans-Arctic shipping routes 

Environmental Problems caused by global warming (see Non-

Arctic States), various types of  pollution caused 

by intensifying human activity 

Problems caused by global warming: 

climate change, food and water scarcity, 

sea level rise 

Table 3: Security sectors and challenges related to the Arctic 

Regionalism and Globalisation in the Arctic 

The shift in theoretical paradigms, used to understand both regionalism and security, conveys the 

general IR trend of  evolution from realist to constructivist and neoliberal perspectives. The 

development of  New Regionalism theory that is based on the assumptions of  the world‘s 

multipolarity, open approach and voluntary initiative, multidimensional organisations, and global 

system actors (as opposed to Old Regionalism‘s bipolarity, protectionist attitude and forced actions, 

single-purpose organisations, and nation-states as actors) is symmetrical to that of  security theory, 
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where the very concept of  security transforms from state-centric hard security approach to human-

centric soft security, thus creating a complex multi-level multi-actor framework from a rather single-

focused paradigm. These changes denote a fundamental step toward growing world-wide 

interdependence and the process of  globalisation. 

So what has caused an image shift from ―the Arctic as a cluster of  smaller regions‖ to ―the Arctic as 

a part of  globalised world‖? As Hettne and Söderbaum propose, it is a natural process of  region 

evolution, with early stages involving very little inter-regional interaction and the final stage being 

close to a homogeneous but multinational communal entity. However, if  we consider the whole 

picture and assume all world regions to be at the final stage of  regional development, the world that 

consists of  several region-states would itself  become an entity striving for unification. 

Globalisation is based on regionalisation. The second wave of  interest toward the Arctic, and 

especially, the greater involvement of  Asian states in Arctic affairs is a clear indication of  ongoing 

globalisation. Although some of  these states have already been involved in polar research activities 

for quite a long time, it is nevertheless remarkable how their focus is now if  not slowly shifting then 

at least enlarging in order to encompass new fields of  interest (such as economy and energy 

security). The Arctic that for a long time has been an isolated area up north has slowly integrated 

with southern areas, creating a greater region of  a so-called wider Arctic. This integration trend is 

still ongoing, tying the Arctic closer to world affairs and making it an indivisible part of  a globally 

interdependent system. 

This change is also influencing the regional security environment, introducing new factors and 

increasing already existing risks. With greater human activity in the region the potential threat to the 

environment (e.g., through oil spills and pollution) and the society (e.g., through potential increase in 

crime rate and forced changes in lifestyle) increases sufficiently. However, in the modern age of  

unified markets the process of  globalisation cannot be averted without any damage to the state. As 

is also underlined by Buzan, the sectors of  security are deeply intertwined, and thus, if  certain 

economic benefits are to be gained, some risks in other fields might need to be allowed to increase. 

As can be seen from the theoretical and practical discourse of  this article, the main aspect in 

understanding the Arctic is the very perception of  this region. Analysed using different theoretical 

frameworks, be it realism, (neo)liberalism, or any other IR theory for that matter, the perception of  

the Arctic will be shaped differently. Analysed using different premises, be it the Arctic Five‘s 

national perspective or observer states‘ stance of  addressing the Arctic as a global common, the 

region will be allocated a different role. What is really needed is a clear and coherent understanding 

of  this region‘s complicated nature and all issues involved. 

All in all, the Arctic is both a cluster of  smaller regions and a sub-region of  its own. It is a complex 

entity, dynamic and functioning on different levels, and it is as unified with and similar to the global 

world as it is isolated and different from it. Global warming is evident in every corner of  the Earth, 

but due to its nature the effects of  climate change can be best acknowledged and monitored in the 

Arctic. International maritime regulations are applicable everywhere, but due to specific climate and 

ecological conditions the Arctic needs special rules to be devised. Energy security is also a global 
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issue, but exploring energy deposits in the Arctic requires specific capabilities, knowledge and 

experience. One could say that what makes the Arctic global also makes it slightly different from any 

other region of  the world. 

 

Notes 

1. China, Japan, India, South Korea, Singapore. 

2. The full name of the Spitsbergen, or Svalbard Treaty is ―Treaty between Norway, The United 

States of America, Denmark, France, Italy, Japan, the Netherlands, Great Britain and Ireland 

and the British overseas Dominions and Sweden concerning Spitsbergen signed in Paris 9th 

February 1920‖. 

3. The following section will address these five levels of regionness in further detail. 

4. E.g., as described in Emmerson (2010: xiii-xiv, 3-23), Savaskov (2011: 27), Keskitalo (2007), 

O'Rourke (2012: 1-5). 

5. E.g., comparing the conditions in the Atlantic and in the Pacific, along the Russian shore 

versus the Canadian or Greenland shore. 

6. Currently there are six such permanent participants within the Arctic Council: Arctic 

Athabaskan Council, Aleut International Association, Gwich'in Council International, Inuit 

Circumpolar Council, Russian Arctic Indigenous Peoples of the North, and Saami Council 

(Arctic Council, 2011b). 

7. The description of the regionness stages that follows below is based on the theoretical 

framework introduced in Hettne and Söderbaum (2002: 39-45). 

8. A good example – Nemtsova (2011). 

9. The concept of complex interdependence (not to be confused with the concept of 

interdependence as explained above) stands for an explanatory model – an ideal international 

system, the fundamental premises of which are opposite to that of ideal realism. According to 

Keohane and Nye (1989), complex interdependence and realism are two extremities of the 

same scale; the applicability of each model should be determined on a case-by-case basis. 

10. Realism is an International Relations theory that is based on four main principles: 1. The 

international system is anarchic, with no supranational authority. 2. The main actors in the 

system are nation-states. 3. All actors behave rationally and seek to maximise their benefits 

gained from interaction with other states. 4. Finally, due to the unregulated nature of the 

system the most important aspect for the states is their survival, to ensure which they can only 

depend on themselves. 

11. Analysed in a similar way, the four principles of liberalism can also be summarised by four 

points: 1. The international system is indeed anarchic. 2. However, the actors are not limited 

to nation-states but can also include individuals as well as national and transnational 
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companies. 3. These actors are still considered to be rational and self-interested players, who 

are always calculating the optimisation of their options. 4. If realists believe in the prevalence 

of conflict under the absence of central authority, liberalists assert the widely accepted rule of 

law and norms that form the base of a regulated society. Neoliberal approach is actually closer 

to the theory of realism than liberalism, and sees nation-states as the main actors in an 

anarchic system. However, neoliberalism particularly stresses the role of interdependence as 

the basis of international relations. For a deeper assessment of classical realism and liberalism 

theories see, e.g., Stein (1990). 
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Kirkenes-Nikel:  

Catching a Second Wind of Twinning? 
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This article examines the unfolding of relations between two northern towns, Kirkenes and Nikel, as a rather recent 
case of city twinning. Their endeavor, launched in 2008, did not emerge in the standard bottom-up type of fashion with 
the cities in question defying to some extent the divisive impact of statist borders. It came instead into being as part and 
parcel of broader schemes of cross-border cooperation between Norway and Russia encouraged by central authorities.  It 
might thus be assumed that twinning project is doomed to succeed. The towns might well turn into a bridge altering 
decades of closure and isolation, although it is also conceivable that being tied to a broader setting largely outside the 
control of the towns themselves hampers cooperation. The two towns do not necessarily engage in the production of 
familiarity and closeness in the way they are assumed and encouraged to do but pursue policies of their own premised on 
unfamiliarity and bordering rather than de-bordering.  Our aim is thus to chart the experiences gained during the 
initial years of the project implementation as well as the difficulties encountered in this process. Exploring the somewhat 
particular case of Kirkenes-Nikel arguably adds to the insight concerning city-twinning in Northern Europe, but it 
also invites for a probing of the various aspects of a rather complicated relationship where interests in cooperation and 
the established of an in-between space premised on rather far-reaching togetherness co-exists and struggles with feelings 
of animosity and distrust.  

 

 

Introduction: Changing Meanings of Twinning 

City-twinning has gradually turned into a wide-spread phenomenon in various parts of Europe, 

including the former socialist countries. The previous pattern of ‗friendship‘ and ‗sister‘ cities that 

existed during the years of the Cold War in order to signal symbolic togetherness has changed in 

character, as there is currently much more emphasis on concrete and functional cooperation. Out of 

a very large number of European cities being in various ways linked to each other, some fifty cities 



144   Arctic Yearbook 2013 

Kirkenes-Nikel 

exist as city-pairs cooperating across a shared border (Schultz, 2002: 3). In general, twinning is seen 

by local actors as an adequate and preferable response to the numerous challenges that they face in 

their day-to-day life. It is pursued by many European, including some Russian, municipalities not 

only as an efficient instrument for solving local problems; twinning is also employed in efforts to 

ensure their sustainable development. The municipalities depart from the assumption that various 

border-related resources can be utilized more effectively with cooperation extending beyond state 

borders, although the efficiency and scale of twinning varies considerably across Europe (Ploszaj, 

2012; Schultz, 2005). 

It should be noted that the very concept of ―twin cities‖ figures as a rather vexed question in the 

research literature. Different schools suggest different interpretations and use various synonyms 

(often of a misleading character). To summarize the ongoing academic discussion, the following 

definitions of the concept can be identified. 

In the domestic context, twin cities are a special case of two cities or urban centers founded in close 

geographic proximity and then growing into each other over time. Originally, this concept referred 

specifically to the cities Minneapolis and Saint Paul located in Minnesota (Twin cities, 2011), but 

with time it was used to describe the same phenomenon in other countries. It should be noted, 

however, that with some exceptions (e.g. Porsgrunn and Skien, Fredrikstad and Sarpsborg in 

Norway), northern Europe lacks this kind of twin cities. Instead, there are a number of the so-called 

―satellite‖ cities in the region that have emerged in order to ―groom‖ larger urban centers and/or 

fulfill specific functions (to host university campuses, techno-parks, industries, transport 

infrastructure, military bases, etc.): Sandnes–Stavanger (Norway), Espoo-Helsinki (Finland), 

Severomorsk–Murmansk and Severodvinsk–Arkhangelsk (Russia) are cases in point. The craving for 

larger and more competitive entities is bound to increase pressures towards mergers. 

In the international sense, there are two – broad and narrow – definitions of the concept ―twin 

cities/towns.‖ Under the broader understanding, the term ―twin cities‖ has been employed to connote 

cooperative agreements between cities, towns, and even counties that are not neighbors but located 

at a considerable distance and even in separate countries to promote economic, commercial, and 

cultural ties (Stephen, 2008). Most town twinning unfolds between cities facing similar social, 

economic, and political situations or sharing historical links. In Europe, a variety of terms are used, 

although ―twin cities‖ appears to be the most common one. However, other terms such as sister, 

fraternal, connected, double, transborder, bi-national, neighbored, coupled, partner, and friendship 

are utilized in naming the city-pairs (Buursink, 2001; Schultz, 2002). In the case of Russia (similar to 

the Soviet time), along with twin-towns concept, the terms of brother/fraternal (pobratimy) or related 

(porodnennye) cities are used.  

In the narrow sense, twin cities are border towns adjacent to each other. According to Buursink (1994), 

there are two sub-categories of neighbored border towns: double towns that aim at cooperation and 

supplementing each other, and town couples that often compete with each other. Schultz (2002) 

asserts that only double towns can be seen as real twins and sets a number of criteria for selecting 

twin towns. They should not only consist of border towns but also have the following 

characteristics: 
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 They should harbor a joint history as cities that have existed as administrative units in the past, 
prior to national borders separating them. 

 Although previously separated by borders, this delimiting should have been traded for open 
borders. 

 A preferable case consists of cities where a river both separates and connects the cities facing 
each other across the river (and, for this reason, they are called bridge towns). 

 There should be connecting factors and features conducive to cooperation such as ethnic 
minorities as well as command of the neighbor‘s language. 

 There should be a certain level of institutionalization of cooperation between the twins in terms 
of unified administrative structures and common urban planning. The most advanced twin 
towns purport themselves as ―Euro-cities‖ in emphasizing their European rather than national 
identity. 

While agreeing with most of the above criteria, we nonetheless base our study on a somewhat 

different and more extensive definition of twin towns with adjacency and the breaking of spatial 

fixations in the form of national borders as our main point of departure. Whereas twinning is in 

most cases seen as residing in the application of a particular form of ―urban logic,‖ it also inevitably 

provides the cities engaged in such activities with transnational and international features. It does so 

as they contribute, in varying degrees, to the formation of commonality reaching beyond national 

configurations (Joenniemi and Sergunin, 2011; 2012). 

Notably, twinning stands for shared citiness and figures as a manifestation of new forms of urban 

policies. It testifies, as an aspect of regionalization, with considerable clarity that the order-producing 

impact of national borders is waning. The changing character of inner-oriented borders turning into 

outwards-oriented frontiers and allowing for the emergence of shared borderland is visible also in 

northern Europe as exemplified by twinning. City-twinning has turned into one of the departures 

used by cities in aspiring for a distinct, visible, and favorable profile, and it is, in this sense, part and 

parcel of their policies of place-marketing and branding in the context of the increasingly intense 

and transnational regionalization. 

Twinning has also accrued broader institutional forms with the establishment of the City Twins 

Association (CTA) in December 2006. Altogether 14 cities have joined the CTA, including four 

pairs located in northern Europe: Valka-Valga (Latvia–Estonia), Imatra-Svetogorsk (Finland-Russia), 

Narva-Ivangorod (Estonia-Russia) and Tornio-Haparanda (Finland-Sweden) (City Twins 

Association, 2010).  

These pairs, coming into being during the 1980s or 1990s through initiatives taken by the cities 

themselves, differ as to success and effectiveness. Tornio-Haparanda obviously stands out as a 

success story and Valka-Valga as well as Imatra-Svetogorsk belong more or less to the same 

category. Narva-Ivangorod has, in turn, experienced some initial difficulties in implementing various 

schemes of twinning, although the record of this Estonian-Russian pair has to some extent 

improved over time (Joenniemi and Sergunin, 2012). 
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It is also to be noted that the trend, as to twinning in northern Europe, has not been a straight-

forward one of increasing success and deepening integration. Instead, the outbreak of the world 

economic crisis (2008) as well as the subsequent crisis of the Eurozone and the new round of the 

Schengen zone‘s expansion (2007) has to some extent impacted the unfolding of twinning in 

northern Europe. Progress has over the recent years been limited with the case of Tornio-

Haparanda standing out as an exception.  

It appears, against this background, that the initiative pertaining to Kirkenes-Nikel, taken in 2008, 

breaks the pattern. It emerges as a kind of late-comer and represents an attempt to revive the very 

idea and spirit of twinning in northern Europe. Moreover, the initiative did not just emerge in a 

dialogue between the cities themselves as also the Norwegian and Russian foreign ministries were 

actively involved in pushing for such an outcome. They did so, it appears, as part of an effort to 

initiate broader regional and cross-border cooperation between the two countries through this, then 

providing the twinning between Kirkenes and Nikel with features of a top-down – rather than the 

ordinary bottom-up – type of endeavor (Figenschou, 2011; Haugseth, 2013). The active and 

encouraging role of the ministries has also been reflected in the 2010 decision to establish a visa-free 

zone for residents living in the vicinity of the border between the Sør-Varanger commune and the 

Russian towns of Nikel, Zapolyarny, Petchenga and Korzunovo. The Kirkenes-Nikel constellation 

has been further complicated by the fact that the agreement on twinning has not been concluded 

between the cities themselves but came into being through a joint declaration issued by the 

municipalities of Sør-Varanger on the Norwegian side and that of Pechenga on the Russian one. 

Kirkenes and Nikel form the largest entities within their respective municipalities, but their nested 

position within the two somewhat broader entities may nonetheless complicate their aim and 

pursuance of twinning. 

There are thus good reasons to interrogate the unfolding of twinning in the case of Kirkenes-Nikel. 

Being an integral part of broader plans for cooperation and cross-border regionalization between 

Norway and Russia potentially provides the two northern cities with the position of front-runners. 

The option is there to transgress and reach beyond the border and the various binary divisions into 

‗we‘ and ‗them‘ that for a considerable period of time have prevented the development of any 

interaction, and to make it malleable and part of a border-related space premised on cooperation and 

friendly relations. They may transcend the national appropriations that have characterized the 

policies pursued in the past. It is, however, also possible that they encounter various obstacles 

related to the burden of the past, the somewhat complicated structures in which they have been 

embedded and/or various actors resisting a down-grading of the divisive impact of their national 

border. For the latter type of reasons it might have been difficult for twinning to take off in various 

spheres of economic, social and cultural relations and for closer relations to develop between 

Kirkenes and Nikel, providing substance to the notion of city-twinning. 

In addition to charting success or failure in various efforts of cooperation, our aim is one of 

addressing the way the encounter has unfolded in terms of the narratives employed as well as the 

discourses used in grounding the twin-city relationship between Kirkenes and Nikel. This is done in 

order to offer additional insight into the quite complex cross-border relationship. The options 
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available on the basis of the national histories consist both of familiarity and unfamiliarity. 

Obviously, the encounter consists of meeting the other as clearly different from oneself – in spite of 

the term ‗twins‘ suggesting the existence of a far-reaching similitude – and yet the difference can be 

interpreted as benign or threatening in nature. It may be depicted as a familiar kind of strangeness 

conducive to curiosity, fascination and nostalgia, these then contributing to interaction or amounting 

instead to resentment and perhaps even animosity. Both options are in general there as noted by 

Spierings and van der Velde (2008) and Scott (2013). The prevalence of familiarity amounting to 

moves of inclusion rather than unfamiliarity inviting for exclusion would contribute to progress in 

the sphere of twinning, whereas the latter would complicate if not undermine various efforts of 

changing the meaning of the border through increasing closeness and intense cooperation.  

 

 

Figure 1- Map of the Kirkenes-Nikel Area 

 

The Duality of the Past 

The history of the region offers elements for the construction of familiarity as well as unfamiliarity. 

Modern bordering, part of extending state-formation to the north, took place at a relatively late 

juncture and was presided by a ‗common land‘ period and interaction that paid scant if any attention 

to state-related borders and efforts of bordering. In particular, a Sami population moved flexibly 

across borders and also Finnish-speakers were strongly present in the region straddling various 

borders. Borders emerged more clearly during the Swedish-Norwegian Union (1826-1905). It was 

finally drawn in 1826, although the demarcation and delimitation proceeded quite slowly with 
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borders preserving their natural frontiers up to the beginning of the twentieth century (Niemi, 2005). 

The period of openness was then followed by one of closure premised on notions of unfamiliarity 

above all because of the Russian Revolution in 1917. With Finland gaining independence in 1917, 

the Norwegian-Russian border became a Finnish-Norwegian border-line up to 1944. This implied 

that Nikel (Nikkeli) and the surrounding area of Pechenga (Petsamo) were part of Finland up to the 

end of WWII with the border turning again into a Norwegian-Soviet/Russian one. 

The various historical turns implied that the Sør-Varanger region remained for a long period quite 

multicultural, in essence containing Norwegian, Finnish-speaking Kvens, Sami as well as Russian 

elements. The interaction was locally premised for a large part on familiarity whereas the policies 

pursued by the Norwegian state rested on ―Norwegianization‖ (Rogova, 2008: 11; Viken et.al., 2008: 

27).  

The Second World War implied that security – or rather insecurity – gained the upper hand. There 

was much resistance against the German occupation particularly in northern Norway, and to some 

extent with the partisans cooperating with the Soviet forces (Niemi, 2005). Towards the end of the 

war the Red Army liberated north-eastern areas of Norway, including Kirkenes, from German 

occupation. Although the fighting amounted to an almost full dismantling of the dwellings in the 

region and caused profound destruction, the image of the Soviet forces has remained rather positive 

as indicated among other things by the statue devoted to a Soviet soldier still standing on a hill-top 

in Kirkenes. 

However, the war implied in general that security remained a core constitutive argument and 

impacted also forcefully the Norwegian-Soviet relations. It also implied that the emphasis on 

Norwegianization continued with the state of Norway pursuing policies based on unfamiliarity and 

exclusion rather than familiarity and inclusion. A garrison-mentality prevailed both on the 

Norwegian as well as the Soviet side amounting to the presence of various military installations and 

entities as part of the ideological and systemic East-West conflict. The dominance of the quite 

securitized national discourse implied that the border remained almost entirely closed. The border 

was for a long time comprehended as ―a symbolic end of the world for people living on the two 

sides of it‖ as noted by Anastasia Rogova (2009: 33).  

This changed, though, with the end of the Cold War and the beginning of the 1990s. More space 

opened up for the application of notions premised on familiarity and the border turned increasingly 

flexible allowing for various transactions to unfold. The discourses waged not only change locally as 

also various state-related authorities changed footing in encouraging interaction. Notions pertaining 

to the more multicultural and interactionist periods in the history of northern Norway grew in 

significance as also evidenced by the frequent use in the current discourse on Norwegian-Russian 

cross-border cooperation of the term Pomor, i.e. a reference to ancient coastal trade between 

Russians and the rest of the local population (Niemi, 1992). Even the Norwegian and Russian 

military have exploited the connotations of commonality embedded in the term by naming their 

joint exercise in 2013 as Pomor. 
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Towards a More Cooperative Pattern 

At large, the constitutive themes grounding political space have changed profoundly in the North 

since the end of the Cold War, and this goes particularly for Norwegian-Russian relations. The two 

countries perceive each other as ‗partners‘ with a considerable amount of cooperation in various 

fields. The agreement reached on a delimitation of the Barents Sea in 2010 has contributed 

considerably to a decline in securitization and opened up more friendly and cooperative relations, 

although within limits. The various environmental challenges as well as the different economic 

options – pertaining above all to the extraction of oil and gas but also new shipping lines such as 

those of the Northern Sea Route (Northeast Passage) – are of such a magnitude that the incentives 

for cooperation have turned quite considerable. The constitutive discourse relates therefore 

increasingly to various projects, particularly in fields related to the production of oil, gas and 

shipping, and in general the significance of the northern areas to the national economies as well as 

the dangers to be averted in the environmental field. For Norway, the northern areas have turned 

into a strategic priority area in the sphere of the country‘s foreign policy as articulated for example in 

the Government‘s Strategy of 2006 (The Norwegian Government‘s High North Strategy, 2006) and 

updated in the 2009 document (New Building Blocks in the North, 2009). A similar development 

has been discernible in Russia as evidenced by the emphasis placed on the Arctic region‘s 

significance by the Government‘s Strategy for the Development of the Arctic Zone of the Russian 

Federation issued in 2008 (Medvedev, 2008) and in a follow-up version published in 2013 (Putin, 

2013). This implies in reality that the national diplomacies and municipal ‗paradiplomacies‘ 

conducted by various local actors such as Kirkenes and Nikel reinforce and compliment rather than 

contradict each other. 

It also follows from these that the northern areas have grown in centrality and are no longer, as used 

to be the case, regarded as utterly peripheral in nature. It is to be noted, however, that the various 

plans and predictions have not always materialized, at least not in the way initially thought and 

expected. The different endeavors and plans pertaining to extensive cooperation may sometimes fail 

or have to be postponed as shown clearly by the backlash experienced in the case of the Shtokman 

gas and oil field with Norwegian Statoil giving up its shares in the field and the Russian companies 

putting their plans for development on ice.  

Twinning as a Development Strategy  

Kirkenes in particular has been able to capitalize on the growing significance of the northern areas. 

Rather than just being at the edge of Norway and of some importance due to national security, it has 

increasingly turned into a hub for a variety of industrial activities, commercial services and tourism, 

with considerable features of internationalization and a political center for different activities related 

to the Barents Sea cooperation. It hosts, among other things, the International and Norwegian 

Barents Secretariats and the Barents Institute. It is hence unsurprising that Nyseth and Viken (2009) 

describe its current profile as pointing to ―miners and ministers‖ implying changes in terms of 

industrialization as well as internationalization. The change is formidable as Kirkenes experienced 

severe difficulties in the 1980s and with the mine being laid down in the mid-1990s. Instead of the 
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rather bleak future that seemed then to be the destiny of the town, with the changing and more open 

character of the border as well as the other options offered by the altered and more internationalized 

environment the town has become dynamic and flourishing.  

Nikel has been less touched by the changes in the external environment. The local economic base 

has basically remained the same and it has not changed in the way that Kirkenes has, although it is 

also to be noted that the underlying discourse on the part of Nikel shows at least some signs of de-

securitization. This is in particular evidenced by that Nikel no longer has the status – as it had before 

2008 – of a closed border territory (Russian Ministry of Justice, 2008). The town still hosts some 

minor military entities and has thus the character of a garrison town, and in hosting the Norilsk 

Nickel plant it is also a heavily industrialized town. One aspect of such an industrialization is that due 

to the smelter part of the production of nickel, Nikel also has the reputation of a rather polluted 

mining town. The town seems in general to have declined in importance due to a variety of factors 

such as reduced support from the central government, cuts in the number of military personnel as 

well as declining production at the Norilsk Nickel plant. The diminishing standing is well reflected in 

the fact that the number of inhabitants (around 12,500 in 2012) has dropped by a third in 

comparison to the days of the Cold War. 

Clearly, Kirkenes and Nikel deviate from each other as to their profile and dynamics of 

development. They are proximate as to geography, both have an industrial profile and host military 

entities but in most other regards differ from each other. Yet they have been prepared to utilize the 

changes in their external environment and the increased prospects of partnership by engaging in 

town-twinning. Notably, the emphasis on cooperation boils down to an extension of previous 

policies as the search for togetherness between Kirkenes and Nikel goes back to 1973 and the era of 

the Cold War. Kirkenes and the Pechenga district (part of the Murmansk region) – including Nikel – 

at that time signed an agreement pertaining to friendship with emphasis on cultural and sport 

exchange in order to alleviate the divisive impact of the border and develop familiarity in order to 

leave behind various negativities residing in the past as well as the then prevailing situation (Viken, 

et.al, 2008: 30). In fact, at that time the collaborative ties between the two towns consisted for the 

most part of irregular cultural contacts (Brednikova and Voronkov, 1999). The togetherness was 

rather limited, although since the initial period it has been taken much further in the post-Soviet era, 

with both the Norwegian and Russian sides expressing interest in reinvigorating their town-to-town 

relations on a principally new and more pragmatic basis.  

The mutual interest and intensified contacts between the towns resulted in the signing of an 

agreement between the Sør-Varanger community and the Pechenga district (28 March 2008), 

including an agreement on a special Kirkenes-Nikel twin city project (Soglashenie o razvitii 

druzhestvennyx svjazey, 2008). Notably, this agreement was preceded by a letter from the 

Norwegian foreign minister Jonas Gahr Støre in March 2008 to the chair-person of Sør-Varanger, 

referring to talks conducted between the Norwegian minister and Russia‘s foreign minister Sergei 

Lavrov. Støre also articulated progress in talks to establish in the long term a joint economic and 

industrial zone of cooperation (Pomor) reaching across the Norwegian-Russian border. He 

recommended that the representatives of Sør-Varanger and Pechenga come together in order for 
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Kirkenes and Nikel to turn into a twin city for such an arrangement to be part of the zone-

arrangement (Haugseth, 2013). As a consequence, and following success in the talks between the 

two municipalities, the twinning between Kirkenes and Nikel was approved by the Norwegian and 

Russian foreign ministers at their meeting in Kirkenes on 9 June 2008 (Pogoretskaya, 2008). The 

same day a joint statement on the prospects of twinning was issued by the Sør-Varanger and 

Pechenga leaders (Sovmestnoe zayavlenie o sotrudnichestve, 2008). 

More specifically, the 2008 agreement on twinning covered cooperative areas, such as: support for 

small and medium-size enterprises (SMEs); establishment of a joint Business Cooperation Center in 

Nikel; environmental protection; health care (including direct cooperative schemes between 

municipal hospitals); education (direct links between elementary and secondary schools); training 

programs for municipal officials; tourism; cultural festivals and exhibitions; library and museum 

cooperation; mass media cooperation; women and youth cooperation; and sports (Soglashenie o 

razvitii druzhestvennyx svjazey, 2008; Smirnova, 2008). 

In spring 2011, the agreement was updated by the two municipalities and an action plan for 2011-

2012 was adopted. It was decided to focus on priorities such as support for SMEs; creation of a 

common labor market; good governance practice at the municipal level; educational projects; culture 

(including the festival Barents Spectacle, regular art exhibitions, library and museum cooperation, and 

joint festivities to commemorate the Murmansk and Finnmark regions‘ liberation from German 

occupation in 1944) and sports (ice hockey and football tournaments, and swimming competitions). 

Special attention was paid to early preparations for the introduction of the visa-free regime for the 

border regions‘ residents (establishing a special corridor for border resident card holders at the 

Borisoglebsk-Storskog border-crossing, liberalization of the customs regime in the border zone, etc.) 

(Plan sotrudnichestva, 2011; Lebed, 2011). 

The new leadership of the Sør-Varanger community elected in the municipal elections in 2011 

confirmed its adherence to both the above agreement and action plan (Belova, 2011). In addition, 

the partners decided to opt for a new action plan by the fall of 2013. 

The way twinning emerged in the case of Kirkenes-Nikel points to the fact that the two towns were 

in general expected to contribute to a demise of the divisive effects of the Norwegian-Russian 

border and to generate experiences applicable more generally to the cooperation between Norway 

and Russia. They have been invited to implement spatial strategies that contribute to the emergence 

of a bridgehead towards Russia, a common trans-border area, and an integrated borderland in order 

for the experiences then also to be utilized in other spheres of Norwegian-Russian cooperation in 

the North. The two towns are expected to reach beyond their national role and connect the local 

with the international through their particularly close relations in terms of twinning. 

In general, the strategy of twinning as a form of inter-town and inter-municipal cooperation seems 

to boil down to three issue-areas: capacity-building (aiming at developing various capabilities of the 

parties); problem-solving (cooperation in functional areas with the aim to ensure sustainable 

development); and cultural interaction in order for negative perceptions of the neighbor to be down-

graded and familiarity to be up-graded.  
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Capacity-Building Strategies 

These strategies include a wide array of methods: 

One crucial area consists of attracting investments. Both domestic and foreign investments are searched 

for and this applies both to the existing sectors (such as mining industries or transport 

infrastructure) as well as potential projects (e.g. new railways connections and industrial parks). For 

example, the Sør-Varanger community managed to attract the Tschudi Group, a large Norwegian 

investment company, to the region in order for the Bjørnevatn iron ore open-pit mine to be 

reopened in 2009. The mine is important for Sør-Varanger in terms of employment and it actually 

adds to the shortage of labor that has been there already for some time, thus also contributing to the 

idea that some part of the working force could be recruited from the Russian side of the border. The 

mine does not only contribute to the local economy with iron ore being extracted there, as it is also 

hauled with the Kirkenes–Bjørnevatn Line over to Kirkenes in order to be processed and shipped 

out. The mine already has a long history as it was initially opened in 1906 – leading then also to the 

grounding of Kirkenes – but then closed in 1996 because of its own inefficiency and the decline in 

the price of iron ore (Viken, et.al., 2008: 28-29). The reopening is, in turn, related to more favorable 

prices allowing also the Tschudi Group to invite some external investors to contribute to the re-

opening. They have invested altogether some 2,400 million Norwegian krone (NOK) for the mine 

to be modernized and reopened. 

Among other large investment projects, the Sør-Varanger community is looking for investors to 

renovate the Kirkenes international airport, European routes 06 and 105 as well as the local road 

system. It is to be noted that all these projects have been advertized as gateways or links to the 

Murmansk region or Russia in general. 

As for the Russian side, an event called the Russian-Norwegian Cross-Border Cooperation Days was 

organized in November 2011 in Nikel was exemplary in terms of investment policies. A number of 

international business associations such as SIBA International Management, Foreign Investor 

Business Association (FIBA), Norwegian Business Association (NBA) and Naringshage (Kirkenes 

business association) took part. The Pechenga district has organized a poster session titled ‗Russia‘s 

north-western gates‘ to demonstrate investment opportunities for foreign businessmen (Bulygin, 

2011). 

Branding/PR strategies: In order to attract foreign investors and for twinning to gain both regional and 

national support, the municipalities have launched rather active PR campaigns. For example, they 

have arranged exhibitions, held the ‗days of cooperation‘ and arranged festivals in towns with which 

they are related, taken part in international fairs and advertised themselves in the partner cities‘ mass 

media (see photograph below). In addition, the municipal leaders undertake regular trips abroad for 

public relations purposes. Kirkenes, Nikel and Pechenga run bilingual periodicals and web-sites 

oriented towards audiences in the regional neighbourhood. The main message of this campaign is to 

present twins as creative and innovative platforms rather than remote and depressive areas. 
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Figure 2 - A Sør-Varanger community ad in the Pechenga district‟s newspaper:  
Welcome to Kirkenes – your nearest shopping center! 
 

Co-operation with international organizations: In the hope of getting international assistance and 

recognition, many northern European municipalities try to develop relations with regional and sub-

regional organizations, such as the Barents/Euro-Arctic Council (BEAC), Arctic Council, Council of 

Europe, European Congress of Municipal and Regional Governments, European Regions 

Assembly, etc. For example, the BEAC has both its headquarters and Norwegian national offices in 

Kirkenes and its office in Murmansk. These offices help to coordinate cooperative projects at the 

regional/municipal level, including the Kirkenes-Nikel twinning project. The Sør-Varanger 

community, being a part of the Finnmark county, cooperates with the Norwegian Association of 

Local and Regional Authorities which, in turn, is a member of the Council of European 

Municipalities and Regions (Council of European Municipalities and Regions, 2013: 11). As 

mentioned above, both municipalities have contacts with the CTA and even think about joining it in 

due time. It should be noted that co-operation with international organizations is important for the 

twinning municipalities not only in terms of survival or getting additional resources for their 

developmental programs but also in terms of opening them up for the world-wide processes of 

globalization and regionalization. 

The use of the ‗treaty-making power‘: As far as the Russian side is concerned, over the past two decades, 

this strategy was at the center of the heated debate on the treaty-making powers of the federal 

center, regions (members of the Russian Federation) and municipalities. Despite Moscow‘s 

resistance since the early 1990s, many Russian border municipalities have concluded direct 

agreements with same-type international partners. As a compromise between the central and local 

actors, it was decided that such agreements should not have a status of full-fledged international 

treaties (which is considered as a federal prerogative) and should be prepared with the Russian 
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Foreign Ministry‘s assistance. Nevertheless, these would-be ‗treaty-making‘ activities of the 

municipalities were one of the most effective instruments both to build their capacities and 

strengthen their international prestige. 

Twinning Strategies: Problem-Solving/Functional Cooperation 

The Kirkenes-Nikel twinning project aims to help these towns solve the numerous problems they 

face and promote their further sustainable development. Their cooperation covers the following 

areas: 

Industrial cooperation. It is, more particularly, connected to the Norwegian Pomor Plan, i.e. a plan 

initiated by Norwegian experts in 2006 and aiming at the establishment of a Pomor Special 

Industrial Zone (PSIZ) in the Sør-Varanger community/Pechenga district on the border region but 

potentially also transcending the Norwegian-Russian border (Cherednichenko, 2008). 

One of the prime aims of establishing a PSIZ consisted of facilitating the development and use of 

the Shtokman gas field in the Barents Sea among other things by providing a major bulk of the 

required regional transport infrastructure and construction of a plant for production of liquid gas. 

Russia and Norway have also decided to connect some of their gas pipelines in the Barents Sea area, 

and in bringing the pipeline on land, an appendage might also reach Nikel (so the nickel depositories 

could be processed on spot rather than traded on the world market as raw material as has been the 

case so far). The plans to build metallurgy and oil refinery plants on the coast of the Pechenga Bay 

were mentioned as well (Pechenga, 2008). These activities open up some interesting prospects also for 

the part of twinning. 

Developing transport infrastructure: There was also a project to build a 40-km railroad from Nikel to 

Kirkenes. Such a connection would be needed in order to switch a part of a broader flow of goods 

(coming from the Far East and Russia‘s High North to Europe and North America via Murmansk) 

to Kirkenes. A special company, the World Port Kirkenes Group AS, was established in Norway in 

2001. According to the company‘s plans, the link should be created not only to the Russian but also 

to the Finnish railway system and the connection between Kirkenes, Murmansk and Arkhangelsk 

ports should be established (World Port Kirkenes Group, 2002: 11). However, the Murmansk 

regional authorities have been reserved about this project because they did not want to transform 

Kirkenes to a world-class port capable of being a competitor to the Murmansk harbors. Instead they 

proposed a plan of radical reconstruction of the Murmansk port to receive the growing flow of 

goods. Owing to competitive interests, the railway project has made little progress, and instead Oslo 

has been pushing for the exploration of the viability of a railroad from Rovaniemi (Finland) to 

Tromsø or Finnmark county (including Kirkenes) in order to develop an alternative version of the 

transport corridor (Regnum, 2009). According to the Norwegian foreign minister Jonas Gahr Støre 

(2010), the plan is being assessed ―on a serious basis‖. 

The regional authorities are modernizing the E-105 highway from Murmansk to Kirkenes (via the 

Borisoglebsk-Storskog border-crossing) and building several shortcuts that bypass Pechenga and 
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Nikel making thus the distance shorter. The Norwegian side modernizes its part of the E-105 as 

well. Both projects should be completed by 2014 (Barents Observer, 2011). 

Creating a common labor market: One aspect of twinning consists of relations in the sphere of work. 

There is a considerable shortage of skilled labor force in Sør-Varanger and Finnmark more generally, 

and this has become more acute with the re-opening of iron mines in the vicinity of Kirkenes. 

Efforts have been taken to improve the flow of labor in the Barents region between Norway and 

Russia, for example, by providing training for jobs in the offshore sector and by changing experience 

in the promotion of an inclusive labor market (Støre, 2010: 10). There were plans to partially staff 

the Kirkenes mines with workers from Nikel who could commute daily or work on the shift basis. 

These plans, however, were postponed because the introduction of new visa/work permit 

regulations was delayed. 

Promoting visa facilitation regime: The intensified contacts between Finnmark and the Murmansk regions 

have entailed the need for liberalization of the visa regime for the border residents. In that context, 

agreement was reached on a local border traffic zone and the introduction of a border resident ID 

card on November 2, 2010. Those who live within the 30 km border area on the Norwegian and 

Russian sides are eligible to get a three-year ID card and able to cross the border without a visa and 

stay on the other side up to 15 days each time (Soglashenie mezhdu Pravitel‘stvom Korolevstva 

Norvegija i Pravitel‘stvom Rosssiyskoy Federatsii, 2010). The whole Sør-Varanger community (with 

exception of the Sami village of Neiden) as well as the Russian towns of Nikel, Zapolyarny, 

Pechenga and Korzunovo were covered by these arrangements.  

The agreement was ratified by both the Norwegian and Russian sides in early 2011. However, it 

entered into force only on May 29, 2012, one and half year later after it had been signed. The 

numerous technical difficulties, ranging from providing border residents with reliable ID cards to 

renovation of the Borisoglebsk-Storskog border-crossing, have repeatedly delayed its 

implementation. It is estimated that there is a need for 9,000 cards on the Norwegian and 35,000 

IDs on the Russian side (Lebed, 2012). At the Kiruna BEAC summit on June 4, 2013, the Russian 

and Norwegian prime ministers have signed a protocol to extend the 2010 agreement to Neiden 

thus covering the whole Sør-Varanger community by a visa-free regime [Pogoretskaya, 2013a]. 

The increased contacts imply that the number of border crossings have grown considerably. The 

border crossing in Borisoglebsk-Storskog at the Norwegian-Russian border close to Kirkenes was 

reopened in 1991 but initially the number of border-crossing remained low with only a few thousand 

crossings a year. In 2010 and 2012 the figures were more than 100,000 and 250,000 crossings 

respectively (Pogoretskaya, 2013a; Støre, 2010: 9). It is expected that this figure will be doubled in 

2013. 

This also means an increased load on the Russian and Norwegian consulates. For example, in 2011-

2012, the Russian consulate in Kirkenes issued 7,000 visas each year. Moreover, it issued 2,200 

border resident ID cards from mid-2012 to mid-2013 (Pettersen, 2013). To facilitate visa application, 

processing and issuing, the Russian Visa Center was opened on March 28, 2013 in Kirkenes. The 

novelty is that it is operated by a Western private company, not by the Russian consulate. The visa 
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applications can be made via mail or on-line and there is no need to go to the visa center in person 

for an interview or to receive the visa (Pettersen, 2013). The Norwegian side introduced similar on-

line services in its consulate in Murmansk and opened a visa center there. In the summer of 2012, a 

temporary Norwegian consular office was opened in Zapolyarny to issue ID cards for the local 

border residents. It functioned during several days and received more than 100 Russian applicants 

(Nickel News, 2013). The Norwegian side also plans to open an honorary consulate in Nikel to 

handle applications from the local residents. 

As the Norwegian Foreign Minister Jonas Gahr Støre underlined on one occasion, Norway was one 

of the first Schengen countries to undertake such an experiment on the liberalization of the visa 

regime (Lebed, 2012). On the other occasion, he told his Russian counterpart Sergey Lavrov that he 

expects the introduction of a visa-free regime with Russia in the foreseeable future (Pogoretskaya, 

2013a). 

Education: Cooperation between twins in the sphere of education started from collaborative projects 

between elementary and secondary schools as well as from various language courses: training and 

retraining of school teachers of English [with the help of the University of Nordland (Bodø, 

Norway) and Murmansk State Institute for Humanities] and the Norwegian language courses for the 

Nikel residents. These projects proved to be efficient and are continued to date (Lebed, 2011). 

In December 2012 an ambitious project to establish an international Master‘s program in Border 

Studies (Bordology) has been launched by the University of Nordland and Murmansk State Institute 

for Humanities. The main idea of the project is to train specialists in border management for the 

Norwegian and Russian border regions. The group of 20 students were recruited from candidates 

with bachelor degrees and composed of ten Russian (5 slots are reserved for students from Nikel 

and Pechenga) and ten Norwegian representatives who are being trained in Nikel, Murmansk and 

Kirkenes for 3.5 years. The program is a combination of class-room lectures and seminars with web-

based distant-learning technologies. The courses are taught in English by teachers from Norwegian 

and Russian universities and practitioners from various governmental and municipal bodies. The 

program‘s curriculum is built on the Bologna Process principles and should result in getting a MA 

degree from the University of Nordland (Bulygin, 2012; Grimmer, 2013; Pogoretskaya, 2013b). For 

the time-being it is difficult to say whether the project will be a success story or not, but the demand 

for specialists in border management is very high in both twinning communities. 

Cultural Strategies: Increasing Familiarity 

The Sør-Varanger community and the Pechenga district have well-established and multifaceted 

cultural cooperative ties with each other.  

The core of twinning cultural activities is the Barents Spektakel, a festival which is held in Kirkenes on 

an annual basis from 2004. As the organizers describe it, ―[t]he festival is a cultural-political cocktail 

with contemporary art, performances, literature, theatre, film, seminars and concerts as ingredients, 

spiced with the current issues related to the Barents Region and the High North in general‖ 

(Barentsspektakel website). The main aim of the festival is to promote cultural contacts between 
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different countries and peoples of the Barents region with the goal to develop a common 

Barents/Arctic culture. Along with cultural, the festival has a clear political connotation: to 

encourage the states and people of the region to solve existing disputes over territories, borders, 

natural resources, environmental problems, etc., in a peaceful and non-violent way. 

For example, the Barents Spektakel 2013 had a title ‗Ticking Barents‘ that was explained by the 

organizers in the following way: ―[w]hat is ticking, one might ask. The Arctic is hotter than ever and 

definitely ticking!‖ The organizers called for a revolution on ice to solve the most compelling Arctic 

problems: ―[t]he festival plays out alternative social structures and local formats of communal self-

organization: A revolution in our mind, a revolution as a community-building process‖ (ibid). 

In addition to the Barents Spektakel, the two twinning communities have established numerous direct 

contacts between local writers, poets, artists, actors, dancers, libraries and museums that formed a 

dense network of cultural cooperative ties in the region. 

The twinning communities have to include to their cooperative plans indigenous people as well. For 

example, there is a small Skolt Sami village of Neiden which is – being a part of the Sør-Varanger 

community – located on the Norwegian-Finnish border. The Skolts form a minority group among 

the Sami and are distinct from other groups in a number of ways. There are approximately 1000 

Skolt Sami in Northern Europe: 600 live in Finland, 250 in Russia and 15 in Norway. The Russian 

culture has had a strong influence on the Skolts, who adopted Christianity in its Eastern Orthodox 

form in the 16th century. The Skolt Sami language is highly endangered and not spoken actively in 

Neiden today. Almost all speakers live in Finland. The protected area around Neiden includes a 

number of different monuments, including a tiny (13 square meters) Russian Orthodox St. Georg‘s 

Chapel built by Tryphon of Pechenga in 1565.  

The Skolt Sami culture across borders, a cooperative project between Finland, Norway and Russia, was 

launched in 2010. Its aim is to contribute to a strengthening and revitalization of Skolt Sami culture, 

language and identity (Skoltsami website). The project offices are located in Sevettijärvi (Finland), 

Neiden (Norway) and Murmansk (Russia). The visitors from Murmansk and the Pechenga district 

visit Neiden on the regular basis (Oboishikova, 2011). 

There was a considerable increase in familiarity between twinning communities as a result of the 

above cultural interactions. For instance, Kirkenes, consisting of some 7,000 inhabitants but 

growing, has in fact been a major meeting-point for Russian-Norwegian contacts since the 1990s on 

a variety of levels and in different forms. It is multicultural in the sense that in addition to a 

Norwegian majority, there is a Sami population in the region, a considerable number of Finnish-

speakers around as well as an increasing number of Russians and Russian-speakers in the town and 

its vicinity. The latter group amounts to some ten per cent of the town‘s population (Rogova 2008: 

29). 

It appears also that a considerable number of Russians living in the Murmansk region nowadays 

view the Norwegian-Russian border in terms of a shared borderland. The border has turned far less 

divisive not just politically and in administrative terms, but also culturally and identity-wise. 

Anastasia Rogova (2009: 31) claims that a borderland has emerged ―which is neither Russia, nor 
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Norway to the full extent‖. Russians visiting Kirkenes do not have the feeling of being abroad, as 

also indicated by Kirkenes being named ‗Kirsanovka‘ or ‗Kirik‘ with connotations of a small local 

and nearby entity/village in the language used in the Murmansk region. Visits have become frequent 

for reasons of shopping or, for that matter, using the Kirkenes airport for flights abroad. 

In one of its aspects, the Norwegian-Russian cross-border cooperation can draw upon the 

somewhat idealized legacy of the so-called Pomor trade, i.e. a trade with Pomors exchanging flour 

for fish (Niemi, 2005). These coastal trade contacts, which lasted for nearly three centuries before 

dwindling out after the Russian revolution in 1917, were quite important for the development of the 

northern areas. The legacy is frequently referred to and activated with the current-day cooperation 

and border-crossing seen as a return to traditional constellations.  

Still another memory impacting in particular local attitudes consists of the fact that a considerable 

number of German troops were stationed in the region, pursuing quite repressive policies, and it was 

freed by the Soviet Army in 1944. For sure, the Cold War period, with perceptions of enmity as the 

prevalent approach, impacted the views on Russians. The negative views have, however, gradually 

changed and normalized. As mentioned above, it became a common tradition to jointly celebrate the 

date of the liberation of the Murmansk region and East Finnmark from the Nazi occupants in 

October 1944.  

In addition to a growing number of Russian and Russian-speaking inhabitants in Kirkenes, there is a 

considerable number of Russians arriving from the Murmansk region for shopping as well as sailors 

visiting the town. The latter group is there because Russian fishing vessels frequently visit the port of 

Kirkenes (with some 30–50 ships at port any time) (Rogova, 2008: 15). A shopping mall has been 

recently built in the town with visiting Russians seen as an essential part of the customers. Overall, 

various forms of cooperation across the border have turned rather significant for the economy of 

the town as well as Sør-Varanger at large. 

Conclusions 

The Kirkenes-Nikel twinning initiative that has been launched in 2008 demonstrates a quite positive 

dynamics regardless the unfavorable economic and political conditions surrounding this project. It 

covers a broad spectrum of issues ranging from ambitious industrial and transport infrastructure 

projects to cultural, educational, youth and women‘s cooperative schemes. There is still considerable 

emphasis on humanitarian aspects of twinning, although cultural/humanitarian bonds have been 

increasingly related to more pragmatic and interest-driven forms of cooperation. The case of 

Kirkenes-Nikel is hence clearly to be understood as a laboratory introduced in order to explore and 

test the prospects for cooperation in a broader context.  

The broader background also implies that over time the twinning between Kirkenes-Nikel might be 

integrated into a broader pattern of trans-border cooperation between Norway and Russia with 

several other cities and regional actors as a part of the configuration. 
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The town pair has developed a rather sophisticated and innovative arsenal of policy strategies that 

aim at twins‘ capacity-building, problem-solving (implying issues to be dealt with on the local 

political agenda) and cultural interaction (to increase familiarity). 

To overcome a divisive effect of state borders, the twins initiated the introduction of a visa-free 

regime for the local residents that – upon its approval at the central governments‘ level –facilitated 

the cross-border exchanges to a greater extent. This experiment can be seen as a near-success story 

and its experiences can be replicated in other border areas between Russia and the European 

countries belonging to the Schengen zone. However, it should be noted that this experiment did not 

turn the Norwegian-Russian border from a divisive line to a borderland which serves as a zone for 

cooperation and unites rather than divides people. Despite the existence of a dense network of 

economic and humanitarian contacts between them, Kirkenes and Nikel still do not form a unified 

entity and are far from being a EuroCity model as demonstrated by the Tornio-Haparanda case. 

As experts (Figenschou, 2011; Haugseth, 2013; Joenniemi and Sergunin, 2012; Nyseth and Viken, 

2009) point out, there are some serious obstacles both to the implementation of the existing 

twinning projects and transformation of the inter-municipal cooperation to a more advanced and 

far-reaching form of collaboration. The bureaucratic barriers, visa-related problems, the lack of 

funding and political will on the Russian side (which is explained by the reluctance of the regional 

and federal authorities to support in full the twinning experiment), the delay with the establishment 

of the Pomor special economic zone (which was seen as an additional spur for the twinning project) 

should be mentioned among the factors that prevented the Kirkenes-Nikel twinning project from 

becoming another success story and generated quite modest results. 

But looking at the bright side of the story, it appears, in general, that in spite of the above obstacles 

the twinning project has reasonably good prospects of growth for the foreseeable future as part of 

increased cooperation between Norway and Russia. As mentioned, the Kirkenes-Nikel pair plans to 

join the CTA if the project succeeds. In any case, their decision to become city twins seems to 

indicate that the concept of twinning has retained its attractiveness in northern Europe, and has also 

become of interest for some of the states of the region to advance and support. 
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Arctic Regionalism in Theory & Practice:  

From Cooperation to Integration? 
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Conceptualising the Arctic as a political region has been done time and again in polar research, without any clear indication of 
how to grasp the kind and degree of circumpolar regionalism analytically. Inspired by the New Regionalism paradigm, this article 
provides a systematised framework for the study of political integration in the Arctic and analyses the region‘s identity in the 
respective historical context. Special emphasis is put on the marine area as a source of international governance and the way this 
impinges on the direction, functionality and virtue of Arctic regionalism. As intergovernmental cooperation in the North has made 
considerable progress over the past 25 years, the political evolution of circumpolar regionalism will be traced along three critical 
junctures: 1987 – 1996 – 2007. It was not before the late 1980s that regional cooperation gained momentum in Arctic affairs, 
because the region‘s strategic location as a buffer zone between the former Cold War rivals effectively prohibited any comprehensive 
regional initiative. This changed considerably throughout the 1990s with the establishment of the Arctic Council as a deliberative 
forum for scientific and political exchange. Further, it is argued that the Arctic Council today is about to become a relevant actor 
with independent agency in regional governance if it can successfully turn its delegated tasks and information advantage into 
practice. 

 

 

Introduction 

It is no hot news that the modern world is a world of regions. Their resurgence since the mid-1980s 

has substantially shaped global governance and inspired intensive debates about the contours of a 

new world order that came under stress with the end of the static bloc politics of the Cold War era. 

In almost every corner of the globe, regional projects such as the European Union (EU), 

MERCOSUR in Latin America, the Southern African Development Community (SADC) and the 
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South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) introduced additional layers of inter-

state governance by providing to its members mutual benefits such as collective security, 

development assistance or economic integration. In the world‘s northernmost periphery, however, 

an ‗icy curtain‘ persisted after the Iron Curtain had long fallen and made the Arctic little more than a 

subsidiary arena for regional and IR studies. Having said that, since the late 1980s the Arctic has 

evolved at impressive speed as a political region, in which various heterogeneous actors, first and 

foremost the Arctic Eight (Denmark/Greenland, Norway, Canada, the USA, Russia, Finland, Sweden 

and Iceland), but also non-governmental stakeholders collaborate to effectively deal with a region in 

a state of flux. With the ice sheet collapsing swiftly as an effect of accelerated global warming, Arctic 

governance becomes ever more important in world politics as long-covered social, environmental, 

economic and political interdependencies are more and more brought to light. Those challenges 

evoke collective regional action in order to address, for instance, environmental degradation, 

sustainable development, pollution control, standardization of maritime traffic, resource extraction 

and trade regulations as well as aspects of human, national and international security.  

While the regional dimension of the Arctic as an environmental security complex has recently been 

stressed (Exner-Pirot, 2013), it is the purpose of this chapter to argue for Arctic regionalism in a 

broader theoretical and historical perspective. The argument elaborated here is that the Arctic has 

moved beyond sheer inter-state cooperation and towards organisational and procedural patterns of 

regional integration. More specifically, in this analysis the Arctic Council (AC) of the 21st Century is 

not treated as the Arctic states‘ devoted servant any more, but is assumed to possess individual 

agency and rich instruments to shape regional governance and state behaviour. To place the Far 

North in the regionalism debate, the following section develops a typology and provides a brief 

description of central propositions and concepts of the New Regionalism approach (NRA). Further, 

the theoretical part dwells on the maritime geography of the Arctic and how this alters the study of 

circumpolar regionalism. Arctic regionness will then be put to the test and traced historically. 

Theorising Regionalism: A Very Brief Research Synthesis 

The finding that the Arctic constitutes a distinct political region is not entirely new to the polar 

studies community (see Griffiths, 1988; Baerenholdt, 1997; Keskitalo, 2004; Exner-Pirot, 2013). 

Already two and a half decades ago, Franklyn Griffiths formulated a ‗template‘ to codify the degree 

of regionality in the Far North. He was, to the author‘s knowledge, the first to make the case for 

Arctic regionalism along three possible classifications, a minimal region marked in principle by 

unilateral action, a coordinate region with bilateral and multilateral accords and an integration region where 

states delegate sovereignty to a regional organization (Griffiths, 1988). Because a few multilateral 

initiatives to target hazardous waste prevention and disposal, indigenous interests and nuclear 

disarmament were already in place in the Cold War era, Griffiths classified the Arctic as in the state 

of ―transition from minimum to coordinate political regionality‖ (ibid: 10), but at the same time 

ruled out that the Arctic is ―soon likely to acquire the characteristics of an integration region‖ 

(ibid: 4). 
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Today, Griffiths‘ analysis requires a profound re-evaluation given both empirical and theoretical 

advancements over the past two and a half decades. First, global pressures as well as intra-regional 

developments have spurred region-building and institutionalisation in the Arctic, whose regional 

status today exceeds cooperative agreements of the late 1980s in terms of substance, scope and 

liability (see Heininen and Southcott, 2010). Recent agreements on Maritime Search and Rescue (SaR) 

(Arctic Council 2011) and Oil Pollution Preparedness and Response (Arctic Council, 2013a) negotiated 

under the Arctic Council are points of reference here. Second, scholars associated with the so-called 

new or second wave regionalism have over the past quarter of a century brought forward a fine-grained 

toolbox of complementary, yet distinct concepts to trace, analyse and ultimately compare regionalist 

movements in contemporary world politics (Hettne and Söderbaum, 2000; Hettne, 2003; Schulz et 

al., 2001). 

It is worth mentioning, however, that the international relations (IR) and comparative politics 

literature on regions as both an analytical concept and an object of study in world politics are elusive 

at best and confusing at worst. The only truism in regionalism research is that there still is no 

commonly accepted conceptualisation of what is or makes a political region. It is hardly feasible here 

to enlighten this densely ―clouded‖ (Fawn, 2009: 11) debate based on all too new empirical grounds. 

Neither is it desirable to simply iterate the different strands that persist in debates of what should be 

ontologically understood as ‗region‘, ‗regionalism‘ and ‗regionalisation‘. Instead, this paragraph will 

outline and reason a certain understanding of these concepts drawn from second wave regionalism 

research, which is believed to sufficiently serve the purpose of tracing the origins and development 

of the circumpolar North as a political entity.  

The New Wave of Regionalism to Arrive in the Arctic 

Within the IR literature, two benchmarks are generally set for a region to be regarded as such: (1) 

increasing social, economic or political transnational interdependencies between, (2) states in relative 

geographical proximity (Nye, 1968; for an application to the Arctic case, see Exner-Pirot, 2013). 

From this perspective, states merge into separate regional blocs for the sake of preferential or free 

trading agreements (PTA/FTA) (Mansfield and Milner 1999) or because of some kind of socio-

historical, economic, political or organizational ‗cohesiveness‘ (Hurrell, 1995: 38). However, these 

indicators are of little analytical value as they say nothing about why and how regions emerge 

(disparately), change (differently) or even dissolve (occasionally). 

Further, even a quick glance reveals that the Arctic is at odds with at least one of these criteria. Not 

only does the vast Arctic marine territory of approximately 14 million square kilometres make the 

term ‗geographical proximity‘ a dubious one. Also, low population densities and mobility, 

rudimentary industrialisation and underdeveloped infrastructure on adjacent onshore territories set 

limits to social interaction and economic interdependencies which would entail region-wide 

arrangements. Hence, not all ‗roads‘ (and ‗waterways‘) to regionalism (Börzel et al., 2012) are built on 

ever-closer trade relations or cultural homogeneity. Why then did the Arctic emerge as a regional 

entity? What caused its rapid evolution? And what consequences does this development have for 

circumpolar governance? As will be explained in more detail further below, due to its ‗liquid‘ 
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territory Arctic regionalism is much more reactive and output-oriented towards a restricted set of 

collective-action problems compared to land-space regions ―rooted in historical civilizations‖ 

(Hettne, 2003: 41). 

Regionalism is hereinafter understood as a political project dedicated to a ―policy whereby states and 

non-state actors cooperate and coordinate strategy within a given region‖ and towards shared 

objectives (Fawcett, 2004: 433). While it is likely that actors combine interests, strategies, rules and 

procedures in common institutions, it is necessary ―to avoid the obsession with formal regional 

organisations‖ (Hettne and Söderbaum, 2000: 471). This is a remnant of EU integration research 

long seen as the ‗gold standard‘ in comparative regionalism which any other kind of regional project 

had to follow. Alternatively, regionalism can be thought of as a broader spectrum from 

intergovernmental cooperation to supranational integration (Börzel, 2013). The latter differs from 

the former in that integration brings about new organisational structures above state-level and with 

independent agency as a result of delegated tasks and capacities by their constituents. From this 

perspective, regional organisations which member states empower by surrendering parts of their 

political authority are just one, albeit a very strong indicator among a variety of potential outcomes 

of denser interstate relations.  

Regionalisation, as distinct from regionalism, is defined as a process by which societal actors through 

their interdependencies, either by default or by design, form and reinforce some kind of regional 

cohesion, market harmonisation or ‗common bond‘. If regionalism was to be thought of as ranging 

from cooperation to integration, the degree of regionalisation is most adequately placed on a 

continuum ―from relative heterogeneity and lack of cooperation towards increased cooperation, 

integration, convergence, coherence and identity in a variety of fields such as culture, security, 

economic development and politics‖ (Schulz et al., 2001: 5). Although methodologically regionalism 

and regionalisation should not be conflated, it is neither possible nor analytically desirable to keep 

them apart as their distinction is porous and processes and effects may interrelate. Some even argue 

that regionalisation ―is not enough in itself to create a region‖ if it is not part of a state-led regional 

programme (Fawn, 2009: 13). What is more, treating both concepts as two sides of the same coin 

backs the Arctic case very well. The Arctic Council as the most relevant institution in the 

circumpolar North is an organisation sui generis in that the body is not purely intergovernmental, 

but also authorises a number of non-state members, particularly indigenous groups. Focusing on 

either Arctic regionalisation or regionalism processes would thus be discriminatory to participating 

actors and relevant processes in this cross-level setting. 

In order to analyse the degree to which a geographical area qualifies as a political region, Hettne and 

Söderbaum (2000: 462-468) merged regionalism and regionalisation into one analytical framework 

and differentiate five levels of regionness as relevant landmarks. To them, a pre-condition for any 

region is a contiguous regional space. Increased social interactions and transnational trade on that 

territory would turn the regional space into a regional complex. The level of regionness still remains low 

here, because actors pursue first and foremost selfish strategies, have little impetus to cooperate with 

others and adjust their behaviour to global rather than regional forces (ibid: 464). As 

interdependence and societal contacts intensify, the region emerges into a regional society of solidified 
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trade networks and a strengthened civil society, and further into a regional community as the result of 

―convergence and compatibility of ideas, organisations and processes‖ (ibid: 466). Intra-regional 

relations are driven by mutual trust and the sense for a regional collective identity. While national 

boundaries within the region are transcended, the common external border demarcate the region 

from other entities and the wider outside world. Finally (and rather theoretically), the region may 

become a region-state as akin to a nation-state. This fifth level of regionness ―constitutes a voluntary 

evolution of a group of formerly sovereign national communities into a new form of political entity 

where sovereignty is pooled for the best of all‖ (ibid: 467).  

No Land in Sight? Arctic Ocean Regionalism in Theoretical Perspective 

Traditionally, regionalism research has focused on land-space regions. While the Arctic shares a 

number of commonalities with the above-explored paradigm, its physical geography makes the 

region a somewhat idiosyncratic case in regional studies. Any analysis of northern circumpolar 

affairs has to account for the fact that the Arctic consists in essence of a semi-enclosed ocean. While 

this does not per se disqualify the Far North from the study of regionalism, it has a number of 

substantial implications for why, how, and with what consequences the circumpolar North evolves 

as a distinct political entity that deviates from classic regionalist approaches. In the following 

paragraphs, these factors – fuzzy boundaries, a limited political agenda, contested state sovereignty, 

and, as a consequence thereof, a tendency towards exclusive regionalism as well as the social 

(re)production of marine regionalism – will be analysed one by one. 

 

Figure 1: Political Map of the Arctic Region 

Source: Hugo Ahlenius, UNEP/GRID-Arendal, 2008; Retrieved 3.5.13 from, 

http://www.grida.no/graphicslib/detail/arctic-map-political_1547 
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First, the Arctic‘s often implicitly assumed and widely accepted political geography in the shape of a 

‗donut‘ (Berkman, 2009: 514) – meaning High Seas under no state authority encircled by Arctic 

states‘ sovereign sectors (see Figure 1 above) – is a too narrow view on the region. Due to its 

physical geography as a semi-enclosed sea the Arctic is a globally embedded space and cannot be 

detached from socio-ecological forces that may originate elsewhere in the world maritime and 

climate system. How global implications for the Arctic are dealt with in scope (and hence, which 

level is best suited for effective and sustainable environmental governance), is subject to scientific 

assessment, monitoring and policy adaptation on a case-by-case basis. Because of the different 

geographical coverage that various Arctic Council Working Groups and the 2004 Arctic Human 

Development Report (AHDR) put their individual focus on - based either on shorelines or ecological 

indicators - it would be appropriate to speak of a set of Arctic regions (cf. Keskitalo, 2004: 30-33). 

As illustrated in Figure 2 below, Arctic regionalism is territorially erratic and potential boundaries are 

set (and change) along principally functional landmarks and towards problem-oriented governance. 

Fuzzy external borders, on the other hand, do not necessarily impede further regionalisation as 

defined above, which is far more dependent on regional and global forces altering the content, level 

and scope of the relevant policy issue to be dealt with. 

New regionalism research indeed acknowledges the geographical indeterminacy of many regionalist 

projects and that ―the regional frontier may very well cut through a particular state‘s territory, 

positioning some parts of the state within the emerging region and others outside‖ (Hettne and 

Söderbaum, 2000: 462). Also, such a volatile conceptualisation provides sufficient leeway to identify 

pan-Arctic regionalisation in a space that is primarily a ―region of peripheries‖ of each Arctic state 

(Young, 2005: 9). Because most of the issues dealt with here have the ocean territory as a source in 

common and are closely related1, any 

analytical differentiation of Arctic 

regions would be somewhat factitious 

and of no added value to the study of 

what holds the circumpolar North 

together.  

 

Legend:  AMAP – Arctic Monitoring and 

Assessment Programme; CAFF – Conservation 

of Arctic Flora and Fauna; EPPR – Emergency 

Prevention, Preparedness and Response; AHDR 

– Arctic Human Development Report 

 

Figure 2: Arctic Boundaries as defined by Arctic Council Working Groups and the AHDR 
Source: UArctic. Retrieved 3.5.13 from, http://www.uarctic.org/AtlasMapLayer.aspx?m=642&amid =5955. 
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Second, the transboundary effects occurring within a shared ocean territory cause interdependencies 

between adjacent states and societies even though social, economic or political linkages may not 

exist in the first place. The receding Arctic ice sheet more and more uncovers the common legacy of 

a transformative Arctic Ocean environment so that the Arctic Eight are ‗urged to merge‘ into 

regionalism in order to effectively address collective action problems they may not be able to solve 

in alternative settings. In contrast to temperate regions, where transnational capital flow and socio-

economic linkages are assumed to be primary sources for interstate cooperation within a given area, 

uninhabitable marine regions like the Arctic, ―rather than having a ‗natural‘ character of their own, 

are defined only by the existence of common interests in the oceans‖ (Alexander, 1977: 108-109). 

No state alone can stem the impact of global climate change on the region or mitigate its 

environmental, social and political consequences. Nor can any single state be assured of sustainable 

fisheries management and resource extraction, ecological preservation, social welfare, low-polluting 

shipping and tourism or comprehensive maritime safety and national security if not all partners 

contribute to previously agreed objectives. 

The regional agenda, however, is restricted predominantly to issues of environmental governance 

and sustainable development in and of the common maritime space. Analysing the Arctic region as 

an environmental security complex, Exner-Pirot notices that the ―ocean-based nature of the Arctic 

region has contributed negatively to many of the issue areas that other international regions 

collaborate on‖ (2013: 9). It is rather unlikely that Arctic regional politics will either exceed collective 

action problems arising from the shared ocean territory or incorporate policy issues better addressed 

unilaterally or at other regulatory levels or institutions, respectively. States will especially repudiate 

claims for regional initiatives in areas that touch their national sovereignty and territorial integrity. 

Hence, third, state sovereignty and means to maintain it are key issues in Arctic governance and 

stressed by all coastal states in their Arctic strategy documents (see Heininen, 2012; see also Knecht 

and Keil, 2013). The diminishing ice crust incites these states to re-imagine their northern borders 

vis-à-vis their neighbours and lets them strive for additional sovereign rights over seabed of 

extended continental shelves. New geopolitical perceptions have so far not led to any major dispute 

or diplomatic conflict between Arctic states and signs are positive that any claims will be regulated 

under the primacy of international law, here the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 

(UNCLOS), to which the states have committed themselves to in the 2008 Ilulissat Declaration. 

Nevertheless, competing sovereign claims cast a shadow of uncertainty over Arctic affairs and may 

hinder both negotiation and implementation of common regulatory initiatives. In contrast to many 

land-space regions, which evolved either to overcome or to reinforce state sovereignty, the Arctic 

remains a space of contested sovereignty (see Gerhardt et al., 2010).  

Yet, the prevalence of sovereignty in circumpolar politics is further questioned from outside the 

region. Several non-Arctic actors want to make their voice heard in circumpolar governance due to 

stakes they have in the region or the concern for serious repercussions from environmental 

processes therein. These actors constitute an ever larger group of AC observers and those that have 

applied for observer status, e.g. a number of Southeast Asian states, several EU member countries2 

and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) like Greenpeace and the World Wide Fund for Nature 
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(WWF). Time and again, these players – in line with several scholars and the wider public – question 

the coastal states‘ reliance on national sovereignty due to expected limitations this would pose on 

regulatory prospects with regard to sustainable development and ecological preservation and instead 

ponder ―whether it is time to cut the Gordian knot of claims to polar sovereignty for the sake of the 

common good‖ to be governed under a global commons regime (Jabour and Weber, 2008: 27). 

Greenpeace, for instance, aggressively campaigns against (plans for) oil drilling by Royal Dutch Shell in 

the Arctic and seeks wide public attention for its ‗Save the Arctic‘ web project3, which was launched 

in mid-2012. 

Arguably, to make a fourth point on Arctic regionalism, marine areas do not simply establish a 

regional territory for the states that surround it, but as a resource basin also have a ―powerful 

centripetal force‖ (Alexander 1974: 154) with global reach. In reaction to interests that non-Arctic 

states and entities such as the EU have articulated towards the region, the coastal states set sovereign 

rights as the ultimate criteria for regional membership and therewith restricted legitimate actorness 

in Arctic affairs. While in the case of land-space regionalism, states in relative geographical proximity 

and with similar interests may join or leave regional initiatives and organisations, marine-space 

regions, by contrast, are determined by accessibility of their members to common waters. According 

to Lewis Alexander, these states sum up to ―a ‗marine-oriented‘ region because of their common 

concern for the sea‘s protection and development‖ (Alexander, 1977: 88). Consistent with this view, 

the so-called Arctic Five (Denmark/Greenland, Norway, Canada, the USA and Russia) in a 2008 

separatist move even segregated their sub-Arctic partners Finland, Sweden and Iceland – though 

founding members of the Arctic Council – from the special ministerial meeting in Ilulissat, while at 

the same time highlighting their exclusive stewardship role in protecting the Arctic ecosystem 

(Declaration of Ilulissat, 2008). Also, the Nuuk observer rules agreed upon in the 2011 Arctic 

Council ministerial meeting for the first time specify the modalities for actors applying for observer 

status, of which one is to ―recognize Arctic States‘ sovereignty, sovereign rights and jurisdiction in 

the Arctic‖ (SAO 2011). 

With that in mind, we could – as shown in Figure 3 – refer to all non-Arctic stakeholders and the 

group of Arctic Council observers as the sphere of Arctic marine-oriented globalism, while marine-oriented 

regionalism includes all states that hold sovereign or jurisdictional rights over parts of the Arctic‘s 

functionally defined territory as stated further above. This latter group is akin to the Arctic Council 

members (Arctic Eight), but also involves the indigenous ―Permanent Participants‖ and their 

representative organisations. 

If, finally, regional boundaries are indeterminate and change along functional indicators, sovereignty 

is contested and coastal states attempt to define who the legitimate players in Arctic governance are, 

the region is a product of social meaning and practice and can ergo be changed through discourse 

and politics (Hurrell, 1995: 38-39). This holds true also for the Arctic. In his book The Social 

Construction of the Ocean, Philip Steinberg 
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Figure 3: Spheres of Arctic marine-oriented region- and globalism 
Source: own illustration; map distorted towards Arctic. Excluded here are Arctic Council non-state members and 
observers, for a full list see http://www.arctic-council.org  

 

investigates the scope conditions for when marine areas are made meaningful space for (economic) 

governance. Drawing on his work, circumpolar regionalism is primarily a function of how and for 

which purposes the Arctic is used materially, e.g. as a trade corridor and resource base and/or as a 

military ‗base‘, regulated politically and presented dialectically (Steinberg, 2001: 20-38). These 

intersecting poles together account for region-building and re-building through mutual 

reinforcement: 

Once implemented in a particular space, each aspect of the social construction (each use, 
regulation, and representation) impacts the others, effectively creating a new ―nature‖ of that 
space. This ―second nature‖ is constructed both materially and discursively, and it is maintained 
through regulatory institutions (ibid: 21). 

It is this tripartite social process against which the following paragraphs on the rise of Arctic 

regionalism will be read. 
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The Evolution of Arctic Regionalism 

The following paragraphs focus on one critical juncture in the political history of the circumpolar 

North: Gorbachev's Murmansk speech in 1987, which paved the way for the establishment of the 

AC in 1996, which in turn has been considerably strengthened in recent years. As will be shown 

further below, preference for unilateral action or, at most, bilateral compromise in Arctic affairs up 

to the mid-1980s thwarted deepened cooperation. The Russian policy shift towards a comprehensive 

multilateralist strategy as articulated in Gorbachev‘s speech in Murmansk in 1987, in turn, set the 

stage for region-wide arrangements. 

(Post) Cold War Arctic Affairs: From Co-Existence to Cooperation 

Until the end of bipolar confrontation of Cold War times, the Arctic was used first and foremost 

strategically, regulated under a ‗piecemeal approach‘ (VanderZwaag et al., 1988: 33) and presented as 

a potential war zone on both sides of the ocean. Historically, circumpolar cooperation was ill-

omened. Not only is the Arctic Ocean the frontier where NATO members and the former Soviet 

Union come geographically closest, but Cold War rivals also used and abused this vast area for 

deterrence. The Far North was through the 1980s separated into two self-contained territorial 

sectors with little to no societal or intergovernmental exchange. The respective sectors were 

defended from external infringement by the deployment of nuclear-powered submarines and area-

wide first- and second-strike capabilities (Roucek, 1983). Because the littoral states saw the Arctic as 

hardly more than the sum of their national subunits the region remained proverbially the ‗last 

frontier‘ marked by competition and contested stability.  

Despite ideological fault lines, collaborative arrangements were not entirely absent in the Cold War 

Arctic, especially with respect to environmental governance. Many bilateral agreements existed 

among Western partners, but also between then-Soviet Russia and its direct Arctic neighbours. 

These included, for instance, the U.S.-USSR Marine Mammal Project (1973), the U.S.-Canadian 

Joint Marine Pollution Contingency Plan for the Beaufort Sea (1974), the Agreement on the 

Conservation of the Porcupine Caribou Herd (1987), and the Danish-Canadian Marine 

Environment Cooperation Agreement (1983). Additionally, the Arctic Five had in 1973 adopted the 

Agreement on the Conservation of Polar Bears. The Treaty was at that time the only cooperative 

initiative that all littoral states were signatories to (VanderZwaag et al., 1988: 16).  

In NRA terminology, the Arctic of the 1980s/early 1990s is best described as a regional complex. While 

cooperation was not entirely lacking, the states were overall inward-oriented and regarded Arctic 

affairs primarily as a subject of national foreign policy. Because of their strong focus on national 

territorial integrity and little regional consciousness due the East-West divide in international politics, 

the level of regionness remained low. It was not before the often-quoted 1987 speech held by 

Mikhail Gorbachev, then Secretary-General of the Soviet Communist Party, that induced, in 

accordance with the processes of Perestroika, a substantial change in Arctic relations from ―icy co-

existence‖ (ibid: 2) towards deepened mutual trust and more region-wide coordinated action. 

Gorbachev‘s vision of a ‗genuine zone of peace and fruitful cooperation‘ (1987) embraced six policy 

initiatives in the field of scientific, environmental and energy cooperation, consideration of 
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indigenous concerns, the promotion of confidence-building measures as well stringent arms control 

in a prospectively nuclear-free Arctic region (see Åtland, 2008). It is no exaggeration to refer to this 

speech as the origin of Arctic regionalism. 

The Arctic Council: Institutionalising Regional Governance 

Given the sudden window of opportunity that was now open for appeased international relations in 

the Arctic, Russia more and more committed to multilateral agreements. After the Arctic Eight 

started to meet on a regular basis and to discuss prospective modes of environmental governance 

from 1989 onwards, they also agreed on the Arctic Environmental Protection Strategy (AEPS, 1991) two 

years later. Its principal objective was to gather and review relevant information on the status of the 

Arctic environment, give indigenous people a voice and to address transboundary pollution. Yet, the 

initiative was unclear about the Arctic‘s territorial boundaries, but, as in the case of oil pollution 

control, left room for ‗extending the geographic scope of these instruments‘ (ibid: 21). Both 

geographical coverage and adequate scientific instruments for Arctic environment assessments have 

been later specified, when the AEPS in 1996 resulted in the establishment of the Arctic Council. The 

AC is a special forum for intergovernmental deliberation with the primary objective to:  

provide a means for promoting cooperation, coordination and interaction among the 
Arctic States, with the involvement of the Arctic indigenous communities and other 
Arctic inhabitants on common Arctic issues, in particular issues of sustainable 
development end environmental protection in the Arctic‘ (Declaration on the 
Establishment of the Arctic Council, 1996). 

With the AC, affairs have been stabilised institutionally, but remained overall complex. The agenda 

was limited from the very beginning and focused primarily on potential threats to the common 

Arctic environment. Neither did the Arctic Council have any discretionary power to implement 

rules, monitor state performance and ultimately sanction noncompliance with regards to the advice 

it gave the states through its working groups.4 Nor did the Council contest states‘ authority over 

national territory and jurisdictional rights. The Arctic states have rather substantiated their national 

sovereignty by restricting membership and excluding at that time still sensitive issues such as military 

security from the agenda (ibid: note no. 1).  

On the other side, the Arctic Council had two innovative strengths. First, the body promoted and 

formalised a circumpolar perspective through scientific assessments and monitoring reports released 

by its working groups. This ‗knowledge-producing‘ mandate has so far delivered relevant reports like 

the Arctic Climate Impact Assessment (2005), the Arctic Marine Shipping Assessment (2009), the Arctic 

Human Development Report (2004) and Artic Offshore Oil and Gas Guidelines (1997, 2002, 2009). These 

assessments are available to all members and the wider public, gather knowledge on pan-Arctic 

transformative processes and in this way raise awareness for the ‗common North‘. Recent studies 

support this argument and show that Arctic littoral states today indeed narratively configure non-

competitive ‗arcticulations‘ and therewith present and target the Arctic as a common space of and 

for collaborative governance (Knecht and Keil, 2013). Second, the Arctic Council is unique 

compared to many other regional organisations. Next to its founding members, the Arctic Eight, 

indigenous peoples‘ representations have a special status as ‗Permanent Participants‘ and hold full 
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consultation rights at any stage of deliberation and negotiation processes. Beyond official 

membership, there are a large number of non-Arctic observers with partial participation rights 

including states, intergovernmental actors and inter-parliamentary as well as non-governmental 

organisations.  

Having said that, the functionally driven logic of Arctic interdependencies may facilitate state-led 

regionalism to respond to common challenges, while it may likewise cap, though not lower, the 

prospects for regionalisation.5 Marine regional governance is much less dependent on and seldom 

bring about relative societal coherence and socio-economic homogenisation than do prominent 

examples of land-space regions, e.g. the EU. It is beyond the Council‘s mandate to actively foster 

deepened social contacts and stakeholder networks. Nevertheless, institutionalised cooperation has 

facilitated a geopolitically stable setting and this way expedited further cooperation as well as 

regionalisation among non-state actors, e.g. in the case of pooled scientific resources within the 

University of the Arctic (Keskitalo, 2004: 103-123). Other societal, academic and business institutions 

have in 2013 formed the Arctic Circle. Among the participants are actors as diverse as the Google Inc., 

the Brookings Institution, the International Council on Mining & Metals, numerous research institutions, 

magazines like AlaskaDispatch and Foreign Affairs and academic platforms such as the Arctic Yearbook 

itself. It is the forum‘s mission statement to ‗facilitate dialogue and build relationships to address 

rapid changes in the Arctic‘.6 The Arctic Circle in its current shape is nowhere near contesting status 

and political authority of the AC, but to the contrary ―aims to support, complement and extend the 

reach of the work of the Arctic Council by facilitating a broad exchange of ideas and information‖. 

While time will tell which mode and effect diffusion processes between both bodies as well as state 

and non-state actors will take, the establishment of the Arctic Circle is indicative of an active and 

responsive society. 

Also in the case of economic cooperation does regional stability foster ever more interdependence 

and complementary use of the Arctic Ocean. By way of example, commercial shipping through 

Arctic waters is on the rise in the years to come and thereby raises investment and risk-taking in this 

sector. Coastal states plan to build new ports and transhipment hubs as well as transport and urban 

infrastructure. Furthermore, western oil companies more and more partner with Russian Gazprom 

and Rosneft in joint ventures leading to interdependencies in the form of transborder flows in 

finances, technical equipment and operational expertise (Galkina, 2013). More maritime traffic 

through the Northwest Passage and the Northern Sea Route together with growing resource 

development, in turn, increase the likelihood of oil spills, adverse effects on maritime life and 

indigenous communities that live thereof as well as accidents at sea and hence require more 

coordination.  

In the latter case, the Arctic Eight have negotiated the first legally-binding agreement under the 

auspices of the Arctic Council, the Agreement on Cooperation on Aeronautical and Maritime Search and 

Rescue in the Arctic adopted at the ministerial meeting in Nuuk (2011). In the former case, an Agreement 

on Cooperation on marine Oil Pollution Preparedness and Response in the Arctic followed at the Kiruna 

ministerial meeting in May 2013, which recognised ‗the importance of the Arctic marine ecosystem 

and of cooperation to promote and encourage the conservation and sustainable use of the marine 
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and coastal environment and its natural resources‘. Both examples resonate well with Steinberg‘s 

argument on the social construction of ocean space (2001). The dialectical representation of the 

Arctic as a common destiny, both in littoral state‘s Arctic strategies and Arctic Council documents, 

paved the way for region-wide regulatory agreements, which seemed impossible in the competitive 

setting that dominated Arctic affairs until the end of the 1980s. 

Arctic Regionalism 25 Years Later 

With the warming of the Arctic, so did regional relations. Russian foreign minister Sergej Lavrov, 

while on a visit to Kirkenes in 2008, put it in a nutshell when he proclaimed that ―the further North 

you go, the better East-West relations‖ (Pettersen, 2010). The pressing issues resulting from climate 

change more and more pushes the circumpolar North into the state of a regional society in the sense 

that the current collaboration reveals a ‗move towards transcendence of national space, making use 

of a more rule-based pattern of relations‘ (Hettne and Söderbaum, 2000: 464). The year 2007 was a 

turning point in this regard: the Arctic ice cover reached a new record low compared to previous 

years and generated sudden public, political and academic salience of Arctic affairs. Additionally, the 

well-known assessment of Arctic oil and gas deposits by the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS, 2008) 

opened only one year later the (rhetorical) rush for the Arctic‘s black gold. That was why the 

symbolic gesture of a Russian research expedition in August 2007 to plant a titanium flag into the 

Arctic seabed right beneath the geographical North Pole caused an outcry among Western 

politicians and the wider public. Yet, instead of discord and diplomatic tussle, the Arctic states have 

moved closer together and get engaged in region-wide regulatory arrangements and problem-solving 

initiatives beyond their quest for territorial and domestic sovereignty in times of rising economic 

stakes. 

The Arctic Council, by contrast, is still generally considered a weak institution with ‗decision-

shaping‘, but no ‗decision-making power‘ (Young, 2012: 401-402). And without a doubt, the 

organisation remains first and foremost a forum for mutual consultation between and scientific 

assessment for otherwise de jure sovereign states. This, however, does not implicate that the Council 

is a de facto non-influential body in northern politics. Quite the contrary, the organisation is currently 

on the cusp of becoming an active and relevant regional player in its own right. Ordinarily, 

international organisations acquire distinct agency through authoritative rights that member states 

surrender to them. States, on the other hand, deem it purposive to delegate autonomy to 

international organisations to manage collective action (problems) and to do so more effectively and 

cost-efficiently (Bradley and Kelley, 2008). Sovereignty, however, is a sensitive good to the littoral 

states, which instead strive to substantiate their claims to sovereign jurisdiction and have so far not 

delegated any decision-making, legislative or regulatory authority to the AC. 

The ongoing emphasis on national sovereignty, however, has in some instances prompted a strong 

civil society opposition. The Inuit Circumpolar Council (ICC), by way of example, emphasises that the 

Inuit are ‗united as a single people‘ and claim their right to self-determination and a more active role 

for indigenous organisations as opposed to governments (Inuit Circumpolar Council, 2009). Their 

common sense of belonging and shared identity was demonstrated, for instance, during the 
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RAIPON incidence in late 2012. The Russian Ministry of Justice had in November 2012 closed 

down the Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North because of non-compliant statutes with 

Russian legislation. This aroused vigorous opposition and solidarity around the circumpolar North 

and within the Arctic Council, to which RAIPON is a Permanent Participant. After thorough 

inspections, the organisation continued regular work in March 2013. 

The eight Arctic states hold a dominant, yet contested role in the Arctic Council. A much less 

acknowledged position beyond its formal character, however, is that the Arctic Council possesses 

and executes informal power as a highly specialized agent and norm-creator. The Council‘s mandate 

as stated further above is overall broad and leaves to the Council room for interpretation. Following 

a detailed differentiation by Bradley and Kelley (2008), there are at least three types of authority that 

the AC (potentially) has independent of its members. The most pervasive influence the organisation 

enforces is through research and advice offered by its six working groups (Bradley and Kelley, 2008: 

15-16). These scientific assessments are all too frequent the basis for ministerial and Senior Arctic 

Officials‘ (SAO) meetings. In these reports, the working groups do not only monitor and record the 

state of the art of Arctic change, but often give concrete policy recommendations for Arctic states to 

adopt in public policies. Taking PAME as a reference, the working group has next to the 2009 Arctic 

Marine Shipping Assessment (AMSA) report released several follow-up progress reports in 2006, 2011 

and most recently 2013, which include a number of advices of how to improve marine safety and 

environmental protection (see Arctic Council, 2013b). The working group has further issued 

specialised policy guidelines and ‗operational steps to follow when planning for Arctic Offshore oil 

and gas activities‘ (Arctic Council, 2009). With respect to this, studies on the effectiveness of the 

Arctic Council as a ‗cognitive forerunner‘ (Nilsson, 2012) and in fulfilling its raison d‘être expose that 

the organisation is (at least in the perception of individuals participating in AC working groups) an 

influential actor as regards, among others, enhancing international cooperation, coordination of 

Arctic public policies and elevating public awareness about the Arctic ecology (Kankaanpää and 

Young, 2012: 3-4; see also Stokke, 2007).  

The second authority of the Arctic Council, even based on a formal mandate, is agenda-setting 

power (Bradley and Kelley, 2008: 14-15). To begin with, Arctic states‘ delegations, the Senior Arctic 

Officials, serve as a ‗focal point‘ in the body and on behalf of their respective state (Arctic Council, 

1998: 5). As the AC Rules of Procedure stipulate, they hold the right to interpret reports from 

working groups, pre-select and frame issues to be discussed in ministerial meetings as well as 

ultimately ―review and make recommendations to the Arctic Council on proposals by Arctic States 

and Permanent Participants‖. Also of growing importance is the newly established AC Secretariat, 

which officially started work in June 2013. It takes a central role in the Council by ‗making it less a 

forum and more an international organization‘ (Sellheim, 2012: 70). Its Terms of Reference provides the 

Secretariat with bureaucratic leverage ―through the establishment of administrative capacity and by 

providing continuity, institutional memory, operational efficiency, enhanced communication and 

outreach, exchange of information with other relevant international organizations and to support 

activities of the Arctic Council‖ (Arctic Council, 2012: 1). International bureaucracies can use this 

authority to pursue own objectives and to determine how these goals are reached best. Through 

their informational advantage and bureaucratic capacity to follow own paths, even weakly mandated 
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institutions like the AC Secretariat may create and recreate international norms and progressively 

promote a regional perspective (Barnett and Finnemore, 2004). 

The Secretariat‘s position in the Council structure is of strategic relevance as it, beyond purely 

administrative functions, also assists the rotating Council Chairmanship in writing meeting 

documents and final reports as well as communication and outreach plans ―at the request of SAOs 

and Permanent Participants‖ (ibid). Deepened interaction with indigenous organizations, working 

groups and observers may further put it in a gateway position for these actors to influence the wider 

agenda and day-to-day practices in Arctic regional governance. This, in turn, enhances the 

Secretariat‘s bargaining power vis-à-vis the Arctic Eight. With this in mind, the Arctic can be seen as 

on the brink of becoming a regional community, that is a ―process whereby the region increasingly turns 

into an active subject with a distinct identity, institutionalised or informal actor capability, legitimacy 

and structure of decision making in relation with a more or less responsive regional civil society‖ 

(Hettne and Söderbaum, 2000: 466). 

Finally, it remains to be seen whether the legally-binding arrangements already adopted, i.e. the 2011 

Maritime SAR and 2013 Oil Pollution Preparedness and Response agreement, provide the Council with 

authority for Arctic-wide monitoring and, while less likely, enforcement to ensure compliance 

(Bradley and Kelley, 2008: 12-14). While this is currently at odds with the littoral states‘ claim for 

unrestricted national sovereignty and the Council‘s main role as a venue for deliberation, it may 

prove to be both more effective and efficient for the eight Arctic states to grant the AC authority in 

this context. Even soft measures such as direct monitoring of state performances in the respective 

areas may put AC members under peer pressure and in consequence lead to policy adaptations or a 

‗race for best practices‘. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this article was to explore the Arctic‘s status as a political region in a broader 

theoretical and historical context. The literature on New Regionalism (NRA) offers valuable insights 

into the kinds, degrees and levels of regionness. Because the Arctic differs from the general 

consensus within this literature due to its marine geography, causes, processes and effects of Arctic 

Ocean regionalism were thoroughly accounted for. While it would indeed go too far to call the 

Arctic an integration region as it was difficult to imagine for Griffiths a quarter of a century ago 

(1988: 4), the Arctic today can be classified as a regional society with attributes of a regional community. 

There is clear indication that the Arctic Council develops discretionary power based on operational 

capacities and information asymmetry to the benefit of the Secretariat, Senior Arctic Officials and 

AC working groups. 

As always, this article has limitations and there is much room for future research. Any analysis of the 

AC‘s formal and informal authority will have to account for the domestic impact the Council wields 

and the regional agenda it promotes in Arctic affairs and even beyond, e.g. in inter-institutional 

relations with other organizations and regimes. This is all the more essential in the case of 

implementation and enforcement of the first two legally-binding agreements. Also, the mechanisms 
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through which regionalising indigenous groups and organized business interests impinge on the 

work of the Council remain understudied. 

This article echoes previous calls for more comparative studies between marine-oriented 

regionalisms and policy coordination and norm diffusion mechanisms within and beyond them (see 

e.g. VanderZwaag and Vu, 2012; Exner-Pirot, 2013). Against all scepticism often raised in polar 

research, this may also include a more coherent comparison between Arctic and Antarctic 

governance arrangements. What also needs more elaboration is the way the Arctic Council may 

serve as a (potential) role model for incorporating the needs and demands of indigenous actors 

worldwide (Koivurova and Heinämäki, 2006), the body‘s external governance towards interested and 

affected parties in southern latitudes, as well as studies on design and effect of international 

secretariats in marine regions (Sellheim, 2012). While this article suggests to grasp Arctic regionalism 

as an object of study that complements rather than contradicts the complex regime interplay 

currently at work in the circumpolar North, it is less clear whether and how the Arctic‘s ‗centripetal 

force‘ promotes or constrains other international fora.  
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Notes 

1. By way of example, think of the vicious circle the Arctic ecology is trapped in if global 

warming makes large oil and gas reserves accessible, whose production may have negative 

side-effects such as air and water pollution causing further environmental degradation. The 

burning of fossil fuels, in turn, may intensify climate warming. 

2. The European Commission‘s application for observer status is still pending. 

3.  ‗Save the Arctic‘ webpage: http://www.savethearctic.org/ (accessed 12 August 2013). 

4. The six working groups are: Arctic Contaminants Action Program (ACAP), Arctic Monitoring and 

Assessment Programme (AMAP), Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna (CAFF), Emergency 

Prevention, Preparedness and Response (EPPR), Protection of the Arctic Marine Environment (PAME) 

and Sustainable Development Working Group (SDWG). Detailed descriptions are available online: 

http://www.arctic-council.org/index.php/en/about-us/working-groups.  

5. It is beyond debate, however, that sub-state actors had and continue to have their share in 

discursively and politically constructing the Arctic region. For an excellent argumentation in 

this regard, see Keskitalo, 2004. 

6. Arctic Circle webpage: http://www.arcticcircle.org/mission (accessed 12 August 2013). 
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Established in 1979 as Home Rule and replaced in 2009 as self-government, the Greenlandic Inuit have developed 
the most advanced form of self-government. Concerning the status of the Greenlandic Inuit, this process of nation-state 
building may have an influence on being indigenous. The focus of this article is to answer the question of how 
indigenous peoples are affected by the existing relations of power and domination in a world polity. Taking the 
continued permission to hunt whales of the Greenlandic Inuit as an example, the article will demonstrate that 
Greenlanders adopt the projected images of otherness as their own because of the fear of losing the rights exclusively 
reserved for indigenous peoples. The early and later versions of a working paper by an international group of experts 
commissioned by the Greenlandic self-government illustrate the debate about the cultural self-images in Greenland. 
While the narration of the Greenlandic Inuit as indigenous peoples secures rights in international fora, a second 
narration of a collective identity of a small Nordic nation emerges and is discussed. The later version of the working 
paper emphasizes Greenland‘s indigenous status. The analysis shows the authority of global models since the categories 
of world polity dominate discourses on the cultural collective identity of the Greenlandic Inuit.  

 

 

Introduction 

The protection of indigenous peoples‘ ways of life is one of the key concerns of international law 

and underscores respect for cultural difference and recognition of culturally specific grounds as a 

basis for legitimation. These rights within global society are generally for groups of indigenous 

people who did not, as former colonized communities, acquire the status of an own nation-state and 

hence do not comprise the majority in a society within the framework of such a state. Indigeneity is 

thus linked to a special status that guarantees participation in the various committees of the United 

Nations as well as other international forums and additionally comprises self-government or rights 
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of land use. Furthermore, with ecological discourse finding global acceptance, various political and 

scientific stakeholders have succeeded in establishing an additional, non-scientific access to nature in 

the interests of protecting biological diversity (Berkes, 1993, 1999; Freeman & Carbyn, 1988; 

Hobson, 1992; Inglis, 1993; Johannes, 1993; Johnson, 1992). Hence, the established co-management 

regimes not only recognize the validity of scientific methods but also strive to integrate the 

traditional ecological knowledge of indigenous communities (Berkes, 1994; Berkes, George, & 

Preston, 1991; IUCN, UNEP, & WWF, 1991; Notzke, 1995; Osherenko, 1988; Pinkerton, 1992). 

At first glance such a development suggests a step forward for indigenous peoples on the road to 

increased self-determination. However, this article argues that, through the acceptance of indigenous 

peoples, the distribution of power of Euro-American societies and post-colonial communities 

remains cemented, albeit in another language and by different means. Communities that were once 

defined as ‗primitive peoples‘ by Euro-American societies now become ‗indigenous peoples‘ and, as 

such, are ‗between nature and culture‘. Inherent in the global model of indigeneity (Sowa, 2013b) is 

the idea that indigenes exist in a ‗natural‘ and ‗pre-modern‘ state in contrast to ‗enlightened,‘ 

‗modern‘ cultures that have founded their own independent sovereign states. They become captives 

of the categories of the world polity (Meyer, 1987; Meyer, Boli, Thomas, & Ramirez, 1997). In this way 

they are granted specific rights, such as the authority to manage their natural resources or permission 

to continue whaling, only as long as they are recognized as indigenes. And to be recognized as such, 

indigenous peoples must select the appropriate mode of representing their indigeneity themselves 

and this by no means ad libitum. In other words, it is only through the reproduction of preconceived 

and projected images of representation accepted in Euro-American societies that indigenous peoples 

and the identity politics they engage in find international recognition (Sowa, 2013b). But these 

images of representation are frozen in time and space. They give rise to what I call a 

museumification of indigeneity that excludes social transformation and change (Sowa, 2013b). 

By accepting these images of representative, indigenous peoples must succumb to the existing power 

constellations. In Judith Butler‘s words, this subjugation does not signify submission to the will of 

another but a process in which an individual or a collective actor becomes a specific subject by 

means of performative ‗recognition‘ (subjectivation) of specific relations of power and domination 

(Butler, 1997). This thereby requires that the actors take an active part and perform accordingly by 

adopting the projected images of otherness as their own. In the context of an assumed collective 

cultural identity of those suppressed in hegemonic discourse, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak speaks of a 

strategic essentialism as the ticket required for entering the game played in the global arena, ―a 

strategic use of positivist essentialism in a scrupulously visible political interest‖ (Spivak, 1988: 205). 

The focus of this paper is the question of how indigenous peoples are affected by the existing 

relations of power and domination in a world polity. In my view the uneven distribution of power is 

becoming visible in the identity politics of indigenous peoples. Taking the continued permission to 

hunt whales of the Greenlandic Inuit as an example (section 2) I will demonstrate that Greenlanders 

adopt the projected images of otherness as their own because of the fear of losing the rights 

exclusively reserved for indigenous peoples. I will illustrate in the following that the cultural self-

images in Greenland are currently the subject of debate. To do this I will take a look at the historic 
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example of an early and later version of an internal working paper by an international group of 

experts and intellectuals commissioned by the Greenlandic self-government (section 3). The analysis 

will show the authority of global models, since, in my view, the categories of world polity dominate 

discourses on the cultural collective identity of the Greenlandic Inuit and ultimately form it (section 

4). So far, a simultaneous recognition of indigeneity and nation-state status might have a negative 

effect on the continuation of whaling. Therefore the article will conclude by focusing on the 

construction of global models of world polity in order to explain the (self-)representation of the 

Greenlanders (section 5). 

The Case of Aboriginal Subsistence Whaling of the Greenlandic Inuit 

The Greenlandic Inuit, as an indigenous people, have one of the most extensive systems of self-

government in the world (Dahl, 1993) and are seen as a ‗role model‘ for other indigenous peoples 

(Thomsen, 2013: 254). The introduction of Greenlandic self-rule on June 21, 2009 through the 

ratification of the Self Rule Act represents a further step in founding a nation-state (Kleist, 2010; 

Nuttall, 2008). From 1721, Greenland was first a Danish-Norwegian, and after 1814 a Danish 

colony (concerning the Greenlandic history see Caulfield, 1997; Gad, 1984; Nuttall, 1994; Petersen, 

1995). After the official end of colonial rule in 1953, the Greenlanders were made equal to Danish 

citizens by law. In the following years, a Danish welfare state was established in Greenland and led 

to massive changes, which were described as the ‗Danification‘ of Greenland (H. Kleivan, 1984: 706; 

Stern, 2010: 87). Because it was too expensive to supply the small and widely scattered settlements 

with running water and electricity, many of them were closed in the course of the centralization and 

urbanization policy. Traditional ties were severed and the former small communities had to first 

adjust themselves to living in newly created ‗cities‘ (Nuttall, 1992). Many Greenlanders increasingly 

felt that they were ―Northern Danes‖ (Caulfield, 1997: 36; Dorais, 1996: 29). With the Greenlandic 

elite, a new post-colonial social class gained strength in the 1970s. This elite had studied at Danish 

universities and now demanded a ‗more Greenlandic Greenland‘ or a Greenlandization (Breinholt-

Larsen, 1992: 216; Nuttall, 1992: 1) as well as an own Greenlandic collective identity of the Kalaallit 

to distinguish them apart from the Danish collective identity (H. Kleivan, 1969/70; 1984) visualized 

by own symbols (I. Kleivan, 1991). Their efforts met with great success: with the Greenland Home 

Rule Act being passed on May 1, 1979, the Greenlandic home-rule government (Hjemmestyre) was 

founded. At the same time Greenland remains economically dependent on the Danish State. The 

300th anniversary of the colonization of the island will be in 2021. According to Hans Enoksen, who 

served as Prime Minister from 2002 to 2009, this would be a good point in time for Greenland‘s 

declaration of independence (Nuttall, 2008).  

In terms of whaling, the Greenlandic Inuit continue to be allowed to hunt whales under 

international law. Following the end of international commercial whaling in 1986 (Sowa, 2013c) the 

international forum of the International Whaling Commission (IWC), which deals with the management 

of bigger whales, permitted indigenous peoples in Alaska, Siberia and Greenland to continue 

whaling for subsistence purposes. The recognition of cultural differences of indigenous peoples 

shapes the basis for legitimation because the only form of legitimate whaling is called Aboriginal 

subsistence whaling (Donovan, 1982a; Gambell, 1993, 1997). Aboriginal subsistence whaling means: 
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whaling, for purposes of local Aboriginal consumption carried out by or on behalf of 
Aboriginal, indigenous or native peoples who share strong community, familial, social, and 
cultural ties related to a continuing traditional dependence on whaling and on the use of 
whales. Local Aboriginal consumption means the traditional uses of whale products by 
local aboriginal, indigenous, or native communities in meeting their nutritional, subsistence 
and cultural requirements (Donovan, 1982b: 83).  

Hence, the perception of indigenousness is probably in no other area more relevant than in the area 

of international whaling (Sowa, 2013a). 

The example of the indigenous people of Greenland chosen for this paper is especially informative 

from a research perspective because on the largest island in the world with its almost 57,000 

inhabitants, one can currently observe a nation-building process in which the Greenlandic elite is 

discussing whether Greenland is an indigenous people and/or a small Nordic nation. The degree to 

which they have obtained autonomy has progressed to the extent that it is possible for Greenland‘s 

intellectuals and politicians to pursue identity politics themselves (Sowa, 2012). Over the centuries it 

was always the cultural others who defined the Greenlandic people in relation to their own 

respective European society. Now, however, Greenland is working on presenting its own cultural 

representation or its own cultural self-image in world society. This concerns the production of we-

images that are both socially accepted by the people in Greenland and considered legitimate from 

the outside by world society. The following section deals with two different we-images emerging in 

two versions of an internal working paper which will be analyzed in the cultural sociology 

perspective. 

Between Indigeneity and Nation:  

Two Working Papers of the Greenlandic Self-Government 

The target of independence and the status of Greenlanders as an indigenous people have been 

repeatedly discussed since the early 1990s by expert groups1 comprising Greenlandic and foreign 

intellectuals. The essence of the problem is whether Greenland represents an indigenous people or a 

small Nordic nation. This problem can be witnessed in two different versions of the same working 

paper2 of one expert group of the Greenlandic self-government. Analyzing them proves very 

informative in regard to the debated images of representation of the Greenlandic Inuit. First we shall 

take a look at the early version (document A) in order to gain insights into the changes that were 

made for the later version (document B), and discuss those later.  

The initial document A has 16 pages and begins with the definition of indigenous peoples, following 

the wording of the convention 169 of the International Labor Organization (ILO) (chapter 1), in 

order to then find reasons that speak for the status of Greenlanders as an indigenous people 

(chapter 2) as well as those that speak against it (chapter 3). Subsequently, the arguments for and 

against are considered (chapter 4), followed by a conclusion (chapter 5). In the working paper the 

authors assert that what supports the argument of Greenlanders being an indigenous people is that 

Greenland is home to three tribes of indigenous peoples: the West Greenlanders (Kalaallit), the 

Thule people (Inughuit), and the East Greenlanders (Iivit), all of which call themselves Kalaallit today. 

An official court ruling against the Danish Government and to the benefit of the Thule tribe verifies 
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the status of the Thule tribe as an indigenous people, so that this status is also understood to be 

valid for the other two groups. The emphasis of the role of the Greenlanders as an indigenous 

people in the Arctic was successfully represented at the environmental conferences of the United 

Nations or within the framework of the activities of the International Union for Conservation of Nature 

and Natural Resources (IUCN) and also in the Arctic Council, the Inuit Circumpolar Conference3 (ICC), as 

well as in the International Whaling Commission (IWC). The last body has a special relevance because 

Greenland, due to its being recognized as an indigenous people, is allocated quotas for whale kills.  

What speaks against the Greenlanders being an indigenous people – so the text argues – is that 

Greenland strives to be seen as a small Nordic nation in accordance with its own laws, to have an 

internationally recognized independent government, and have its own flag to use for shipping and 

sporting events. The group of experts points out that international acceptance is endangered:  

With increasing autonomy the difficulties in preserving recognition as an indigenous 
people according to ILO and UN understanding grow, because one of the conditions is 
that indigenous peoples must be subject to heteronomous authority. Regardless of how 
unacceptable this may appear from the Greenlanders‘ point of view, the fact is that the 
more power given to Greenland‘s Landsting [parliament] and Landsstyre [state government], 
the more reluctant the surrounding world can be expected to regard Greenlanders as an 
indigenous people‖ (document A: 6).  

The concluding discussion describes the political dilemma of Greenlanders understanding 

themselves as an indigenous people and also ―wishing to be the masters in their own home‖ 

(document A: 7). The simultaneity of indigeneity and national independence has not been foreseen 

and is not recognized internationally, leading the expert group to call the term ‗indigenous people‘ a 

tacit racial policy of the international community. They literally wrote: ―[i]n reality the term 

‗indigenous people‘ is a euphemism for ethnic groups who are not of the ‗European race‘ and were, 

at the time of colonization, slaves or people who were economically exploited or exotic – and dark-

skinned – extras playing minor roles in colonial exploits‖ (document A: 8). 

The authors of document A share the opinion that in Greenland itself the term ‗indigenous people‘ 

did not take hold because the people there always saw themselves as independent communities:  

[v]iewed in a modern context we could say that the Greenlanders whom the 
Norwegian and Danish missionaries met in the 18th century made up an independent 
community, which was not, however, recognized by the Danish king…Viewed against 
this historical background we can understand that, overall, the term ‗indigenous 
people‘ is having difficulties in finding acceptance in Greenlandic society; for example 
it is not mentioned in the Landsting‘s legislation. The people of Greenland generally 
consider themselves to be Greenlanders, Kalaallit, and that they belong to the island in 
the same way the Icelanders belong to Iceland or the Faroese to the Faroe Islands. The 
key issue is that the land belongs to them and to no one else…Where they live, the 
Icelanders and the Faroese are, strictly speaking, an ‗indigenous people‘ too and merely 
do not want to be called thus. And they are not called so because the international 
community desires to respect the self-identification of every people (document A: 9). 

In the concluding section of the working paper, the experts recommend that the Greenlanders 

continue to define themselves internationally as an indigenous people in order to have a claim to 

whaling quotas from the International Whaling Commission (IWC):  
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[w]e are forced to do this by necessity in order to politically secure our provision with 
food and other necessities of life. As far as whaling is concerned, the general public 
does not accept the Brundtland3 principles of sustainability but is guided by subjective 
emotions. Thus Greenland is forced to play by the rules, which – in no way justified by 
the nature of the subject matter – are dictated by a tacit racism of an overpowering 
negotiating partner that is often not recognized as such and in the present instance 
lead to positive discrimination (document A: 15).  

The same is the case for Japan, whose representatives are fighting for cultural reasons to be able to 

continue whaling after the whaling moratorium of 1986 (Sowa, 2013a). The expert commission is of 

the opinion that up until now it has not yet been possible in the IWC to establish a system for 

managing the whale population according to sustainability criteria. In contrast to the Japanese 

coastal whalers, the Greenlandic whalers are allowed to hunt whales because whaling in Greenland is 

legitimate as Aboriginal Subsistence Whaling (Donovan, 1982a; Gambell, 1993, 1997), and it is assigned 

annual quotas for strikes of large whales. Hence the experts speak of ―positive discrimination‖ 

(document A: 15) against those who have been granted the status of ‗indigenous people.‘ As long as 

the Greenlandic self-government system is based on a national community with Denmark or exists 

in some sort of partnership with Denmark, the Kalaallit can keep their international status as an 

indigenous people. Therefore the early version of the working paper argues in a reflected, realistic 

and dialectical way. In weighing the pros and cons, the experts understand indigeneity as a political 

strategy but not as a social reality. It is a necessary strategy so that the Greenlanders do not lose the 

rights they currently enjoy. But at the same time this version of the working paper presents a revolt 

against the existing categories of world society.  

In the later version of the working paper, document B, the dialectical structure has disappeared. The 

argumentation in the second text is shorter (11 pages) and linear, and it has a different structure.4 In 

the expert commission‘s representation of the Greenlanders here, we are confronted with the 

Western notion of the Greenlanders as an indigenous people possessing traditional knowledge and 

recognized as such in numerous international arenas. The first sentence of the text reads: ―[t]he 

Greenlanders inhabit the largest island in the world lying 3-4,000 km from the rigsmyndighederne i 

Danmark [Danish government administration]‖ (document B: 4). Already this infers Denmark‘s 

hegemony. The later version too holds on to the principle of Greenland representing a people of its 

own and a self-understanding of Greenlanders as an indigenous people, albeit in a watered-down 

version to the first. However, it no longer addresses any reasons why the indigenous status should 

be questioned. Even the irrelevance of calling the people ‗indigenous‘ is no longer mentioned. 

Rather, the authors emphasize that the Greenlandic people have ―an ancestry over many thousands 

of years in Siberia and Arctic North America and (…) [are] internationally renowned for their 

outstanding culture, which still finds expression in, for example, its time-honored language‖ 

(document B: 4). Thus the later version of the working paper underscores Greenland‘s indigenous 

status as well as solidarity with other indigenous peoples. The later version refrains from mentioning 

the word ‗autonomy‘ at all.  

The debate about the image of representation shows that the articulation of a collective identity is 

influenced by international categories. Whereas the earlier working paper emphasized the formation 

of a nation-state for all the people inhabiting the country, the later version focuses on the status of 
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the Inuit as an indigenous people as a strategic articulation to keep the status of hunting whales. 

Based on the fact that the discourses on the collective cultural identity of the Greenlandic Inuit are 

to be determined by their indigenous status, the following section will explain the genesis of this 

category in world polity.  

The Distinction between „Primitive‟ and Civilized Peoples:  

On the Global Models of World Polity 

In the past, former colonized communities were often defined by the dominant societies as 

‗primitive peoples.‘ Following World War II, the notion took foot that all people should have equal 

claim to basic [human] rights. Therefore it was agreed in the UN Charter of 1945 and in the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights of 1948 that all UN member states pledge to promote respect for and 

observance of human rights and fundamental freedoms. The member states committed themselves 

to guaranteeing all people the same and inalienable rights and liberties independent of race, language, 

or religion. Not only the populations of the member states were to profit from universal human 

rights but likewise those who lived in territories under the sovereignty of the member states. Even 

though in both international declarations the terms ‗primitive peoples‘ or ‗indigenous peoples‘ did 

not crop up at all, the consequence was that the individual members of the indigenous groups had 

the same rights and the same claim to the protection of the law as the members of all other groups 

within a state (Wolfrum, 1999: 370f.). Furthermore, in the Declaration regarding Non-Self-

Governing Territories of the UN Charter, Article 73 sanctioned a decolonization mandate for former 

colonies of all the member states. These were obliged to protect and respect the peoples who had 

not yet obtained self-government and promote their aspirations to the same. Finally the 

establishment of the UN system fostered the recognition of indigenous peoples. For the present 

context it is relevant that in this system social groups without nation-state unity acquired a voice. 

Thus fora and working groups were created so that highly diversified problems and concerns could 

be discussed. The changes in the general framework – the Declaration of Universal Human Rights, 

the decolonization mandate for UN member states, the UN system giving non-nation-states the 

possibility of being heard – led many former colonized communities that did not achieve the status 

of a nation-state to fight for recognition through the UN system. This was not a process that 

happened from one day to the next, but it ultimately resulted in the recognition of indigenous 

peoples in treaties through the UN.  ‗Primitive peoples‘ were made into ‗indigenous peoples‘ with 

specific rights (Sowa, 2013b). 

The milestones for the recognition of indigenous peoples in treaties within the UN system were the 

report Study of the Problem of Discrimination Against Indigenous Populations by the special rapporteur Jose 

R. Martinez Cobo (Cobo, 1983), the two ILO conventions No. 107 Indigenous and Tribal Populations 

(International Labour Organisation, 1957) and No. 169 Indigenous and Tribal Peoples (International 

Labour Organisation, 1989), as well as the foundation of the Working Group on Indigenous Populations. 

The result was the recognition of indigenous peoples having the right to self-identification as 

‗indigenous.‘  

Indigenous communities, peoples and nations are those which, having a historical 
continuity with pre-invasion and pre-colonial societies that developed on their 
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territories, consider themselves distinct from other sectors of the societies now 
prevailing in those territories, or parts of them. They form at present non-dominant 
sectors of society and are determined to preserve, develop and transmit to future 
generations their ancestral territories, and their ethnic identity, as the basis of their 
continued existence as peoples, in accordance with their own cultural patterns, social 
institutions and legal systems (Cobo, 1983: 50, paragraph 379). 

They were granted the permanent right to exist, which was to make it possible for them to live 

according to their way of life and pursue independent economic development, use the land they 

occupied, as well as preserve their identity, language, and culture. Still today the attribute of 

indigenous peoples having a special affiliation to their land is paramount (Daes, 2001). 

Up to this point in time the discourse on indigeneity targeted the cultural otherness of the groups 

concerned (in comparison to mainstream society upon which the nation-state is based) as well as the 

right to independent development and to land use. The 1980s brought a fundamental change. In 

1980 the IUCN presented the study World Conservation Strategy together with the UN Environment 

Program (UNEP) and the WWF (IUCN, UNEP, & WWF, 1980). In this strategy for global nature 

conservation, the authors pursued the goal of protecting natural resources to preserve essential 

ecological processes that were considered vital to human survival, ensure genetic diversity, and 

guarantee environmentally friendly and sustainable exploitation of species and ecological systems. 

The term sustainable development was put forward as the global solution formula to combine nature 

conservation and development. In a chapter of the World Conservation Strategy (IUCN et al., 1980) on 

rural development based on nature conservation, the problems of developing countries are discussed 

– countries that are forced to clear their forests, overfish, or hunt excessively because of their 

poverty. However, in the same chapter the term of ‗traditional knowledge‘ can already be found, that 

is, a knowledge that is ascribed to rural communities. The term successfully gained international 

political significance in the following period (IUCN, 1985, 1986; IUCN et al., 1991), not least in the 

report Our Common Future (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987) or in 

conjunction with the UN Convention of Biological Diversity (United Nations, 1992) and the Agenda 21.  

Consequently, a culture based on respect for animals (Søby, 1969/70; Sowa, 2013b) and the 

conception of animals as non-human persons (Fienup-Riordan, 1990), as was attributed to ‗primitive 

peoples,‘ was thus transformed into the notion of knowledge specific to indigenous people, a 

knowledge that is equal to scientific and academic knowledge (Berkes, 1993, 1999; Hobson, 1992). 

In political discourse of sustainable development, the projection of the environmental saint evolved 

into the ‗noble eco-savage‘ (Kaiser, 1987; Whelan, 1999) recognized in treaties, with a status between 

nature and culture. Former colonized and societies not formally constituted as nation-states were 

seen as not (yet) modern, not (yet) enlightened, and not (yet) developed. In my view, indigenous 

peoples are an expression of the global model of indigeneity in the world polity (Sowa, 2013b). The 

advocates of this theoretical approach assume that cultural and structural patterns based on the 

principles of rationalization will become established worldwide (Meyer, 1987; Meyer et al., 1997). 

They lend legitimacy to certain structural forms while rendering others illegitimate. With the help of 

the advisors of world polity, the global model of indigeneity has come to prevail as the counter-model 

to nation-state societies. The overtones of this model are a musealized conception of communities 
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living in harmony with nature, an idea considered no longer applicable to industrialized societies. 

Once global models are recognized as legitimate they begin to function as scripts, which the actors of 

the world polity must adhere to if they seek recognition and wish to have a voice.  

In this way indigenous peoples get the status of an acting subject. Judith Butler (1997) elaborates the 

idea in her book The Psychic Life of Power: Theories in Subjection that an individual becomes a subject 

through a process of subjection or subjectivation: ―‗Subjection‘ signifies the process of becoming 

subordinated by power as well as the process of becoming a subject‖ (Butler, 1997: 2). The subject 

―is the linguistic occasion for the individual to achieve and reproduce intelligibility, the linguistic 

condition of its existence and agency‖ (Butler, 1997: 11). This means that subordination is the 

condition of possibility for agency. This subjugation does not signify submission to the will of 

another but a process in which an individual or an actor becomes a specific subject by means of 

performative ‗recognition‘ of specific relations of power and domination. 

Bound to seek recognition of its own existence in categories, terms, and names that are 
not of its own making, the subject seeks the sign of its own existence outside itself, in 
a discourse that is at once dominant and indifferent. Social categories signify 
subordination and existence at once. In other words, within subjection the price of 
existence is subordination. Precisely at the moment in which choice is impossible, the 
subject pursues subordination as the promise of existence. This pursuit is not choice, 
but neither is it necessity. Subjection exploits the desire for existence, where existence 
is always conferred from elsewhere; it marks a primary vulnerability to the Other in 
order to be (Butler, 1997: 20-21). 

In my view these ideas can be also transferred to collective actors. Indigenous people must succumb 

to the existing relations of power and domination in a world polity. This thereby requires that the 

actors take an active part and perform accordingly by adopting the projected images of otherness as 

their own. In the UN system indigenous peoples were given new options to articulate themselves if 

they adopted the roles allocated to them. In return, the social construction of the global model of 

indigeneity guaranteed rights to indigenous peoples such as the Greenlandic Inuit. Generally the 

rights are related to using the natural resources of their land, which in this case concerns the 

legitimate right to continue whaling and tied to the indigenous-people status: ―[b]y adopting the role 

that was originally attributed to Greenlanders by Europeans, the former have attained recognition in 

the global power struggle. This is especially the case in the political arena where the Greenlandic elite 

connects the history of the Greenlandic Inuit with contemporary environmental discourses‖ (Sowa, 

2013b) and which can be followed by many self-articulations of Greenlanders (Hammond, 2008; A. 

Lynge, 1993; F. Lynge, 1998) and Inuit (Inuit Circumpolar Conference, 1993, 1995, 1996). For their 

part in the self-image they articulate, the Greenlandic Inuit take up images established in Western 

societies at the level of political self-description, adopting ultimately the image of the ‗noble eco-

savage‘ and thereby the projected image of the Europeans and Americans. As a ‗respecting primitive 

people‘ or ‗bearers of a respect culture‘ (Sowa, 2013b) they represent a self-image that underscores 

their living in harmony with nature. In the context of an assumed collective cultural identity of those 

suppressed in hegemonic discourse, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak speaks of a ―a strategic use of 

positivist essentialism in a scrupulously visible political interest‖ (Spivak, 1988: 205). This strategic 
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essentialism is necessary to enter the game played in the global arena. However, should there at any 

time be a deviation from this status between nature and culture and the Greenlandic Inuit become a 

modern society, they would then be considered a cultural nation for whom it is not or no longer 

appropriate to pursue the hunting of whales.  

Conclusion 

In the arenas of world polity, where the decisions are made on the distribution of funds and the 

granting of voice, the actual make-up of cultures is irrelevant. Instead there are legitimate and less 

legitimate forms of cultural representation. In Greenland, a traditional narrative of the own 

collective identity is still active. In the we-images produced via discursive and symbolic practices, the 

Greenlanders present themselves as a culture of hunters living in harmony with their environment. 

The Greenlandic narrative adopts and modifies the images of otherness that originated in the 

dominating Western societies (Sowa, 2013b). These relational images of identity created imaginary 

counter-conceptions to European collective identities. The Greenlandic form of representation of 

the modern ‗primitive people‘ who protect their environment and have always done so has asserted 

itself in the end. This self-image is compatible with global indigeneity discourse and puts Greenland 

in the position of a legitimate actor in the struggle for a share of power and resources.  

When an indigenous people wish to found a nation, then this is a novelty to begin with. As the 

global model of indigeneity was conceived in reference to societies formally constituted as nation-

states, it is currently doubtful that the Greenlanders will be able to preserve the rights recognized for 

indigenous peoples e.g. the right to continue whaling in the frame of Aboriginal subsistence whaling. 

Once the Greenlandic Inuit have evolved into a modern society, they cannot return to some earlier 

position on the timeline of evolution, at least not as long as the global categories and models of world 

polity do not change. If the Greenlanders alter their identity discourse, then they face losing the label 

of being ‗indigenous.‘ With the status of indigeneity as a mode of social inequality, Greenland at least 

secures its right to continue whaling. In the perspective of Euro-American societies the image of 

Greenlanders as enlightened moderns, possibly also as independent of Denmark, would make them 

a cultural nation for which the ‗barbaric‘ hunting of whales would no longer be appropriate. 

Therefore the global model of indigeneity always likewise has a discriminating effect even though it 

is applied against discrimination. It was meant to counteract discrimination against indigenes, which 

is why conferment of the indigenous-people status granted them the right to determine their own 

development. But simultaneously the status of an indigenous people is a form of discrimination 

because it excludes them from modernization and from entering the capitalistic world, at least at the 

level of self-representation.  
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Notes 

1. To guarantee the anonymity of the expert group, neither the grounds for appointing the 

group, nor the time when it was established, nor the composition of the group will be dealt 

with here. 

2. This working paper was written in Danish and was drafted in several versions. I will call these 

two internal working papers ―document A‖ and ―document B‖. 

3. The Inuit Circumpolar Conference changed the name to Inuit Circumpolar Council in 2005. 

4. The report Our Common Future is often named after the commissions‗ chair, Gro Harlem 

Brundtland (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987). 

5. Introduction (chapter 1), Traditional knowledge (chapter 2), ILO convention 169 (chapter 3), 

IUCN and the right to live directly from natural resources (chapter 4), Biodiversity convention 

(chapter 5), Inuit Circumpolar Conference and the Arctic Council (chapter 6), Whaling 

Commission (chapter 7), Property relations (chapter 8), The United Nations (chapter 9), 

Cooperation with Denmark (chapter 10), Greenland‘s rejection of racial criteria (chapter 11), 

Ethnicity and language (chapter 12), The profile of self-government (chapter 13), and 

Conclusions and recommendations (chapter 14). 
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New Possibilities for the Northern Peripheral Regions 

in the Post-Cold War Era 

 

Jari Koivumaa 

 

 

Since the post-Cold War transition the structure of the international systems has changed. First of all, one super power 
(Soviet Union) disappeared from the International System in the year 1991. In addition the roles of non-governmental 
and regional actors in the international system have grown. The power of transnational corporations has produced a 
globalized international economical system aside the political system of states. In Europe the role of the regional 
intergovernmental organization has increased. The European Union is unequivocally the economical and political actor 
in world politics.  In this article I examine the actors along the borders of the Barents Region. I analyze the 
possibilities for the speech acts that deconstruct the peripheral thinking in the Barents Region. The perspective for this 
deconstruction is Northern and Lappish. I examine how the peripheral position of the frontier regions of northern 
Finland can be deconstructed on the basis of the transition of the international system. Within the context of the 
―transition factors‖ that are changing the structure in the International System in the post-Cold War period, I 
examine how doors have opened for new political rhetoric and acts for the people in the northern Finnish frontier 
regions encompassing Lapland, the Sami Region, the Torne Valley and the Bothnian Arc. The analysis demonstrates 
that the global transition factors are not an abstract phenomena above the daily life of the ordinary people in different 
places of the world. The factors‘ existence in fact depends on the behavior of the people all over the world: the human 
behavior produces the factors. In my analysis I try to explain how the behavior in the frontier regions is producing and 
reproducing the existence of the structural transition factors in the European North. 

 

 

The main thesis in the article is that the post-Cold war transitions – the new structure of the 

International System – give possibilities for the political acts and speech (political agency) that 

deconstruct peripheral thinking in the European North. The basis for this examination is formed by 

the methodological assumption that the structure of the international system constitutes – gives 

causes and possibilities – the political acts in the system (see Waltz, 1979: 79–101; Wendt, 1999). In 
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my analysis the periphery is the Barents Euro-Arctic Region (BEAR) and especially the frontier 

regions in this area. A ‗periphery‘ is of course a complicated concept. But certainly a geographical 

periphery somewhere requires the geographical center elsewhere. Periphery is about contrast. As Karl W. 

Deutsch wrote ―[w]ithin each center country there is again a center region, usually the capital city 

and the regions where the most advanced industries are located, and the periphery, mostly rural, 

where the less technically developed activities and the poorer and less skilled people are found‖ 

(Deutsch, 1988: 300–301). Peter Taylor and Colin Flint take into account the relationship between 

boundaries and capitals in the modern state-centric international system. For them: 

both boundaries and capitals come to be the two locations where the state could be seen 
to impinge directly on the landscape. Border landscapes with customs houses and 
associated controls, and varieties of defensive structures, have become distinctive locations 
in the modern world. Similarly, capitals cities have come to represent their states 
symbolically with a variety of distinctive grand architectures. In boundaries and capitals, we 
have the two most explicit products of the inter-state system (Taylor & Flint, 2000: 161). 

The Transition in the International System 

In the northern frontier regions, the post-Cold War transitions are evident foremost in the 

phenomenon of space. The post-Cold War structure of the international system for the northern 

space is not a hierarchic relationship between (distant) peripheries and a (close to power) centre. 

Also the main symbols for that hierarchical structure – the borders of the states – are changing.  In 

my analysis, the structural factors that are moving the post-Cold War international system into the 

European North are the end of the Cold War, globalization and the European Union. The transition 

factors are embedded in the other post-Cold War ‗transition discourses‘ as the ‗changing role of the 

states‘ discourse‘ and the new post-Cold War security threats discourse‘.  

The transition of the international system is a disconnection of the factors that have constituted the 

modern international system before the end of the Cold War. The factors characterising the modern 

international system were the primary position of the two superpowers in world politics, colonialism, 

and the economic integration of Europe. These factors represent a modern geopolitical imagination 

that has produced a peripheral perception of northern Finland‘s frontier regions. The regions in the 

European North have been the peripheries of the states (Sweden, Finland, Norway and 

Russia/Soviet Union) and of the whole modern international system. The changes in the structure 

of the international system constitute possibilities for new actors and enable new kinds of political 

acts and speech in the world, including the European North. Possibilities for ‗politics beyond states‘ 

are emerging. The local and regional actors are not simple consequences and objects of the state 

actors, but rather they now shape both political and economic living environments of their own and 

influence the development of the international system, including actors like the European Union. 

The transition can be summarized as follows:  
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The Modern International System The Post-Cold War International System 

Cold War 

- bipolar international system 

The end of Cold War 

- the collapse of ―Iron Curtain‖, multi-
centric world with states, regional 
organizations, firms and individuals as 
actors.  

- two decades after the end of the Cold 
War, political and economic 
multipolarism is evident  

European/Western-centric colonialism 

- state, race theories and western-centric 
ideologies (capitalism and communism) 

Globalization 

- decolonization, the challenge for euro-
centric ideologies and the developed 
economies outside Europe 

- decolonization is connected with the 
multipolarism of the system  

 

Modern Progress-Oriented European 
Integration  

- economy, functionalism and rationalism 

 

Post-modern, de-Centralized European Union 

- an enlargement of the EU to the north 
and east of Europe 

- EMU and possibilities for active EU 
citizenships, localism 

 

The Modern and the Post-Cold War International Systems 

During the Cold War the superpowers dominated the agenda. The conflicts in the third world 

countries adapted to the mould of geopolitical confrontation between capitalism and communism in 

the world. In the East, communism was the icon of progress. This justified the colonialist politics of 

the Soviet Union in Eastern Europe and many countries in Africa and Central/South America. Of 

course the United States had its own sphere of progress in the name of market economy. The 

political agenda in the post-Cold War system has become much more complicated. It is influenced 

by, for example, the discussion about regional economic organizations, the growing political power 

of non-European world views in the world, and new security risks – compared to wars between the 

states or superpowers – such as terrorism, economic crisis and climate change. After the Cold War 

the most demanding task for the international community is the management of new security risks 

without any kind of certainty about the future. 

The transition factors have, of course, had many consequences all over the world. As I mentioned 

before, the role of the state is changing; for example the EU has changed the macroeconomic status 

of its member states. Because of globalization the balance between Europe and other areas in the 

world is in transition. Europe – and the European way of life – is no longer at the center of the 

world: the age of Euro-centric colonialism is over. At the same time, the role played by the world 
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economic areas – like the European Union – is growing. The dominant ideologies in the modern 

international system have been nationalism and – especially after the Second World War – capitalism 

and communism. One aspect of state-centric nationalism has been the delineation of borders 

between states and the dominance of national culture inside the state borders.  

In the frontier regions of northern Finland, the transition of the international system became 

tangible through the enlargement of the European Union into the area. Finland's membership in the 

European Union was confirmed on 19 August 1991, after the unsuccessful coup attempt in the 

Soviet Union. The coup and its failure have had a dramatic effect on Finnish policy. After Boris 

Yeltsin‘s Russia had substituted the Soviet Union within world politics and the independence of the 

Baltic States had been recognized, Finnish politicians considered themselves free from commitments 

toward the East. Partly as a continuation of Finnish post-WWII integration politics, Finland chose 

to follow Sweden and joined the European Union (Jakobson, 2003: 372). Along with the 

membership the frontier regions in northern Finland connected with the inner borders of the 

European Union. At the same time, globalization and the transition of the role of the state - and that 

of the borders – started to increasingly affect life and politics at the borders and in the frontier 

regions of Northern Finland.  

The post-Cold war transitions also give more importance to the so-called ‗new‘ security threats. The 

threats to security respective to European states were no longer primarily aligned with the potential 

for war between major powers (e.g. the Soviet Union and the United States) or even between smaller 

nations. Rather, the dangers to security were linked alongside military threats to, among other things, 

environmental problems as climate change as well as social and economic insecurity (see e.g. Buzan, 

1991). One of the first signals for the ―post-Cold 

War change‖ in the European North was the 

discussion about the threat for the northern 

forests in Finland by pollution from the Kola 

Peninsula in the end of 1980‘s. After the collapse 

of the Soviet Union the ―new security threats 

discourse‖ erupted also in the European North. 

The conflict between two superpowers was not 

the dominating security problem in the world and 

it became possible to notice other kinds of 

security threats and discourses. Since then cross 

border pollution, scarcity of resources (oil, water), 

terrorism, international crime, economic threats 

and climate change have become embedded and 

intertwined as a part of post-Cold War system 

transition.    

The Barents Region 

 The states in the Barents region are Russia, Figure 1 Map of the Barents Region 
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Sweden, Finland and Norway. Cooperation in the Barents region was established in Kirkenes on 11 

January 1993. The Kirkenes Declaration was signed by the Nordic countries, Russia and the 

European Commission. These have also been the members of the Barents Euro-Arctic Council 

which convene at the intergovernmental level to foster co-operation. The regional level of this co-

operation includes the political leaderships of the counties of Nordland, Troms and Finmark in 

Norway; Norrbotten and Västerbotten in Sweden; Lapland, Oulu and Kainuu in Finland; as well as 

Arkhangelsk, Karelia, Komi, Murmansk and Nenets in Russia (Barents   Euro-Arctic Region, 2009). 

The primary objective for the Barents institutions has been to ―achieve as great a degree of openness 

and as much contact as possible across national borders, thereby promoting normalization and 

stabilization in an area where the Cold War was at times extremely cold‖ (Holst, 1994: 12). The 

Barents region is situated far from the national capitals of the states that project direct geopolitical 

power in the European North. As capitals of modern nation states, Moscow, Stockholm, Helsinki 

and Oslo have regulated the daily life in the Barents Euro-Arctic Region before and after the end of 

the Cold War. 

The roots for the peripheral status of northern frontier regions situated in the Barents Region are to 

be found in the history of the European state-system. The states have conquered the regions from 

the Middle Ages onwards. In this conquering process the northern regions were firstly more than a 

frontier of the northern states. The regions were ―in front‖ of or beyond the states as the 

―spearhead of civilization‖. Later the states defined their mutual use of ―boundaries (bounds)‖ for 

the regular power in the area (see Taylor & Flint, 2000: 162). This has been a problem for the area's 

historical east-west relations from the Atlantic via the Baltic Sea to the Barents Sea. As is easy to 

notice for example from the point of view of the indigenous people in the European North, the 

Sámi. The area traditionally inhabited by the Sámi people has included the northern parts of the 

whole Fennoscandia (see e.g. Lehtola, 1997: 43–75). During the above mentioned conquering 

process and the state centric modernization, the Sámi peoples‘ areas have been divided into the 

national territories of four states. The borders of these states have for example complicated the 

nomadic reindeer herding in the North (Nickul, 1970: 208–209). Since 1917 the people on the 

western side of the border in the Torne valley have lived in the Swedish living environment and 

people on the eastern side in the Finnish living environment, including for example media, 

education and sport and economy. This is a problem-producing periphery because traditionally the 

people in the Torne Valley have lived in the same cultural sphere sharing dense and tight contacts 

between the inhabitants in the valley.  

During the Cold War the borders of these states divided the Swedish, Finnish, Norwegian and 

Soviet living environments in the European North. The borders of states posed not only economic 

and cultural barriers in the area. The impact of the Iron Curtain between the (communist) East and 

(capitalist) West was of course extremely significant. Even during the Cold War there were rare 

spontaneous contacts between the civil societies in the west (Norway, Sweden and Finland) and the 

east (Soviet Union). As the term ―Iron Curtain‖ indicates, the states (especially the Soviet Union) 

forcefully restricted border-crossing relations at the civil society level in the states. This was the 

reality also in the European North. The conflict between communism and capitalism affected the 

relations between civil societies in northern Finland as well. There was a continuous inner-state 
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conflict between the Lappish communists and conservatives. It is possible to say that the political 

conflicts between left and right were even stronger in northern Finland than in the other parts of 

Finland. The internal conflicts in northern Finland complicated co-operation efforts related to the 

political and economical interests of northern Finland as a whole. From today‘s point of view, it is 

just strange that a global conflict between eastern grand narrative (socialism) and western grand 

narrative (capitalism) divided the people – often relatives – into two political groups also in northern 

Finland (See Koivumaa, 2008: 59–62).  

The Western-centric conquering process includes also aspects of colonialism. This has been a 

problem especially for the Sami people and their culture. From the point of view of European 

modernization the cultures – and even the people – in the European ―periphery‖ seemed to be less 

developed than cultures – and people – in Central Europe. The ―modern‖ attitude towards the 

Lappish people has even been racist (Isaksson, 2001). From the point of view of modernization, 

Sámi culture and livelihood – as cultures and livelihoods in the colonized developing countries – 

seems to be less developed than cultures and livelihood that represent the state – or world – centre. 

As in the other parts of the world the political structure that is composed by a centre and a 

periphery creates problems especially for the peripheries (see e.g. Koivumaa, 2008: 47–66).  

Part of the conquering process of the northern states has been the exploitation of the natural 

resources in the northern frontier regions. Before industrialization, the kings and tsar were interested 

in fish, furs and minerals in the north. The most common tool for acquiring the natural resources 

was taxation. Following the industrial revolution the modern states have used, for example, northern 

minerals, timber and hydroelectricity to support the continuous economic growth of their national 

economies. The problem for the peripheries has been that the value added by producing has shifted 

from the northern frontier regions to the 

capitals and other centres of the states. Also 

the labour borne in the frontiers has moved 

to the governmental or industrial centres 

developed for the economic and 

governmental goals of the modern state. The 

northern frontier regions all over the Arctic 

are suffering due to their peripheral position 

in the modern economical and geopolitical 

state system. The centre is interested in 

defining the role and the status of the 

frontiers in the post-Cold War international 

system in both Europe and North America. 

As Heather Nicol writes, this continuation of 

colonial processes has become embedded 

within the structure of post-Cold War 

security debates within Canada (see Nicol in 

this volume).     Figure 2 The Northern Finnish Frontier Region 
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The Northern-Finnish Frontier Regions 

Understanding the post-Cold War transition in the northern frontier regions requires an updated 

understanding of the geopolitical actors in the European North. According to my definition, the 

Northern-Finnish frontier regions encompass Lapland, the Sami Region, the Torne Valley and the 

Bothnian Arc. The chosen regions follow state borders and are situated far from the administrative 

centres of the states of the European North. Defining the Sami Region, the Torne Valley, and the 

Bothnian Arc as Northern Finland's frontier regions presents a more dynamic view of Northern 

Finland than the state-centric view of Lapland as the ―back pocket of Finland.‖ Frontiers and 

regions at the borders of the state are increasing their ontological status in the transition of the 

international system. At the same time technology improves and strengthens the contact from the 

―frontiers‖ and ―borders‖ to all other places in the world.  

Since the end of the Cold War, Lappish actors have looked towards the East and West as well as 

South. This became possible because the ―Iron Curtain‖ between Lapland and ―East‖ collapsed 

together with the Cold War. Northwest Russia was a militarily significant area to the Soviet Union. 

After the Cold War the importance of the economy and natural resources in the Barents region has 

increased (versus military aspects). In the post-Cold War transition Lappish companies have tried to 

find economic partners in the new Russian ―market economy‖. Of course there have been many 

problems, but the fact is that the arrangements between Lappish and Russian economies and civil 

societies are now totally different from those during the Cold War. One indication of that is the 

increase of tourism between Russia and Lapland. All in all, during the post-Cold War transition the 

co-operation – as far as I know – between eastern and western civil societies in the north have 

deepened in many sectors (tourism, business, co-operation for sustainable development, education 

etc.). One institutionalized framework for the co-operation has been the Barents Euro-Arctic 

Region. 

For example the attitude of modernization towards the Sámi people has reflected the arrangements 

between the modern international state system and Aboriginal or native inhabitants in the European 

North. From the perspective of modernization, the culture, sovereignty, languages and even the 

inhabitants of the European North have been less modernized than the particular hegemonic state 

cultures and money/modern economy in Sweden, Norway, Finland and Russia/Soviet Union. The 

―grand narratives of modernization‖ have justified the states‘ policies – concerning for example 

natural resources, education and governance – in the ―northern peripheries‖ of the states. As a part 

of the modern international system the borders of the states – and also the Iron Curtain during the 

Cold War – have defined the political geography in the Sami region. The state borders have for 

example divided the pre-state economical areas in the north. During the post-Cold War transition 

the situation changed. There have been political acts also in the European North which indicate the 

above-mentioned changes for the roles of the states in the international system. For example actors 

in the Sámi region have carried out their identity politics despite the fact that the Sámi people do not 

have their own state. The borders of the states do not exclusively define the political acts in the 

North anymore. 
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There are new kind of political actors and acts ―on the border‖ also in the Torne Valley and the 

Bothnian Arc. Actors in these regions have operated across the borders so effectively that 

sometimes it may have seemed as if there were no borders between the states. The best example is – 

of course – the common Eurocity of Tornio and Haaparanta. The next step is the cities‘ common 

centre on the border of Finland and Sweden. Especially in Torne Valley and the Bothnian Arc, the 

constitutive factor for the post-Cold War political acts has been the European Union. The European 

Union has abolished the formalities for border crossing. It is no longer necessary to cross the border 

via the official border stations only. During the Cold War, Finland had official security political ties 

to the Soviet Union, and Sweden was the unofficial ally to the west. In these circumstances the 

border between Sweden and Finland was also the border of the West and the East. The EU-

memberships of Sweden and Finland implied that the situation had changed. Nowadays it is possible 

to plan deep economic co-operation between Swedish and Finnish municipalities in the Torne 

Valley (e.g. Eurocity between Tornio and Haaparanta and mine cooperation between Kolari and 

Pajala). 

Furthermore, the political conflicts which have divided the population of the frontier regions during 

the Cold War are becoming history now. They had been imposed by the industrial society and 

enabled by the Cold War. Instead of the conflict between communism and capitalism, the most 

significant conflicts in the frontier regions of Northern Finland have dealt with, for example, 

questions related to the ownership of land and the possibilities to utilize the natural resources of the 

region. At the core of the new conflicts are the borders and frontiers – not the hostilities between 

the superpowers of the international system. Part of the post-Cold War transition is also the general 

shift from hierarchical industrial societies to the service orientated network societies. For Manuel 

Castel, the crisis of industrial statism was one reason for the collapse of the Soviet Union (Castells, 

2000: 5–67). The shift also affects the northern-Finnish frontier regions. The households and 

companies in the area are part of the global network society and the improved accessibility is very 

important for all the actors in the Barents region. One indicator of the region‘s better accessibility is 

the growing tourism from all over the world in all the northern-Finnish frontiers.     

In addition, the changes in the kind of security threats give possibility to the deconstruction work in 

the northern frontier regions. As in other parts of the world, during the Cold War in the Barents 

region, the balance of military power and its related security risks defined both the operations of 

national states and those of individual companies and citizens. A large number of nuclear weapons 

were situated in the Barents Sea. As the end of the Cold War neared, the political importance of the 

Barents area in the military context increased further: during the 1980s, a region central to the 

juxtaposition of the great powers emerged from what was formerly an area of low tension 

(Heininen, 1989: 36; 1999). After the collapse of the Soviet Union, more attention was given to 

changes made to the role of military policy in the region. Concurrently, there was discussion in 

regard to which sorts of new modes of cooperation the changes produced in the wake of the fall of 

the Soviet Union would be made possible in the communities of the Barents region. Following the 

Cold War, networking at the civil society level was possible from Lapland to the East. Nowadays 

networking is linked with the development of technology – especially information technology – as 

well as expertise respective to an increase in standards: new technology enables totally new forms of 
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interaction between organizations in the periphery and other parts of the world. With respect to the 

networking of Barents region organizations on the regional and international levels, it is a matter of 

increasing the economic prosperity of those living in the area (Koivumaa & Koivumaa, 2005: 14–

18.)  

Like other post-Cold war security threats, the threat of climate change has transformed the role of 

the state and the context of political confrontation all over the world. After all, from the point of 

view of political action, it is important to adapt to the ongoing transition in the international system.  

Climate change is part of this transition. Anthony Giddens wrote that ―[i]t won´t be possible to 

mobilize effectively against global warming simply on the basis of the avoidance of future dangers – 

that is a wholly negative way. We need some more positive goals to aim for‖ (Giddens, 2009: 71). 

From the perspective of the view of the deconstruction, even the threat of climate change could be 

an opportunity for the European North. Maybe the most widely discussed issue from that point of 

view is the suggestion that the Arctic could be ice-free in the quite near future, even as early as 2030. 

After that, for example commercial trans-Arctic voyages would be a viable option and ―it would be 

possible to go from Northern Europe to East Asia or north-west coast of the US avoiding the Suez 

and Panama Canals‖ (Giddents, 2009: 20). Even though climate change is the most challenging 

threat for mankind in the future, we should understand that it will have different kinds of 

consequences in the different parts of the world. 

Conclusion 

My thesis is that the political acts described in this article, and constituted (made possible) by the 

post-Cold War transition of the international system, deconstruct the peripheral thinking borne in 

the modern state-centric international system. The modern international system has inhibited the 

historical East-West ties between the actors of the European North. The role of the northern areas 

in the modern international system has been to transfer the outputs of production (natural resources 

and workers) to the central areas of the state. The most attractive identity narratives have been 

narratives of state cultures or – during the Cold War – grand stories about the hostility between the 

West and the East or the capitalist and the worker/labour.  

In the post-Cold war transition it is not too difficult to deconstruct the peripheral thinking 

concerning the European North. The attractiveness of local identity narratives has increased during 

the ―global globalization‖ years after the Cold War. In the European North the post-Cold War 

transition of the international systems has opened up more possibilities for the east-west relations, 

local identity narratives, selling the ―end products‖ to the local economy (tourism) and to connect – 

with the help of new technologies – the inhabitants in frontiers and border regions as a more fixed 

part of the global consciousness. In addition, climate change – even though it is a fundamental 

problem for the global community – will provide further content for the work of deconstruction of 

the peripheral thinking in the European North. The discussion about the possibilities that ice 

melting in the Arctic is producing for the northern sea routes is a good indicator for that (see e.g. 

Giddens, 2009: 20). It is also possible to construct the scenario that global system change – including 

climate change – will increase the global tourist flows and direct them also to the northern frontier 
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regions, even though climate change is probably more of a risk than an opportunity for the global 

economy, security and tourism (see e.g. Hall & Higham, 2005: 3–28). 

In my analysis it seems that different aspects of the post-Cold War transition are influencing the 

different kinds of frontier regions within the Barents Region. In Lapland especially, the collapse of 

the Iron Curtain has been very influential. The border between Lapland and Russia is another kind 

of border than that between Lapland and the Soviet Union had been. Social and economic relations 

between the civil societies across borders are now possible. In the Sámi region decolonization has 

been more important. The general decolonization and the emancipation of indigenous peoples in 

the world mean possibilities for new kinds of political acts for the Sami People. In the Torne Valley 

and the Bothian Arc the EU enlargement – as a part of the post-Cold War transition – has also 

given possibilities for new kinds of political acts and speech in the Barents Region. Since the EU 

membership of Finland and Sweden, the border that Sweden and Russia drew through the Torne 

Valley in the year 1809 no longer determines lives as it did before. The people on both sides of the 

border are now part of the same free market area.  

The post-Cold War transition is reorganizing the space of the European North. Before, the main 

determinants in the area were the distance and the borders of the states. Both of the determinants 

separated the space in the frontier areas from other places and spaces in the world. The post-Cold 

War transition is reorganizing the space in the frontiers. At the local level, the people in Lapland 

have connected to – following the collapse of the Iron Curtain – the people on the other side of the 

eastern border of the county. Following the Swedish and Finnish membership in the European 

Union, the people in the Torne Valley especially have connected to the people on the western side 

of the county of Lapland. At the global level – as Manuel Castells has described – the post-Cold War 

transition is linked to the rise of the global network society. Lapland, the Torne Valley, the Sámi 

region and the Bothnian Arc are also part of this global society. The indicators of a global network 

society in the northern frontiers areas are for example international tourism, new technology and the 

people that have adapted themselves to the new global culture both in respect to their work and 

their free time. 
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& The Canadian Arctic 
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This article seeks to show how state-centred geopolitical rationales develop, shift and change, using a case study of 
media depictions of the Canadian Arctic. The author first examines popular conceptions and issues of Arctic issues as 
conveyed to southern Canadians through news articles in 1970-79, 1989, 1999 and 2009, and then highlights and 
deconstructs recurring and popular ‗tropes‘, or literary devices, throughout the years, from security/sovereignty, to 
environment to economic development. 

 

Introduction 

The process of climate change has been given geopolitical agency, and a rich discourse on climate 

change has created a series of compelling and urgent Arctic ‗threat assessments‘. These threat 

assessments have gained traction with actors with broad regional and territorial interests. Dittmer et 

al (2011), argue that this represents a trend and is part of an upsurge in space-making practices in the 

region which access a great variety of representations, discourses and interventions by any number 

of actors--including foreign ministries, militaries, corporations, scientific bodies, academic 

researchers, and others. Because of this, they argue, we should look beyond those voices which 

speak to the unusual, heroic and spectacular, to find a geopolitical analysis which is better tuned to 

translocal and everyday practices‘. These everyday practices, they suggest, lead us to a much richer 
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understanding of why, the Arctic today has become such an important topic in national and inter-

national politics. 

While Dittmer‘ et al.‘s point is taken, in exploring the everyday world of Canadian media texts, I 

suggest that the Arctic continues to be represented, on a daily basis, by a foundational geopolitical 

context promoting nation-building through state-centred discourses. Moreover, if Stuhl (2013), is 

correct in his assessment that a series of continuous stories position Arctic spaces in relation to 

science, sovereignty and technology – and I believe that he is – one reason why the state remains so 

clearly in focus is the constant interplay between these media discourses, more general perceptions 

of the Arctic and the understanding of ‗state‘ as a singular actor. Indeed, as Penrose (2011) reminds 

us more generally, the ‗idea‘ of state is constantly recycled by non-governmental agency and private 

actors outside of the purview of state itself. It results from non-state agency‘s conscious selection of 

familiar and readily identifiable national icons for the purposes of territorial representation, for an 

imagined national audience. These iconic representations, in turn, brand the outcome through the 

lens of the nation-building discourses they reference. This is not to diminish the importance of other 

ways of understanding the North, outside of a state-centred perspective, nor is it mean to diminish 

the power of other points of reference such as indigenous texts and documents. Instead, it is a point 

made to assist us in understanding why non-state perspectives, like indigenous versions of Arctic 

sovereignty, are not well-served through normative channels like forms of media which serve a 

national audience. 

Over the history of North American exploration and state-making, a series of geopolitical 

perspectives on the North have contributed to the positioning of the Canadian Arctic within a 

national narrative. These have been well described by a series of authors and in a series of Canadian 

cultural and historical studies (Berland, 2009; Grant, 2010; Coates et al., 2008; Stuhl, 2013). They 

also show how the Canadian Arctic was captured in different eras, through a series of colonial, 

naturalized and ideological geopolitical discourses, from the Victorians through the extended organic 

metaphors of organic state and evolutionary ‗science‘, to the ideological stand-off between 

superpowers, during the Cold War. Such discourses lead to the privileging of ‗science‘ and the 

mastery of nature, as well as the continuation of colonial representations of empire and then Cold 

War ‗super-empire‘ (Stuhl, 2013; Grant 2010). By the mid-20th century, they had positioned the 

Canadian Arctic in ways which reinforced its role as an economic and military frontier for both the 

Canadian state and as well as for the international community more broadly (Coates et al., 2008; 

Stuhl, 2013; Farish 2010). Today, in the early 21st century, however, neoliberal and globalizing 

discourses which inform the world economy are resonating in the North, and are being met by both 

neo-realist assessments of state sovereignty and security on one hand (see Borgerson, 2008 and 

Dittmer et al., 2011 for discussion), and a resurgence of indigenous rights discourses on the other 

(see Nicol, 2010). On the whole, however, such discourses are being presented in the media as 

threats: threats to sovereignty, threats to security, threats to economic viability. 

Indeed, while there are many different ways of positioning the Arctic (Dittmer et al., 2011), 

according to most contemporary media accounts, as we shall see in this article, a ‗naturalized 

popularized geopolitics‘ fixated on changing climate and environment and the impact of this change 
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upon state interests, has prevailed in the media texts which report upon the Canadian Arctic. In 

doing so, however, these naturalized and popularized texts recycle enduring ideas about natural 

agency in support of state-centred agendas: such as the exercise of sovereignty and the promotion of 

economic development through corporate megaprojects. In this sense, although the media does not 

invent the neo-realist context in which it tends to define all things Arctic, it is nonetheless quite 

culpable in supporting and reinforcing these types of geopolitical assemblages. Again, here Penrose‘s 

(2011) assessment of the critical interplay between state and non-state agency in reproducing 

foundational state-centred imagery is enlightening.   

Querying the Texts: Some Methods and Results 

This article discusses the role of media in orienting geopolitical assessments concerning the 

Canadian North. It speaks, theoretically, to questions of how audiences are constructed which 

enable security ‗threats‘ to move from an isolated performative act of elites and decision-makers, to 

a more general arena of interest (see Balzacq, 2011; Buzan, Waever and de Wilde, 1997; or c.a.s.e. 

collective, 2006, for example), and the representation of threats in neo-realist ways (see Dittmer et 

al., 2011; Borgerson, 2008). The print media does not create the security threat, but rather 

contextualizes it and embeds it within normative day-to-day understandings of news and world 

events. But in doing so, it uses a very specific discourse, involving key phrases and ideas, which it is 

hoped will resonate with a broad audience.  

In order to understand how discourses concerning Arctic issues and threats are constructed, 

particularly with reference to potentially neo-realist state-centred understandings of the North in 

Canada, in this article I undertake the collective compilation of key words and coded messages 

obtained from all major Canadian daily newspapers over a thirty year study period. While not 

wishing to suggest that such questions should be reduced simply to quantitative evidentiary 

frameworks, it is nonetheless important to understand the relationship between what are arguably 

popular neo-realist geopolitics reflected in media accounts, and broader geopolitical assessments and 

securitization discourses. To these ends, I incorporate the perspective of southern Canada‘s daily 

newspapers and their reportage on the Arctic since 1970 using a modified content analysis approach.  

The rationale is to identify and trace the changing foundations of what I consider to be a publically 

articulated or popular geopolitics of southern Canada, as reflected through media assessments of the 

North. I have created samples which include the entirety of the 1970s, one year samplings of articles 

at the end of each decade from 1989 to 2009, as well as all stories published in Canadian major daily 

newspapers in 2013, up to time of writing (Table 1). Key words and themes in each story are 

identified, counted and compared, and the results triangulated with a body of secondary literature 

and political texts to deepen the understanding of the content of the assemblage of discourses so 

identified.  

The overall results from this type of content analysis (Table 1) suggest that that current ‗Arctic 

geopolitics‘ in the Canadian context reflect the rise of a rather stable hegemony of geopolitical 

discourses. As Table 1 indicates, four key types of stories are consistently identified over a 40-year 

period since the 1970s. They are: those concerned with economic and resource development, those 
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concerned with science and environment, those concerned with military and security issues and 

those concerned with the North as a cultural context or even public culture context (books, films, 

documentaries, museum exhibitions and other cultural positioning of Arctic materials). 

Date 1970-79 1989 1999 2009 2013 

Economic 
Development 

66 19 6 8 12 

Science and 
Environment 

7 19 22 26 14 

Military, 
Sovereignty 
and Security 

5 12 - 14 9 

Culture 5 7 10 6 4 

History and 
Exploration 

2 4 10 5 4 

Land Claims 
and Inuit 
Communities 

2.2 5 15 5 3 

Disaster and 
Rescue 

3.2 5 1 4 31 

International 
North 

3 11 2 1 1 

Travel 1.1 9 10 15 4 

Other 5 9 24 18 18 

 99.5 100 100 100 100 

Table 1: Categories of ways in which the „Arctic‟ appeared in news stories 1970-79, 1989, 1999, 2009: 
number of articles and percent per category per temporal period (Source, Canadian Newsstand, 
1970-79; 1989; 1999; 2009) 

As Figure 1 indicates, however, while these geopolitical discourses which represent the broader 

tropes of science, security, economy and culture are consistently present, they are also represented in 

different percentages and combinations over time: entangled, recombinant and recycled over the 

forty year period. For example, economic development was almost the exclusive lens for framing the 

North in the 1970s. It is also important today, but the percentages of such stories have declined as 

other frames for representation, or tropes, have become more important. This does not mean that 

the North has ceased to be an important source of economic speculation - anything but. Rather it 

means that other narratives have become entailed in this understanding of the North as a resource 

place. 

In other words, economic reportage has been supplemented and become entangled with other 

frames of reference, including assessments of territory, environment and security. The evidence of 
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this is the fact that between 1970 and 1979 – a nine year period – 252 stories on the Arctic were 

published in Canadian newspapers. Of these 66 per cent, or just over half, framed the Arctic 

through an economic or resource lens (on average about 10 per year, or 1 per month). By 2013, 

however, over one thousand articles per year were published on the Arctic, and of these just over 100 

framed the Arctic in economic ways: on average just under 10 per month, nearly double the 

coverage of the entire decade of the 1970s. It was not so much that economic reportage declined, 

but that other frames of reference grew. 

Figure 1: Comparison of frequency of reporting on specific themes in „Arctic‟ news (percentage of 
articles on the Arctic), at approximate 10-year intervals, over a 40 year cycle.  

Assembling a Discourse: The 1970s Media Accounts 

 The Emerging Themes 

For southern media in the 1970s, it was difficult to imagine the Arctic as more than an abstract 

frontier for political and economic development. It was, for all intents and purposes, the edge of 

state. In April of 1979, for example, Carey French asked a Canadian Globe and Mail readership ‗how 

safe are Arctic resources?‘ But she pitched this question in reference to the frozen, rather than 

melting, state of the Northwest Passage waters (French, 1979: B1). Referencing Soviet submarine 

capabilities in Arctic waters, and reporting on a presentation to the Canadian Arctic Resources 

Committee by security expert Harriet Critchley, French wrote: ―taking into account the growing 

energy-related activity in the area, the logical solution for Canada is the acquisition of multiple-

purpose equipment and multiple tasking of personnel… Plans for the construction of new patrol 

frigates – traditionally thin-hulled vessels – could incorporate some kind of ice capability, thus 
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allowing Canada to plug the Davis Strait hole in the GIUK gap [Greenland, Iceland and the British 

Isles] (ibid). 

Although Soviet submarines still commanded attention, and this was a period where fascination with 

Cold War topics were popular in cultural representations; it was the potential for energy resources, 

liquid natural gas and oil that riveted the media‘s attention in the Arctic. Despite the fact that the 

Cold War was well underway, less than one per cent of newspaper articles in the 1970s combined 

references to the Arctic with military themes. Instead, these media texts were more commonly 

associated within two discursive categories: economy and environment.  

 A Colonial Economy 

As we have already seen, by the late 1970s, the Arctic was more generally framed by the media 

(through a series of texts, articles and images) as an economic frontier. But it was a frontier  

increasingly linked to the south, in ways which played to a burgeoning Canadian sense of national 

pride, a public history focused on ‗staples‘, and a state-cultivated lust for natural resources. The 

exploits of Dome Petroleum, in mastering the icy waters of the Arctic Ocean, for example, were late 

20th century narratives that rivalled those of heroic Victorian explorers. For example, in framing the 

report of the deployment of the Kigoriak, in September 1979, for Dome Petroleum, French again 

wrote, and more enthusiastically than ever:  

Canadian Marine Drilling Ltd., the shipping arm of Calgary based Dome Petroleum Ltd., is 

out to set a new record for the length of time spent by an icebreaker in the Beaufort Sea 

this winter. The ship that will attempt to ride the Arctic onslaught is the, Kigoriak, a new 

addition to the Canmar fleet with an ice-handling rating of Arctic Class IV; second in 

power only to the Canadian Coast Guard's Louis St. Laurent. With the shipyard paint still 

fresh on her sides, the vessel left Halifax a week ago on her way north (French, 1979: B10). 

Like French‘s reportage, many of the other contemporaneous articles which framed the North for 

southerners in the 1970s did so with reference to the point of view of ‗singular‘ state interests. To 

some extent this was because between the 1950s and late 1970s, northern economic development 

boomed, but was heavily reliant upon the state (Bone, 2009). Any number of mineral and energy 

developments, like the Pine Point in the Northwest Territories, the Faro mine in the Yukon, or 

Normal Wells were funded or subsidized with federal funds, although most of this development was 

focused upon sub-Arctic rather than Arctic regions. But it was also a highly ‗colonial‘ discourse. 

Indeed, if we further interrogate these data, we find that within the category of economic 

development, newspaper stories were mostly still concerned with oil and liquid natural gas, and were 

preoccupied with the news of development on these fronts. Positioning the Arctic more 

prominently in relation to southern Canada, it countered a discourse which otherwise positioned 

Inuit as minor actors and ―others‖. Indeed, a negligible number (only about 2.5 per cent) of articles 

on the Arctic were concerned with the indigenous peoples who actually lived in the region. 

Moreover, few of these articles recognized the existence of two worlds in the North. Inuit societies 

were generally described as under threat and malingering, desperately in need of jobs and economic 

development. This discourse opened the doors to large-scale corporate interests, but also to a 
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renewed debate about the relationship between identity, sovereignty, resources and, indeed, 

territorial and military security. The ‗frontier/homeland‘ dichotomy, which was to become reflected 

in the moniker for Chief Justice Berger‘s (1977) report on the Mackenzie Valley pipeline inquiry, 

clearly reacted to this problem, but it was a problem mainly pitched in environmental terms outside 

of media circles. Indeed, the concept of ‗frontier and homeland‘ had more traction from a state-

centred, southern Canada environmental perspective than from a post-colonial perspective. 

 Environment 

While the media focused almost exclusively on oil and liquid natural gas bonanzas to be had in the 

Canadian Arctic, The Nature of Things, a CBC environmental programme, devoted an entire 

programme to raising the alarm about the impacts of oil spills on fragile Arctic environments in 

1979, a programme reported on in the Globe and Mail, under the headline: ―CBC stacks oil deck 

against oil industry‖ (Globe and Mail, 1979: P16).  While not entirely subscribing to the environmental 

alarm raised, the reporter had the wits to know that this was news. Moreover, in context of the 

positioning of indigenous versus environmental homeland, the CBC reporter found it surprising that 

the program said nothing about the impact of such a disaster on indigenous communities in the 

Arctic.  

Throughout 1979, a series of stories about the destructive potential impacts of oil exploitation in the 

Arctic were released, some, for example, commenting upon the difficulty of capping oil spills in the 

event of an accident in offshore drilling as if it were merely an inconvenience. None worried about 

indigenous communities. For example, the Globe and Mail reported in 1979, that:  

For offshore drilling operations in the Beaufort Sea and the Eastern Arctic, the major 
stumbling blocks are ice and a short drilling season. The latter, because of the ice, would 
make drilling a relief well in the event of a blowout virtually impossible for almost a year. 
This would mean a runaway well would gush uninterrupted under thick layers of ice until 
work crews could get into the area at the start of the next drilling season (Malarek, 1979: 
P19). 

Environmental worries in the press were few and far between: stories of potential disaster was less 

well covered than those which promised oil rigs and platforms. Much like the Cold War era, 

environment and nature were non-human agents to master and overcome. Indeed, of all the 

newspaper stories accessed through the Canadian Newsstand data base between 1970 and 1979, only 

about 7 per cent discussed environmental issues at all, compared to nearly 10 times that number 

which referenced the Arctic from an economic resource perspective. Indeed, it was in this context 

that Berger (1977) coined the phrase ‗homeland/frontier‘ as his way of positioning local versus 

corporate and state interests in the North. 

But this was not the entire story, of course. Outside of the press, a volley of reports, stories and 

more widely circulated texts by a number of scholars and practitioners resulted, beginning with 

Thomas Berger‘s report on the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline in the 1970s (Berger, 1977).  Such reports 

and approaches identify the special nature of Canada‘s Arctic and sub-Arctic regions, the issues and 

challenges to its human populations, and the potential threat of large resource-oriented extraction 

projects like the proposed Mackenzie Valley pipeline.  These early assessments rightly identified the 
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potential for large scale environmental destruction and unalterable change to indigenous lifestyles in 

the north, counterpoising the politics of environment, in this region against the politics of resource 

extraction industries. In this way, the perception of the Canadian North as a resource frontier pitted 

environmental protection against economic development provided an entry from which indigenous 

perspectives could be inserted into a southern Canadian worldview which otherwise saw little but an 

empty, resource rich, northern space. Indeed, for Stuhl (2013), the 1970s stories were quite 

contradictory, but the hegemony of ‗economy discourses‘ reflected the hegemony of a state-centred 

perspective. It is this understanding of a state-centred, although unstable assemblage of Arctic 

discourses, which the media seemed also to reflect.  

[E]cologist Cowan McTaggart described the human ‗appetite for energy and minerals‘ as 
unleashing untold ecological and human consequences across the world, and potentially 
throughout the north. Scientists pointed to these concerns to advocate for the expansion 
of wilderness areas on the Beaufort Sea coast – namely to grow the Arctic National 
Wildlife Refuge (legislated into being in 1960) into an internationally protected area to 
prevent the most-likely route for pipelines out of the region...Jean Chretien redressed 
ecological protection as colonialism, because locking up the north as a sanctuary would 
squash Inuit aspirations for jobs and leading roles in oil extraction. Development had 
become both imperialism and decolonization, and conservation had become the tried and 
true trope of ‗neglect and indifference‘ (Stuhl, 2013: 110-111). 

 Nation-Building and the National Glue 

As Stuhl (2013) reminds us in his analysis of the ‗new North‘ rhetoric of the 20th century, there was 

a considerable degree of ‗déjà vu‘ in the Arctic media discourses constructed in the 1970s. Indeed, in 

ways very similar to the Victorian era, in the 20th and even today, this 1970s era saw the Arctic as a 

key piece in the building of nationhood in ways which are concerned less with acquiring territory, 

and more with the symbolic importance of that territory for larger nation-building agendas. This 

nation-building discourse was not lost on southern Quebeckers. Their provincial government, much 

like other southern Canadian governments, moved north in the 1970s. For Québec it was to the 

James Bay and Northern Québec, to claim resources and control over a vast hinterland which was 

crucial to Québec‘s own sovereignty agenda. The outcome, the Northern Québec and James Bay 

Agreement (NQJBA), was mixed. Despite its disastrous environmental and socio-economic legacy 

for indigenous peoples, the massive industrial complex energy it spawned was, at the time, seen as 

iconic by non-indigenous Canadians, reflecting the potential of the North to produce unlimited 

resources, once its indigenous claims had been settled.  

It was not just the state, state actors, large corporations with political clout, or state agencies that 

constructed state-oriented Arctic discourses. ―Can the North be the glue that holds Canada 

together‖, a younger Franklyn Griffiths mused in the Globe and Mail in 1979, asking if the imagery 

of the North and its potential for nation-building could overcome the divisions imposed by a French 

and English Canada? (Griffiths, 1979: P7). Such narratives built upon the idea of North, or the 

mythical North (Grace, 2001), much in the same way that Victorians, for example, saw the 

exploration of these icy climes as a metaphorical testing ground for both manhood and national 
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virility (see Dittmer et al., 2011; Dodds, 2002). But instead of ‗manhood‘ and ‗mastery‘ the issue was 

overcoming cultural and linguistic diversity. 

 „Other‟ Tropes 

While we have seen that Soviet submarines were in some cases an issue of concern, during the 

1970s, overall only approximately 5 per cent of Canadian newspaper articles on the Arctic focused 

upon the Arctic as a field for defence and sovereignty. The process of successfully negotiating 

comprehensive land claims and articles focusing on Inuit society; as well as potential disasters 

stemming from oil spills and related economic development issues comprised another 5 per cent 

combined, while the ‗international North‘ – that is the definition of the Canadian Arctic in ways 

which recognized the activities and interests of neighbours‘ – was negligible (1 per cent). A further 5 

per cent was also made up of articles where Arctic was simply a term used as a metaphor: for brand 

names or for issues actually unrelated to the North. 

Overall, then, the discourses promoted by newspaper articles in this era, while mindful of 

technology, climate and the role of science in the north, were clearly not framed by naturalized 

actors which authorized development or securitization by virtue of environmental relationships as is 

the case today. Rather, the discourses were counterpoised, and aligned with either the exploitation of 

natural resources, or the need for protection from resource exploitation ‗accidents‘. For the media, it 

was the relationship between oil, energy and national policy that took precedence over 

environmental concerns, contributing to a strong state narrative which attempted to align north with 

south through corporate interests, or more accurately interacting with state-centred discourses to 

give meaning to the host of representations it encountered in the North. Still, if the role of the 

Arctic and its environment in state building and public discourse in this era was not substantial, the 

Arctic itself was a mere sub-text in a larger spectrum of state-building discourses and interests more 

generally focused elsewhere: on relations with the United States, for example. Of the approximately 

33,000 articles published in Canadian major daily newspapers on the Arctic since 1970, in fact, less 

than one per cent came from this entire decade, reinforcing William‘s (2013) observation that the 

power relations embedded in Arctic discourses are neither homogeneous and unchanging, nor do 

they run exclusively between the Arctic and the Canadian south.  

An International North? The Arctic in the 1980s and 1990s 

 „Recombinant‟ Discourse 

By the 1980s, and well into the 1990s, a shifting focus of concern saw the rise of an Arctic media 

discourse framed through the lens of environmental cooperation, emphasizing a series of treaties, 

agreements and institutions which forged what has subsequently been called ‗the circumpolar 

North‘, or the ‗international North‘ (Keskitalo, 2004; Heininen, 2004; Heininen & Nicol, 2007). 

Table 1 references the fact that by 1989, the main interest of the media clearly revolved around five 

general themes. These included environmental issues, like ozone depletion and climate change, 

PCBs and oil spills (19 per cent of articles dwelt on these themes); economic development issues, 

mainly related to energy development and pipelines (another 19 per cent of articles); sovereignty and 
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security threats, most generally related to the Conservative Government‘s reluctance to purchase 

nuclear submarines and international activity in the Arctic (12 per cent of stories); and a 

corresponding interest in the way in which the Arctic was increasingly the subject of international 

cooperation and negotiation (11 per cent of stories deal with the international North).  

While the percentages and emphasis are variable, what actually emerges in the 1980s is stream of 

media texts which reflect both continuation, as well as a recombination, of 1970s tropes: 

environment and science, economic development and military security and sovereignty. One of the 

triggers for recombination and recycling of persistent themes in 1989, however, was the way in 

which a shifting international context appeared to be changing the ‗great game‘. In context of the 

end of the Cold War, the media was fascinated with the relationship between Canada and the 

international community (specifically the Soviet Union), while still suspicious of its military interests. 

Unlike the previous decade, however, the media began to focus upon the environment, and indeed 

by 1989, the theme of environmental protection was increasingly represented in the media: almost 

20 per cent of all articles referenced environment, most in context of its vulnerability, the impact of 

the Cold War on Arctic environments (especially Soviet Arctic), and the need for cooperation.   

Indeed, by 1989, it is clear that some significant shifts had begun to occur in the public discourses of 

the Canadian Arctic (Table 1), and the assemblages by which the region was understood to represent 

the ‗state‘. This was particularly true with the way in which ‗environment‘ was positioned as a means 

of engaging southern Canada with the Arctic. The sense of the Arctic as a testing ground for 

masculinity and state prowess had changed considerably, and was being increasingly defined in terms 

of climate change. Scientists were more actively speculating about the way in which greenhouse 

gases and industrial pollution were affecting global environments, and this speculation found its way 

to the press. Of the some ‗1000 plus‘ articles on the Arctic, in 1989, for example, one of the largest 

percentages dealt with the subject of a changing Arctic environment. No longer a testing ground, the 

north signalled instead a shifting ground with potential environmental, political, economic and 

cultural fallout. The threat of climate change, and the link between climate change and Arctic human 

security broadly defined, was increasingly referenced. 

This was the decade which saw the beginning of the Rovaniemi process, leading to the subsequent 

establishment of the Arctic Environmental Protection Strategy and the Arctic Council in the 1990s. 

‗Environment‘ became a topic for state action, through a series of international meetings regarding 

‗peaceful cooperation‘ in the North, which was subscribed to by the Canadian government. Indeed, 

various scholars have recorded the history of this international cooperation which led to the 

founding of the Arctic Council in 1996 (Heininen & Nicol, 2007; Axworthy, 2012; Keskitalo, 2004). 

The lens of ‗state‘ was evoked through the international cooperation which the Rovaniemi process 

of the 1980s subsequently triggered. It was initially coupled with a changing Cold War paradigm to 

create a new awareness of environment, human security, and demilitarization (Keskitalo, 2004). At 

the time, Griffiths reminded nervous Canadians, through the pages of the Toronto Star, that the 

―Soviets‖ had proven to be good allies with respect to northern security and environment:  

Canada and the Soviet Union, despite belonging to opposed military alliances, have long 
had a good deal in common in their approach to Arctic waters in international law. For 
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example, Moscow helped to block efforts of the Nixon administration to prevent Canada 
from enacting the Arctic Waters Pollution Prevention Act of 1970 following the 
unauthorized voyages of U.S. icebreakers accompanying the tanker Manhattan in Canadian 
Arctic waters. As well, Canadian and Soviet diplomats worked together in the mid-1970s 
to procure Article 234 of the Law of the Sea Treaty, which gives coastal states special 
rights of non-discriminatory regulation over adjacent ice-covered waters. Indeed, were 
Canada ever required to defend its Arctic sovereignty claim before the World Court, we 
would definitely want a Soviet jurist on the panel of judges that heard the case‖ (Griffiths, 
1989: A17). 

An interest in environment was subsequently reflected in the press more generally. Not only did the 

number of articles published on the Arctic in this decade grow with respect to a state-based 

environmental agenda, so did the idea that Canadian Arctic might be understood from a post-Cold 

War lens. For the Canadian Government this meant a focus upon ‗human security‘, and subscription 

to a larger international agenda on the circumpolar North (Heininen & Nicol, 2007; Kesitalo, 2004). 

Such a reorientation was in keeping with a growing international consensus which, beyond the 

purview of both the media and state, included landmark texts like the Brundtland Report (Williams, 

2010; Heininen & Nicol, 2007; UN, 1987). Still, the decade closed with a lamentation that a 

burgeoning environmental awareness, throughout Canada and not just in the North, was poorly 

presented in the governance agenda of the state, although an interest in Arctic environmentalism 

had been fuelled by the Exxon Valdez disaster (see Table 1: Disaster and Rescue, where a higher 

number of incidents for this year stem from the Exxon Valdez incident).1 

It is important, however, not to overstate the shift in perception and representation. While a new 

understanding of military civilian relations was emergent within the Arctic region, the complex 

interweaving of a military and mastery of climate discourse as a corollary of the Arctic ‗science‘ 

discourse still remained important if somewhat less so than in previous times. For example, an 

article reporting on a military exercise on Ellesmere Island, using the aptly titled ―Icy cold, polar 

bears Arctic test for soldiers‖, repeated the gendered and colonial texts, and observed that ―Warrant 

Officer Larry Hartenberger of Regina said ‗outdoor challenges like this are good for the fellows‘, and 

that Brig.-Gen. C.A. Walker, commander of the Prairie Militia, said the exercise helps to reinforce 

Canadian sovereignty in the North…‗It‘s a way of showing the flag and demonstrating the capability 

of our troops to put down anywhere in Canada regardless of the terrain or temperatures.‘ (Toronto 

Star, 1989). 

 Re-Framing Indigenous Peoples‟ Interests 

‗Showing the flag‘, however, became an increasingly qualified exercise in the late 1980s. The 

discursive shift from Cold War to post-Cold War geopolitics left some wondering just why nuclear 

submarines were necessary, and why military capacity was necessary for sovereignty. Along with the 

rise of an international context for environmental negotiations in the Arctic, for example, came a 

corresponding increase in the way in which the Arctic was constructed as a potential nuclear-free 

zone, and one in which Inuit peoples played a role within sovereignty and security discourses. The 

Toronto Star noted, in December, 1985 for example, that:  
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Inuit spokesman, Mark Gordon, suggested that to exercise sovereignty on the ground in 
this Arctic of ours, there should be more reliance on the people who have actually lived 
there for centuries, the Inuit. As he noted, they can live more easily in the cold than the 
troops from the warm south, and whereas tanks can make only 21 kilometres a day over 
ice and snow, Inuit dog teams could cover twice that distance, and are doing it now as the 
small Canadian Rangers teams that scout the territory as best they can (Walker, 1985). 

This new sensitivity to indigenous actors was really not so new, however, as Exner-Pirot (2013) 

reminds us, its legacy is larger, related to changes occurring throughout the circumpolar North 

during the era previous to the Rovaniemi process. It involved not only Inuit, but Sami and 

Russia‘s indigenous peoples, and by the time of the internationalization of Northern discourses 

reflected in the late 1980s, indigenous interests were embedded within the AEPS. While the 

Canadian media reframed the issues in the context of national concerns, addressing cooperation, 

indigenous participation and sovereignty as if it was freshly minted in the Canadian North, such 

discourses were well-developed elsewhere (Exner-Pirot, 2013). 

The 1990s: „Environment‟ Continues 

 Collective Narratives 

The growing importance of environment as the prima facia scientific concern continued in the 1990s. 

While earlier ‗mastery‘ of cold climates has driven Arctic explorers and expeditions, by the 1990s the 

theme was clearly ‗stewardship‘. Table 1 suggests that in the late 1990s, the most important way in 

which the Arctic was framed for southern audiences was in environmental terms: namely through 

stories and articles focusing upon climate change and thinning ozone layers. Throughout the 1990s, 

culminating in 1999, this focus on a ‗shifting environment‘ featured in stories referenced scientific 

expeditions, state-funded scientific research, and to a limited degree, governmental responsibility for 

remediation, and other state-centred narratives: the Canadian Government was chastised, for 

example, for its underfunding of Arctic research. Weather, ocean currents and ice were the central 

features of these science and environmental stories. Narratives of mastery and the heroics of 

exploration were not nearly as prominent in real time stories, but were very much referenced by a 

significant emphasis upon travel and history. For example, the media followed closely the travel 

narratives of Pamela Coulston, whose missives were titled in ways which referenced heroic explorers 

of the past. On July 25, 1999, for example, Coulston‘s contribution to the Gazette was entitled: 

―Nature‘s mighty hand: We camp at the base of Mount Herodier, exhausted from hauling our gear 

across the uneven ice. I think about travelers who have died here, and know we are at the mercy of 

the land: [Final Edition]‖. 

 Along similar lines, The Gazette opened her article with an explanatory paragraph to the effect that: 

―[w]riter Pamela Coulston and photographer Mike Beedell are circumnavigating Bylot Island on 

foot, in kayaks and on skis. Their trip through this spectacular landscape is intended as a celebration 

of the new territory of Nunavut and the soon-to-be-established Sirmilik National Park. Through 

recording and sharing their experiences, they hope to bring a greater understanding of the Arctic to 

people in Canada and abroad. Accounts of their adventure will be published each week in the 

Magazine‖(1999: C3). Similarly, a rather large category of stories reflected upon the 
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accomplishments of Arctic explorers, and books or exhibits regularly reinterpreted their 

accomplishments‖ (Coulston, 1999). 

 Culture and Metaphor 

Combined with this focus upon Arctic legacy was a rather well-developed sense of the Arctic as a 

cultural context. This was the era of the Nunavut negotiations, and a time of change for both Inuit 

and non-native alike. Art, books, film and theatre referenced the Arctic – the Inuit as well as 

European Arctic that is – while the media focused upon history, Inuit life and those non-natives 

who had ‗pioneered‘ in the Arctic, through their involvement in exploration, education and health 

initiatives, for example. What was still evident, however, was the way in which such cultural images, 

referenced rather colonial views ‗from the south‘, and reasserted the ‗Canadian context‘ of the 

North. Moreover, and this I think is rather significant, there were a large number of articles in which 

the term ‗Arctic‘ was used frequently as an adjective to refer to cold climates, air masses, snow 

storms, products and colours, or remote conditions existing outside of the north, as part of a 

normative practice of abstractly capturing and embedding the North in the south by metaphor. 

Moreover, what was almost entirely absent from media accounts was a sense of the Arctic as a 

geopolitical context, quite a striking observation when comparing these to media texts a decade later 

where fully two thirds of articles referenced security, military and geopolitical competition.  

 Human Security and Arctic Peoples 

Where was the state? Relatively absent in public discussions in the late 1990s? Or present in new 

form? Towards the end of 1999, media texts discuss the establishment of Nunavut, positioning it as 

a monumental political accomplishment in governance as well as for indigenous societies. The 

positioning of Inuit as Canadian citizens, or as actors centrally implicated within the framing of 

Canadian identity and geography was limited, however, to consideration of Inuit within Nunavut, 

rather than a more general consideration of Aboriginal self-governance. This was a period when 

through international forums like the Arctic Environmental Programme (AEP) the Canadian state 

was involved in an international reframing of the Arctic in ways which stressed human security and 

multilateralism (Heininen & Nicol, 2007, Williams, 2004). The Arctic was crucial to this exercise, and 

with the development of both an international environmental security agenda and a domestic 

Northern Dimension of Foreign Policy, policy-makers attempted to reposition the Canadian Arctic 

within a broader human security context. Still, while environmental cooperation was the leitmotif for 

the process, and the role of indigenous peoples emphasized as integral to this agenda, for the media 

the North remained a significant source for historical narratives; informed reading on exotic 

indigenous cultures; and fed a contested field of scientific inquiry. Stories concerning the 

international North, geopolitics or even the Arctic Council were lacking. Only a few dozen articles 

appeared in the press concerning the Arctic Council, for example, despite its 1996 description by 

Circumpolar Ambassador Mary Simon, as ―a breakthrough‖ in the Arctic (Barthos, 1996). Still, 

curiosity pieces found their way to print: for example the story of the Inuit community whose 

sealskin puppets were seized at the American border, and which required considerable diplomatic 

action on the part of both Inuit and the federal government, to retrieve. 
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While the changes involved in devolution, a deterioration of climate, shifting post-Cold war 

geopolitical contexts, and an increasingly global world are detected in these discourses which 

represented the North to southern Canadians, several things are clear. First, as Mary Simon noted in 

an editorial piece crafted for southern Canadians, their knowledge of Inuit and northern cultures was 

woefully inadequate. Still, the lens through which the media saw the North had not overcome this 

shortcoming, but contributed to it. Second, the Canadian North continued to be understood 

primarily through historical, cultural and travel adventure lenses which stressed its remote, exotic 

nature and its ―otherness‖. These foundational discourses continued the conversation in ways 

which, as Williams (2010: 241) reminds us, were to continue to position the ‗Arctic‘ and its 

discourses within a ―set of three co-mingling and contestable knowledges: that the Arctic is a 

colonial, marginalized and indigenous space‖ in the early 21st century. But in Williams‘ assessment, 

such images were not to be contrasted to a unified understanding of the state in the North – these 

were the discourses of state. Much as Simon reminded us, this resulted in a real deficit of knowledge 

on the part of most Canadians, with respect to the details of people and life within the region. Still, 

while these public discourses were clearly steeped in a traditional Canadian colonial mentality - 

focused on state, myth and environment - the geopolitical imagination they referenced was of a very 

different era. Russians were not understood to be natural enemies, for example, but rather allies in 

the north. As for the Northwest Passage, while the American position was noted, some questioned 

why we needed the Northwest Passage anyway.  These were indeed different times, and these stories 

reflected the foundations upon which a subsequent generation of geopolitical narratives were to be 

overlaid.  

The 21st Century: New Naturalizations/Reframing Geopolitical Perceptions 

By the early 21st century, narratives about the North shifted to position the state as an international 

actor within an international North (Keskitalo, 2004; Heininen & Nicol, 2007). During the period 

from 2000 to 2007, for example, the Canadian Government had produced a series of policies, 

reports and general texts, which spoke to this geopolitical positioning (Williams, 2010). This is also 

reflected in the percentages of stories and articles printed in 2009, two years after the Russian flag 

planting ‗incident‘. Here, 14 per cent of framings, the highest level registered over the forty years 

covered by this study, positioned military security and sovereignty as key issues for policy-makers 

and Canadians interested in the North. It was a positioning which spoke to cooperation on 

environment and indigenous affairs, inclusion and consensus. And yet, as Williams reminds us, 

increasingly as the decade wore on, this promising human security discourse took on a residual role 

and the themes of sovereignty and security increasingly dominated human security: ―[t]his means 

that the issues and discourses not included in the traditional state security problematic (such as 

environmental threats and social concerns for indigenous Arctic peoples) take on a residual role, 

overshadowed by centralized government control to secure the Arctic‘s land and waters and protect 

its sovereignty over them‖ (244). 
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 Competition Trumps Co-Operation? 

While Stuhl (2013) argues, cogently, that all Arctic news is old news, it is nonetheless important to 

realize that as the first decade of the 21st century progressed, this cooperative and regional approach 

to the ‗North‘ was being replaced by a more competitive vision of international relations, in which 

‗national Norths‘ figured more prominently. Concentrating upon potential conflict over sea beds 

and waterways, natural resources and militaries, North American media coverage, at least, while 

heightened, tends to downplay the fact of significant developments in regional agreements 

concerning environmental protection and search and rescue responsibilities. In 2009, for example, of 

the just over 1600 articles which appeared in Canadian major dailies discussing the Arctic, roughly 

two thirds were focused on science and environment or military security and geopolitics—and 

roughly equal proportions. While the interplay between environment and security was a prominent 

discourse, only rarely did regional cooperation find mention. 

This was a break from the previous decade. The much debated shift from geopolitics of cooperation 

to competition (Nicol & Heininen, 2013; Heininen, 2004) took place sometime during this period. 

The result? An emerging security discourse in which the media reported: ―[t]he Arctic is under siege 

as never before‖. This a CBC news report proclaimed in August 2010, reflecting what was then a 

rather general consensus that not only were recent development in the Canadian Arctic becoming a 

‗hot‘ issue for newsmakers, these developments were being recast in ways which played to a 

burgeoning Canadian sense of national pride (CBC News, 2009)  

The process of Arctic maritime boundary-making was, in the days and months to follow, recast by 

the media as a litmus test for the strength of the Canadian state in an international arena. In the 

media, the subtleties of maritime boundary making, international law and border disputes were 

glossed, while the Arctic was presented as a new ‗frontier‘ potentially ripe for the picking. This was 

an agenda which, although not unique, fit nicely into the existing contours of Canada‘s national 

political landscape. For the Conservative Government led by Canadian Prime Minster Stephen 

Harper, it was a chance to trumpet an aggressive Canadian nationalism aimed at an international 

partner where little to no retaliation was possible.  For the opposition, as personified by then New 

Democratic Party leader, Jack Layton, it was an opportunity to criticize the government as being 

unconcerned with Canadian sovereignty, practicing instead a type of rhetorical aggression without 

teeth. As one columnist noted, ―[i]n the view of opposition … the government has responded with 

little more than rhetoric to threats to Canadian sovereignty in its frozen backyard. Canada must 

move quickly and make immediate, strategic investments in its Arctic‖ (Washington Post, August 6 

2010).  

 Views From the Foreign Press 

Academics too, jumped into the fray. The Arctic was mapped and positioned in terms of boundary 

lines, national interests and international security. A host of scholars discussed how the scenario of 

melting ice might reframe Canada‘s national interests and lead to challenges for places and spaces 

previously undisputed (Huebert, 2010). The Canadian military responded from their point of view: a 

2008 Canadian Parliamentary paper on Defence argued that there was a direct link between climate 
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change and insecurity: ―more recently, the effects of climate change have served to add another 

dimension to an already complex policy area, and once again the challenge for Canada is to adapt its 

Arctic security and defence strategy to meet changing threats‖ (Mychajlyszyn, 2008). This meant an 

emphasis upon a greater capacity to patrol Arctic waters and to undertake surveillance in the region. 

The Canadian media and news-makers were not alone in perceiving the Arctic in this way. Some of 

the Russian media reported the flag-plating event of August 2007 in a way which really spoke to the 

symbolic, rather than legal significance of the event: ―a Tass reporter on board the mission support 

ship said crew members cheered as Chilingarov climbed out of the submersible and was handed a 

pair of slippers… ‗This may sound grandiloquent but for me this is like placing a flag on the moon, 

this is really a massive scientific achievement,‘ Sergei Balyasnikov, spokesman for Russia's Arctic and 

Antarctic Institute, told Reuters‖ (CNN.com, August 4 2007).  

Americans too, had developed a perspective on the Arctic, and they, too, tended to adopt the ‗Arctic 

siege‘ mentality. At the same time, the U.S. continued on its trajectory of ‗science and oil‘, meaning 

that its interests in Arctic regions and its Arctic agenda was driven by promoting American science 

as if it were a foreign policy, as well as by big oil interests in offshore Alaska, and the Canadian 

Arctic (Borgerson, 2008). Still, the Washington Post, responding to the planting of a Russian flag on 

the Arctic Ocean seabed in 2007, emphasized similarities between Canada and the U.S., and noted 

that: ―Canada and the United States scoffed at the legal significance of the dive by a Russian mini-

sub to set the flag on the seabed Thursday. ‗This isn't the 15th century. You can't go around the 

world and just plant flags‘ to claim territory, Canada‘s minister of foreign affairs, Peter MacKay, told 

reporters‖ (Struck, 2010) Similarly, despite the aggressive sovereignty rhetoric issue by the current 

Harper Government, as one American columnist has noted, ―the government has responded with 

little more than rhetoric to threats to Canadian sovereignty in its frozen backyard. Canada must 

move quickly and make immediate, strategic investments in its Arctic.‖  (Washington Post, 2010)  

 New Discourses 

What was the result of this moment in time in terms of Canadian geopolitical discourses? It was a 

striking array of themes and discourses in new combinations. Table 1 suggests some real differences 

between the topics covered by newspaper in 2009 and those covered in previous decades. Most 

importantly, perhaps, is the role which science and environmental stories play within all Canadian 

newspapers. Clearly one third of all articles assess climate change in one way or another. But, 

environmental discourses also referenced the need for military action: the rise of military, 

sovereignty and security discourses recast climate change as a geopolitical and security issue. In 2009, 

for example, there was little contestation concerning the role of the Canadian Government and its 

military intervention in the north, naturalized by the process of climate change and its impacts on 

the Arctic Ocean. The result was that by 2010, the Canadian Government revved up its concern 

with military security in the Arctic. It also made a number of promises regarding military surveillance 

of the North. These were focused upon expanding human and technological surveillance and 

apprehension capacities and enhancing search and rescue capabilities, and shifted patrol 

responsibilities from the Canadian Coast Guard to the Canadian Navy.  
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Throughout all of this time period, media discourses recreated a new and popularized account of the 

North as an ‗icy treasure trove‘ where nations waited in the wings to stake claims to the Arctic 

Ocean, in what had the potential to be a protracted and conflicted process – a new ‗Cold War‘ as the 

media called it. The media reports generated by the flag-planting incident, which followed over the 

next few years, attempted to explain the national context of the Arctic region in raw, geopolitical 

terms. The break reflected more than just a Russian publicity stunt, however. It also referenced the 

way in which discourses stressing state interest in Arctic waters and seabed resources were triggering 

a call for state presence in the North in very different ways that had the cooperative environmental 

agendas of the earlier Rovaniemi process of the 1980s. 

Back to the (1970s) Future? 

Since 2009, there have been signs of a shifting focus, or rather a realignment of sorts. In May of 

2012, for example, the Canadian government announced that its fleet of armed vessels for Arctic 

patrol would be delayed by at least three years: ―the Defence Department had been expecting to take 

delivery of Canada‘s first of between six and eight Arctic Offshore Patrol Ships in 2015. But 

documents tabled in the House of Commons on Tuesday show the timeline has been pushed back 

to 2018‖ (Berthhiaume, 2012). While in the media today, the subtleties of maritime boundary 

making, international law and border disputes has been debated from all angles, the rhetorically 

aggressive response of the government has been duly noted and, until the very recent past, been 

more often than not met with approval. Increasingly, however, the failure of the current Canadian 

government to deliver a series of rather extravagant promises connected to the building of ships, 

naval facilities, and general Northern security infrastructure, has been met by media disapproval. 

This fit well with a general orientation of the Canadian public towards improving the military 

security capability of the state. Polls suggest that the top foreign policy issue for Canadians has been 

‗Arctic sovereignty‘. In a 2011 poll, for example, ―more than 40 per cent of Canadians [surveyed] 

said the country should pursue a firm line in defending its sections of the North, compared to just 

10 per cent of Americans (Mahoney, 2011).  

 Responding to Constructed Sovereignty Threats 

The result of media reportage on climate change and sovereignty vulnerability, from both within and 

outside of the Canadian press, has been mixed. There is a rather publically positioned outcry, both 

for and against the seeming abandonment of the promise of a rapid deployment of ships and jets to 

the North. For example, in the wake of a series of contradictory editorials published by two of 

Canada‘s top Arctic scholars, one reporter lamented that:  

Sovereignty, security, patriotism and pride are attractive and powerful concepts that have 
played prominently in Prime Minister Stephen Harper‘s rhetoric surrounding the Arctic 
since he was elected in 2006. His promises to bolster Canada‘s claims to the Northwest 
Passage, the creation of Permanent Canadian Forces Ranger units to protect the nation‘s 
North and the building of naval vessels capable of patrolling Arctic waters have 
consistently been highlighted as aspects of his vision for a Canada First national defence 
strategy.  
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During Harper‘s recent northern sojourn, Canadians were again inundated with media 
images of the Prime Minister taking target practice and making announcements of federal 
initiatives focusing on economic development as a key means of ensuring his continued 
commitment to the Arctic. But all that attention leaves me wondering why Harper 
continues to act as if the Arctic remains at the top of his defence-policy priority list. He 
has been making promises for years to bolster a Canadian presence in the Arctic - 
especially in the form of the Canadian Forces – but to date, there has been no significant 
progress in delivering on his commitments (Murray, 2013).  

Still, this perspective is not monolithic. Others were relieved to think that rather than focus on 

defence, the Canadian Government was now more interested in securing northern economic 

development for its citizens. Indeed, much like the dichotomy between the environment and 

resource development in the 1970s, the concept of economic development for northerners, versus 

securitization (or more aptly securitization rhetoric) for southerners became a contrasting series of 

tropes in the popular press. Parodying the Conservative political vision of the North and its role as 

capstone to a ‗unified‘ Canadian state, for example, Hunter (1980) wrote a rather satirical article for 

the Globe and Mail in August 2013, following Prime Minster Harper‘s most recent trip to Nunavut 

and Operation Nanook: 

Back in 2010, Prime Minister Stephen Harper went north of 60 in a fighting mood, with 
clenched fists. Surrounded by soldiers in desert camouflage, he talked of defending 
Canada's North against all comers, especially harpoon-wielding Vladimir Putin, the 
Russian president. Back in 2007, Harper had promised six Polar Class vessels to patrol the 
Arctic shoreline, a deep-water station at Nanisivik on Baffin Island near the eastern 
entrance to the Northwest Passage, a military training centre at Resolute Bay.  

He promised, again, to re-arm and re-equip the Canadian Rangers, the band of happy 
warriors who stand on chilly guard for the rest of us. As he said in 2007 of the true North, 
strong and free: ―We use it, or lose it.‖  

His view of our Arctic has seemed to be the old Cold War version; the North has value 
only as a zone of defence for Canada‘s South...It‘s apparent that, despite Putin‘s 
pugnaciousness, there are more pressing threats to our northern frontier – things like 
pollution from shipping, illegal migration, and trafficking in drugs, weapons and human 
beings. So this time on his northern adventure, Harper kept his clenched fists in his parka 
pockets. He‘s singing from the songbook prepared for Canada‘s assuming the 
chairmanship of the Arctic Council last May – a chair it will fill until 2015.  

The new themes are ―development for people of the North‖, ―responsible resource 
development‖, ―safe Arctic shipping‖ and ―sustainable circumpolar communities‖ 
(Hunter, 2013).  

By the end of the summer of 2013, at the time of writing, there are other signs that the ‗economic‘ 

North has begun to resurface as the most important way of situating this region in the news. Not 

just a sub-text of the climate change and sovereignty discourse, it has gained traction of its own. As 

Table 1 shows, of all the articles published in the major dailies to September 1 of this year (2013), 12 

per cent of stories focused upon economic stories, compared to 14 per cent which positioned the 

Arctic as an environmental issue. Fewer stories focused upon defence and sovereignty in the North 

– only about 9 per cent positioned the North as a vulnerable sovereignty space, or spoke to the 
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relationship between military and Arctic spaces. There was, however, considerable overlap in the 

positioning of environment and economy – either as oppositional or mutually constituted issues. In 

other words there was a political context to environmental policies which preconditions the 

outcome of resource development initiatives in terms of regional economic effects.   

In one way, therefore, the states‘ continued focus on this exclusive security motif is very ‗2010‘. It 

has proven difficult to ‗deliver‘ and since then, increased militarization of the Arctic, promised 

through new government spending on vessels, ports, airplanes and other infrastructure has not been 

forthcoming despite its rhetorical importance. Instead other means of ‗militarization‘ have been 

accentuated: the increased attention to Operation Nanook, Canada‘s northern defence exercise in 

the Canadian Arctic, or the increased numbers of Arctic Rangers, a more home grown, ‗low tech‘ 

and arguably less expensive means of providing surveillance and protection in the North.  Moreover, 

although increased transits raise potential for increased human tragedies and environmental 

destruction, the ‗sovereignty threat‘ imposed by such transits has yet to materialize, just like the 

promised ships, planes and ports. China has been accepted as an observer state in the Arctic 

Council, suggesting that tales of ‗conflicted‘ Asian challenge are overblown. Instead, the Canadian 

government has reopened the region for resource development – specifically, but not exclusively, 

for oil extraction. This involved reframing geopolitically ‗strategic‘ issues as geo-economic ones. In 

2008, for example, the Canadian government‘s ‗McCrank Report‘ (2008) recommended significant 

changes to co-management processes in the Mackenzie Valley area, to streamline environmental 

assessment. It promoted development strategies in tandem with the Canadian Northern Economic 

Development Agency‘s renewed focus on promoting business and development opportunities in the 

North.  

All this suggests that resource development is, rather than a secondary prong on the agenda of 

Arctic security, a companion to the climate change discourse, which, until now, had focused steadily 

upon the opening of transportation routes and challenges to Canada‘s singular control over the 

Northwest Passage or its potential icy treasure trove. Still, as the Hill Times reported as early as 2006, 

the connection between Arctic boundary-making and resource extraction was probably more cogent 

than any appeal to nationalist sentiments, and it was embedded within the sovereignty discourses 

which subsequently emerged. Defence Minister Gordon O‘Connor stated, in 2006, for example, that 

―the basic problem in these disputes is a matter of resources – who owns which resources. For 

instance, let‘s take the Beaufort Sea. We may declare that a boundary goes to the Beaufort Sea in one 

position and the Americans in another. If a country wanted to drill for oil in the Beaufort Sea, and 

there‘s a lot of oil and gas there, they, at the moment, if they‘re in this disputed area, wouldn‘t know 

who to approach, whether it‘s the United States in Canada to get drilling rights. So these sorts of 

things have to get resolved‖ (Vongdouangchanh, 2006). In this sense, economic development was 

an important part of the rationale for strategic defence and it was captured in a narrative that 

conflated climate, resources, borders and power. 

While speaking to a securitization agenda more publically, the Canadian government has also created 

structural capacity for northern development initiatives, and most recently, the press has reported 

that oil exploration and extraction are looming on the horizon, encouraged by Ottawa and its 
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northern development mandate (Vanderklippe, 2012). Indeed, in conjunction with its focus on 

releasing hectares for oil exploration, the Conservative Government has also recently implemented 

some massive changes to environmental regulation requirements for megaprojects such as oil 

extraction and pipelines: 

Ottawa has placed 905,000 hectares of the northern offshore up for bids, clearing the way 
for energy companies to snap up exploration rights for an area half the size of Lake 
Ontario. The scale of the offer indicates eagerness in the oil patch to drill for new finds in 
Canada‘s northern waters less than two years after such plans were put on hold following 
the BP spill in the Gulf of Mexico and a major Arctic drilling safety review.  

The Arctic exploration auction resumes as the Harper government is promoting greater 
development of the country‘s resources. It has taken steps to speed regulatory approvals 
for major energy projects such as the proposed Northern Gateway pipeline, promising to 
limit the ability of environmental groups and other opponents to block or delay new 
developments. 

The prospect of further drilling fits squarely with that mandate, said Jason MacDonald, 
spokesman for John Duncan, Minister of Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development 
Canada, which oversees the northern land auction‖ (Vanderklippe, 2012). 

Indeed, in conjunction with its focus on releasing hectares for oil exploration, the Conservative 

Government has also recently implemented some massive changes to environmental regulation 

requirements for megaprojects such as oil extraction and pipelines.  

 Beyond Nanook 

By the time that Operation Nanook was underway in 2013, the press and academics were divided 

both on the ability of the Harper Government to deliver on its promises, and even the necessity 

for doing so. This parallels the way in which Canada‘s government itself positions climate change 

and resource accessibility as the foundations for a new Northern Strategy which includes 

challenges to sovereignty, social and economic development, environment and defence 

(Northern Strategy, 2007). The Canadian Northern Development Agency, for example, situates 

its mandate and it is partly through this, and other similar agencies, that economic development is 

being facilitated. On the other hand, there is a link between economic and security discourses 

which although shifting, have ostensibly been ‗reconciled‘ through geopolitical naturalizations. As 

Williams (2011) reminds us, even as the Canadian government developed its human security 

mandate though foreign policies and international agreements in the years between 2000 and 

2007, the very broad basis of human security created the technology for its implosion, if simply 

because ―environmental human security concerns appear within the same policy documents that 

call for developing oil, gas and minerals‖ (Williams, 2012: 245).  

Rather than replacing sovereignty discourses, such policies expand and embed them more deeply, 

and rely upon the same ‗naturalizations‘ to do so. For Flanagan (2013), reporting on Operation 

Nanook in 2013, there is both a political strategy and a degree of pragmatism here: 

Even as Conservative military policy for the Arctic has been scaled back to reasonable 
proportions, Mr. Harper has stuck with the North, while shifting his attention to other 
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areas. His government has created huge new national parks in the North and granted 
devolution to the government of the Northwest Territories, effective next April.  

The theme of this year‘s northern tour is economic development through extraction of 
natural resources, which makes a lot of sense. The North is indeed a great storehouse of 
resources, from hydrocarbons in the Mackenzie Valley and Delta to diamonds and 
minerals in the Canadian Shield. The Liberals and New Democrats also have a valid point 
when they say Mr. Harper should pay more attention to social issues among native people 
in the North, but the two approaches are not incompatible. As Bill Clinton said, 
channelling Ronald Reagan: ‗The best social program is a good job.‘ 

Reinforcing State or Breaking New Ground? 

This analysis brings us to the conclusion that the geopolitical underpinnings and justifications for 

action in the Canadian Arctic have always been, over time, embedded in media assumptions about 

which state-centred understandings of Arctic as universal, comprehensive and unchallengeable are 

normalized. More recently, however, a resurgence of naturalized geopolitical rationales which 

organize assemblages of perceptions, practices and actions, allow the media to play upon the popular 

understanding that the Arctic is Canadian, and to authorize the idea that the interests of the state, 

defined from the perspective of ‗southern‘ and international interests, pre-empts regional, 

indigenous or local agency. In doing so they recalibrated existing representations of science, 

environment, security and technology, and repositioned them in evolving grand narratives which 

reference familiar icons. Such themes are also recycled in the context of different geopolitical 

rationales and by different actors and agencies who, like the Canadian press, were not state agencies 

but who, much like the Canadian press, supported and reproduced representations and discourses in 

support of state agency and agenda or ‗the idea of state‘ (Penrose, 2011).  

Conclusions 

This article is not meant to present an empirical ‗measure‘ of the state of geopolitical discourses, 

although it uses a rather basic content analysis and coding approach whose methods reflect a 

grounded theory approach. Rather, it makes a case to show how state-centred geopolitical rationales 

develop, shift and change, even when constructed by non-state actors, and yet retain agency in both 

shaping and reflecting the broader discourses in which they are embedded. Currently, a distinctive 

assemblage based upon a ‗naturalized‘ geopolitical discourse has developed within southern 

Canadian political and media accounts to create the tropes which inform southern engagement with 

the Arctic and which continue to fuel Arctic political relations. They do work to reinforce a 

distinctive and compelling, and seemingly unified, ‗Canadian‘ perspective on the North. In other 

words, this unified discourse is also a constructed and iterative assemblage, reflecting a variety of 

voices, but also describing a highly unstable and shifting consensus of sorts: much like a ‗running 

average‘ in statistics.  

This brings us to the conclusion that much of the media and public texts that today inform 

Canadians about the Arctic still produce an assemblage of naturalizations, or naturalized popular 

geopolitics, which reinforce state-centred, if not neo-colonial options for northern development, 
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security and environmental protection. Given the fact that so few Canadians, North Americans or 

others have visited, or even studied the North, these current ‗naturalized‘ popular geopolitical 

strategies cannot be challenged by experiential knowledge, and have instead become entrenched 

within an everyday reading of Canada as ‗northern‘ and resource-dependent.  

 

Notes 

1. Suzuki was to observe that the Arctic fit into a broader picture: As David Suzuki, already a 

popular scientist and activist, noted in 1989‖ a powerful grassroots movement is sweeping 

the land. Ordinary citizens are forming groups to fight pollution, save wilderness, reduce 

garbage. Even in the traditionally pro-development province of Alberta, citizens are 

vociferously objecting to proposed new pulp mills in the north. There is a growing sense of 

public frustration that none of the three major parties has presented a credible 

environmental program‖ (Suzuki, 1989). 
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The Arctic Ocean Review, the Arctic Voice, & Dealing 

with the Interplay of Global & Regional Regimes 

 

 

Marc-André Dubois, Alexander Shestakov & Clive Tesar 

 

 

Evidence from earlier regime effectiveness studies and niche-oriented analysis suggests that the Arctic Council and its 
member-states should use the Council‘s work to influence and shape action in other regional and international fora. 
The article highlights the need for the Arctic Council and its members to move beyond knowledge-building and norm-
building to actively support regulatory advances in broader institutions by the establishment of a coordinated Arctic 
voice enabling Arctic states to provide collective leadership in global instruments with an Arctic agenda, such as 
finalizing the Polar Code. Such an approach would also be consistent with the recent Ministerial declaration of the 
Arctic Council. The Council‘s Arctic Ocean Review recommendations will serve as the example to illustrate the 
opportunities for member states to provide collective leadership in addressing those recommendations in international 
fora.   

 

 

Introduction 

The bounty of Arctic marine biodiversity and ecosystems services is of major importance to Arctic 

indigenous peoples, other Arctic residents and for humanity as a whole. The recognized fast pace 

and large scale of biophysical changes occurring today in the Arctic are opening the region to further 

industrial development and are challenging governance systems designed for a more inaccessible and 

less dynamic Arctic. The Arctic Council and its member governments decided in 2009 to initiate the 

Arctic Ocean Review (AOR) project under the leadership of the Protection of the Arctic Marine 

Environment (PAME) working group. The AOR phase I project considered existing global and 

regional measures that are relevant for the Arctic marine environment. The final AOR report 
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delivered at the Kiruna Ministerial meeting of the Arctic Council in May 2013 outlined options and 

opportunities for strengthening global and regional efforts for the conservation and sustainable use 

of the Arctic marine environment.  

This article will focus on the AOR recommendations and discuss options and actions to support 

their implementation. It will pay special attention to recommendations pertaining to Arctic shipping 

in order to investigate the regime interplay in Arctic shipping governance as a case study. In order to 

successfully implement the recommendations of the Arctic Council, Arctic states must take into 

account that where implementation is proposed at the global level and that would bind non-Arctic 

states, appropriate existing international bodies would be responsible. Hence, we rely on the 

example of the AOR recommendations pertaining to shipping to illustrate the need for Arctic states 

to influence other institutions.  

 

Welcome the Arctic Ocean Review report, undertaken to provide guidance to Arctic States on 
strengthening governance in the Arctic through a cooperative, coordinated and integrated approach 
to the management of the Arctic marine environment, approve its recommendations and request 
appropriate follow-up actions, and report on progress at subsequent ministerial meetings, (Kiruna 
Declaration, 2013) 

 

In numerous statements and declarations, Arctic states and/or Arctic coastal states recalled that an 

extensive legal framework applies to the Arctic Ocean including, notably, the law of the sea, and that 

this framework provides a solid foundation for responsible management of this ocean (Tromsø 

Declaration, 2009). A plethora of global and regional instruments are listed in the Arctic Ocean 

Review Phase 1 Report all dealing with a specific sectoral issue such as Arctic marine operations and 

shipping, Arctic offshore oil and gas and Arctic marine science. The World Wide Fund for Nature 

(WWF) believes that their very multiplicity is a potential weakness. We believe there is a need to 

bring all existing legal instruments specifically targeting sectoral issues under a comprehensive 

umbrella implementation plan to enhance and strengthen coordination for the conservation and 

sustainable use of the Arctic marine environment in a place-based perspective. Since the Kiruna 

Ministerial meeting where Arctic states adopted a blizzard of policy recommendations and 

welcomed new Observer States, the Arctic Council is now further fueled by a newfound sense of 

political purpose. The acceptance of new observers will allow for a stronger influence in global 

affairs by including significant world powers. The adoption of the statement entitled Vision for the 

Arctic is another new development which should lead the Arctic States to create a coordinated 

approach to the management of the Arctic Ocean, including use of the Council‘s work to influence 

and shape action in other regional and international fora. This new vision requires actions, as a 

vision without actions is just a hallucination. 

The Arctic Voice and Managing Institutional Complexity 

There are many different institutions and organizations relevant to the integrated governance of the 

Arctic Ocean like the International Maritime Organization (IMO) Conventions and Protocols, the 



239   Arctic Yearbook 2013 

The Arctic Ocean Review 

UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the Convention on Biological 

Diversity and the Convention for the International Trade in Endangered Species, to name a few (see 

AOR Phase I report, 2011). 

In 2010, the Arctic Governance Project, an independent research project where preeminent 

researchers, indigenous leaders, and members of the policy community joined to frame critical 

questions  and issues of governance in the Arctic, identified the necessity of amplifying Arctic voices 

by enhancing the ability of institutions to connect between governance levels. This was also 

recognized in the latest Arctic Council Kiruna Declaration (Kiruna Declaration, 2013). 

 

Acknowledge that the work of the Arctic Council continues to evolve to respond to new challenges 
and opportunities in the Arctic, request Senior Arctic Officials to recommend ways and means to 
strengthen how the work of the Arctic Council is carried out, including identifying opportunities for 
Arctic States to use the Council‘s work to influence and shape action in other regional and 
international fora as well as identifying approaches to support the active participation of Permanent 
Participants, and to present a report on their work at the next Ministerial meeting in 2015 (Kiruna 
Declaration, 2013). 

 

The implementation of the AOR recommendations implies consideration of the 2009 Arctic Marine 

Shipping Assessment and the context provided by the Kiruna outcome documents. From WWF‘s 

perspective, the implementation of the AOR recommendations requires Arctic states to coordinate 

their approach in dealings with other international institutions. The state-of-the-art scientific 

assessments‘ findings and recommendations for policy-makers developed by the Arctic Council 

working groups must influence both national policies and regulations of the Arctic states and the 

global processes in order to remain policy relevant and to deliver conservation results. What 

happens in the Arctic has global implications, with the opposite also true since human induced 

climate change has affected the Arctic faster and harder than most other parts of the world. 

Historically, the work of the Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Programme (AMAP) with regards 

to Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs) in the Arctic did influence a global level outcome, the 

Stockholm Convention on POPs delivering results on the Arctic ground by diminishing the 

presence of contaminants covered by the Convention. Other examples of successful Arctic 

coordination such as the Arctic states‘ leadership in the UNEP Mercury negotiation process where 

the Government of Sweden‘s interventions on behalf of the Arctic Council showcased the AMAP 

Mercury Assessment report (Kiruna Senior Arctic Officials Report to Ministers, 2013).  

These successes in inserting Arctic Council outputs into international policy results could arguably 

be attributed to pre-existing common domestic policies among the Arctic states before the 

translation of that policy to international fora. In other words, it was not a common policy forged 

through the Arctic Council, but domestic policies that were already sufficiently similar to allow a 

common approach. The notorious failure of the Arctic states to coalesce around the 

recommendations of the Arctic Climate Impact Assessment (ACIA) and work together at the 

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) negotiations undermined 
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the urgent need of those same states for a binding protocol, another legal instrument or an agreed 

outcome no later than 2015 to meet the agreed goal of limiting the increase in global average 

temperature to below 2 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels. 

Failures such as the UNFCCC example raise the question of which institutional channels and 

practices can best ensure that all Arctic countries speak with one coordinated voice on the world 

stage. To identify the best institutional mechanisms to handle the creation of a coordinated common 

Arctic approach to global negotiations is critical for the future of Arctic governance. To strengthen 

the Arctic Council is to address the need to define and optimize the role for the Council within the 

array of institutions governing the region.  

Institutional Interaction in Global Environmental Change 

The theoretical platform this article uses to analyze the implications of the AOR recommendations 

is directly informed by the 1998 Science Plan of the research agenda of the Institutional Dimensions 

of Global Environmental Change (IDGEC) (Young et al., 1999, 2005). The IDGEC project carries 

forward a stream of research concerning institutional interplay. There are four core concepts that 

inform the understanding of inter-institutional influence and its consequences: international 

institutions, institutional interaction, interplay management and institutional complexes. 

1. International institutions interacting in the context of environmental governance are many, 

such as the International Maritime Organization (IMO), the United Nations Environment 

Programme (UNEP), the World Trade Organization (WTO) and the Arctic Council amongst many 

others. Institutions are ―persistent and connected set of rules and practices that prescribe behavioral 

roles, constrain activities and shape expectations‖ (Keohane, 1989: 3). In this article, we consider 

international processes and international organizations as international institutions and as a part of 

the research agenda on institutional interplay. 

2. When one institution affects the development or performance of another institution, this situation 

is considered as institutional interplay (Oberthür & Schram Stokke, 2011: 4). For the purpose of 

this article, we will consider horizontal interaction for understanding the institutional interplay 

between the Arctic Council and the IMO as between regional and global institutions. 

3. Interplay management refers to conscious efforts by any relevant actor or group of actors, in 

whatever form or forum, to address and improve institutional interaction and its effects (Stokke, 

2001b; Oberthür, 2009). Member states of the Arctic Council, based on the Kiruna Declaration, 

created room for maneuver which they should use for consciously managing the interplay between 

the Arctic Council and IMO negotiations in order to enhance synergy and give priority to 

environmental objectives. 

4. Individual international institutions not only interact with each other, they also form parts of 

broader institutional complexes, and their interaction generates interlocking governance structures 

(Oberthür & Schram Stokke, 2011: 11). The Arctic global governance architecture requires moving 

from an analysis of the effects international institutions have on each other, to an exploration of 

how these institutions co-govern their overlapping area of governance (Oberthür & Schram Stokke, 
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2011: 11). The Arctic institutional complex is a spatial variant by starting out from a particular 

region, the Arctic, and examining the interplay of Arctic-specific institutions and those with a 

broader scope like the IMO, CBD, UNFCCC, CLRTAP and many others. The Arctic institutional 

complex is highly sophisticated and evolving; hence its study is neither the ambition nor the focus of 

the conceptual framework of this article. Further research analyzing the emerging division of labor 

between different institutions for governing a specific region, the Arctic, could inform the 

understanding of the international regime complexity of the Arctic. 

This article aims to highlight the need to further investigate the relationship between the Arctic 

Council and other international fora by illustrating the case study of shipping governance in the 

Arctic. This article does not pretend to provide final answers but to trigger further related 

comprehensive research. This enquiry concerning the relationship between two international 

institutions addresses the core question of how, and with what effects, the Arctic Council can and 

does influence IMO processes. 

Institutional Interplay and the Establishment of an Arctic Voice 

The mosaic metaphor for Arctic governance was introduced by Oran R. Young in 2005. The 

emphasis of this article on the need for Arctic states to coordinate their actions towards other 

international organizations, hence establishing an Arctic voice, is closely related to the research 

carried by Olav Schram Stokke, Research Professor at the Fridtjof Nansen Institute, examining the 

contribution of Arctic institutions including the Arctic Council by applying a niche-oriented 

approach to the cases of Persistent Organic Pollutants, Arctic offshore oil and gas, management of 

Arctic contaminants and port-state measures and illegal fishing (Stokke, 2011) and more recently to 

the case of Arctic shipping governance (Stokke, 2012). The remainder of this text recognized the 

specific contributions of the niche selection and interplay management and the related enhanced 

understanding of the Arctic institutional complexes based on the identification of the institutional 

features of the Arctic Council. Stokke also assesses the relative effectiveness of the Council in 

contributing to the management of the region by occupying and conducting generic tasks of 

governance; building knowledge, strengthening norms, enhancing problem-solving capacity, or 

enforcing rule compliance.  

Based on interplay management assumptions, the establishment of an Arctic Voice will 

institutionalize the relationship between the Arctic Council and the global institutions as a deliberate 

effort by Arctic states to find common ground, and influence in a coordinated fashion global 

regimes. This will facilitate regulatory advances leading to an enhanced cross-institutional interplay 

and enable the achievement of regime effectiveness with regards to the larger institutional complex 

for the Arctic Ocean. 

Drawing on this research, WWF argues that the Arctic Council should not only occupy a 

knowledge-building niche, but should institutionalize means to coordinate, promote and empower 

Arctic states‘ common positions on the Polar Code and updating other Arctic–specific instruments 

at the IMO with the ultimate goal of strengthening the Arctic international governance system for 

shipping. 
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So far, researchers have focused their efforts on grasping the drivers of change (PAME AMSA, 

2009) in Arctic marine transport activities and have investigated corresponding regulatory gap 

analysis in existing governance complexes (Koivurova and Molenaar, 2009). As in Stokke‘s 

approach, we emphasize the need to better understand interplay management between the region-

specific institution – the Arctic Council, and the global shipping regime. 

The relationship between the IMO and the Arctic Council is a functional linkage among institutions 

addressing substantive problems linked in biogeophysical and socioeconomic terms; increased 

shipping activities in the Arctic. This interaction occurs because the Arctic states cannot address the 

protection of the Arctic Ocean without an institution which comprises a broader membership. Now, 

WWF deems time is ripe for the establishment of a political linkage involving the deliberate design 

of a permanent working relationship between the Arctic Council and the IMO.  

The cutting-edge generation of knowledge from the Arctic Council Arctic Marine Shipping 

Assessment (AMSA) 2009 Report and the newly released AOR is embedded in a causal pathway 

through which institutional interaction may influence the effectiveness of the regimes involved. This 

ideational interaction relates to a ―process of learning‖ (Stokke, 2001a: 10) and implies that the 

recommendations of Arctic Council serve as models for those negotiating another regime, i.e. the 

Polar Code. Hence, Arctic states should coordinate in order for the principles of the Arctic Council 

such as sustainable development, the precautionary principle and ecosystem-based management to 

be reflected in the relevant Arctic-specific shipping measures concerning safety and environmental 

protection. 

During the last ten years of scholarly efforts to develop a theory of institutional interaction, 

researchers moved from classification to mapping a limited relevant number of causal mechanisms 

elucidating the pathways through which influence can travel from one institution to another. AMSA 

recommendations I(A), I(B), I(C), II(D), II(E), II(G), and II(H) all explicitly refer to the IMO as the 

institution to follow up on AMSA findings and recommendations. One of the four causal 

mechanisms is cognitive interaction, which assumes that institutional interaction can be driven by the 

power of knowledge and ideas and it is purely based on persuasion and may be conceived of as a 

particular form of inter-institutional learning (Stokke, 2001a: 10).  

WWF argues that the Arctic Council must go further and not only rely on its asset of being a 

scientific cognitive forerunner and establish an Arctic Voice based on an institutional platform 

created by a decision of Senior Arctic Officials or Arctic Ministers. The AOR is also recommending 

to the Arctic states to support work at the IMO and other international organizations, but the 

negotiation process of the IMO sub-committees does not reflect a coordinated voice by Arctic states 

in international agreements; rather, individual Arctic states advance purely national interests. 

Hindrances to such coordination are multifaceted. First, the experts participating in the work being 

carried out by PAME are not necessarily the experts involved in the IMO network. Second, there 

are no formal institutional venues which provide opportunities for coordination and this explains 

why Arctic states are not acting in concerted manner but rather as individual states at the global 

level. The Arctic Council should be or provide this venue. 
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The Council should move beyond the knowledge-building niche to policy brokerage since it has the 

institutional capacity to create specific high-level Task Forces such as the ones which delivered the 

binding regional agreements of 2011 and 2013. The Arctic Council has the proven institutional 

capacity to create negotiating spaces such as the ones which delivered the binding Arctic regional 

agreements of 2011 and 2013. The Arctic Council and its members should promote the creation of 

such negotiating spaces with a clear mandate to deal with the negotiation of agreed common 

positions based on AMSA and AOR reports, enabling where appropriate a formal representation 

where one Arctic state can speak on behalf of all eight Arctic states when negotiating global 

conventions or protocols. This process could also consider how Arctic Council member states may 

engage Observer states to strengthen the Arctic voice at the global level. These institutional 

coordination opportunities do not preclude Arctic Council working groups pursuing influence 

through other means. There are multiple opportunities for coordination at the Senior Arctic Official 

level and through other means like Expert Groups. 

In order to strengthen the effectiveness of the target institution (IMO) and to promote the policy 

models of the source institution (Arctic Council), Arctic states should intentionally trigger a formal 

interaction with the IMO aiming to actively advance and shape the Arctic institutional complexes. 

Based on the premise that international commitments provide a driver for interaction, the latest 

decisions as per the Kiruna Declaration regarding the completion of work at the IMO to develop a 

mandatory Polar Code for ships, Arctic states have a responsibility to collectively coordinate their 

influence on the IMO‘s decision-making process and output. 

 

Recognize the important ongoing work in the International Maritime Organization to develop a 
mandatory Polar Code on shipping and decide to strengthen our collaboration in that work toward 
its expeditious completion, (Kiruna Declaration, 2013) 

 

This commitment is a step forward in recognizing the need to collaborate in comparison with the 

Nuuk Declaration of 2011 simply urging the completion of the Polar Code. However, it does not 

explicitly call for a unified position between the Arctic states. There are also clear limitations with 

respect to the scope of the Polar Code; it is limited to pollution issues and at this point, only 

pollution of the sea. Black Carbon, Heavy Fuel Oil and Oxides of nitrogen are not even included. 

Furthermore, it is likely that spatial measures such as routing areas to be avoided will be excluded.  

Thus, Arctic Council member governments must create a coordinated response to update Arctic-

specific shipping measures addressing the mutually dependent issues of environment and safety in 

relevant international instruments (e.g. MARPOL, SOLAS, and Ballast Water Management 

Convention). Meanwhile, Arctic states must develop a coordinated response ensuring that the 

provisions of the IMO Polar Code are consistent with the Arctic Marine Shipping Assessment 

Report and the Arctic Ocean Review Reports‘ findings and recommendations. 
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Critical Review of the AOR Recommendations  

The AOR mandate: 

―The overall goal of the AOR project is to provide guidance to the Arctic Council Ministers as a 

means to strengthen governance and to achieve desired environmental, economic and socio-cultural 

outcomes in the Arctic through a cooperative, coordinated and integrated approach to the 

management of the Arctic marine environment‖.  

Overall, WWF welcomes and supports the AOR findings and policy recommendations and will 

work with partners to follow up on them to attain the goal of ensuring that the shipping industry in the 

Arctic operates sustainably and responsibly to ensure ecosystems are protected and local communities are assured a 

prosperous future.  

The concluding chapter of the AOR just listed policy recommendations from sectoral chapters and 

did not provide integrative analysis of Arctic Ocean governance. A most prominent aspect of Arctic 

governance that needs strengthening and that is partly accommodated by the synthesis chapter, is 

addressing rapid climate change in the Arctic. A search through the chapters reveals that ‗climate 

change‘ is mentioned as a challenge, first and foremost in the ‗Indigenous Peoples and Cultures‘ 

chapter and also in the ‗Marine Living Resources‘ chapter, but there is a need to clarify activities, 

processes, or mechanisms that address this challenge in the Arctic, for achieving desired outcomes.  

In the functional category labeled as coordination across institutions, the recommendations remain 

ironically sector-focused. Sector integration is supposed to be covered by the Ecosystem-Based 

Management (EBM) recommendations, but while it provides a blueprint for such integration it 

doesn't refer back and map on concretely to the findings of the sector chapters, the fisheries 

resources among others. The latter is necessary to highlight the integrative feature of EBM and the 

concluding chapter failed to illustrate this. 

All recommendations need to be focused on better implementation and further practical work and 

not predominantly on information exchange and new reports. This follows the general 

developments and recent discussions within the Arctic Council and should be the future of this 

intergovernmental process which WWF strongly supports. The AOR Report clearly identified a 

number of gaps in regulations and instruments. These gaps need to be recognized as an opportunity 

to increase the efficiency of collaborative management in the Arctic by Arctic states and openly 

identify, where appropriate, new instruments needed. 

The AOR recommendations should more often include other stakeholders such as observers, non-

Arctic states, and research organizations who are all part of the political landscape through which 

any policy must be navigated. The engagement of partners may significantly increase efficiency of 

the process and help to achieve better conservation results in the Arctic Ocean. The final set of 

recommendations seems to be more driven by ―political acceptance‖ rather than by the overarching 

goal to ensure that Arctic marine ecosystems remain resilient in the face of rapid change Arctic 
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states keeping a balance between the need for strong conservation results and the sustainable 

development agenda.  

Implementation of the AOR Recommendations and Strategic Actions 

The importance of outlining concrete strategic follow up actions on AOR policy recommendations 

through implementation plans will empower Arctic states to transparently monitor progress as well 

as collectively influence relevant global institutions. A number of AOR recommendations emphasize 

that the Arctic Council should promote interactions with the appropriate international bodies. 

Consequently, we offer some recommendations which may support the implementation of the AOR 

recommendations whilst enhancing the opportunity for the establishment of an Arctic Voice: 

 Develop an AOR implementation plan and ensure that a plan for further work under the 

Arctic Council to support and implement its recommendations is developed, and that 

progress reports are delivered regularly.  

 Launch systematic and efficient procedures and mechanisms for enhancing communication 

between the Arctic Council and other international organizations and treaty secretariats in 

order to monitor all activities of  relevant bodies and arrange to intervene on behalf of Arctic 

states where appropriate when negotiations pertains to the Arctic. 

 Establish spaces through the Council to negotiate common and agreed positions concerning 

global negotiations pertaining to the Arctic. While this may not always be possible, good-

faith efforts should be undertaken to find even the barest minimum of shared positions to 

strengthen those positions within negotiations. 

 Empower the new standing Arctic Council Secretariat with the mandate and resources to 

monitor and plan coordination with other international organizations. 

 Consider requesting observer status at international institutions. 

 Strengthen the standing Arctic Council Secretariat through developing dedicated staff 

capacity to provide coordination support to members and permanent participants to 

negotiate common positions on specific issues. 

 Task the Arctic Council to create a coordinated voice by Arctic states, circumventing their 

significant differences of interest concerning jurisdiction and regulatory ambition, in 

international agreements (Polar Code, Ballast Water Management Convention, MARPOL 

etc.) to update Arctic-specific shipping measures relevant to safety and environmental 

protection. 

 Facilitate and coordinate efforts, including at the IMO, to advance conservation of marine 

biodiversity through special management measures for a designated network of areas of 

particular importance for biodiversity and ecosystem services building on the AMSA 

recommendation II(C) and II(D) reports, and assisting Arctic states that are party to the 
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CBD to fulfill or exceed their commitments under the Aichi Targets to conserve at least 10 

per cent of their coastal and marine areas by 2020.  

 Work towards enhancing the safety of Arctic shipping lanes, including with the IMO, by 

conducting an analysis of existing and emerging Arctic shipping lanes and identifying gaps in 

infrastructure and mapping. 

 Promote cooperation with non-Arctic states to address threats on the staging and wintering 

grounds and the migrating corridors of migratory species, for example through working 

towards multi-lateral and bi-lateral agreements under the Convention on the Conservation of 

Migratory Species of Wild Animals.  

 Develop a mechanism to coordinate a common approach to the United Nations climate 

negotiations with the goal of a climate agreement by 2015 that will keep the global average 

temperature from rising by more than two degrees and engage observer states to support the 

Arctic position. 

Conclusions – Challenges of Delivering Conservation Results  

The question of how, and with what effect, the Arctic Council influences global governance 

processes is critical to keeping the Council relevant in the global arena. Arctic council ministers 

recognized this challenge in the Kiruna Declaration, when they spoke of the need to strengthen the 

role of the Council in international processes. Answering the challenge requires a research agenda 

which will help Arctic stakeholders to fully understand current and emerging management of 

institutional interplay. 

WWF is ready to play a constructive role in supporting this effort and provide capacity for the 

Arctic Voice to materialize in order to manage Arctic regional and global institutional interplay and 

aiming for greater effectiveness in protecting the Arctic marine environment.  

WWF‘s goal is to work with Arctic states, Arctic Indigenous peoples and observers to promote the 

closure of the ‗governance gaps‘, protection and preservation of the Arctic Ocean and sustainable 

ecosystem-based management of its resources. 

Broader international institutions are important to the comprehensive delivery of the 

implementation of the AOR recommendations because of the need for adequate actor coverage. 

The importance of examining interplay within larger complexes of institutions will enable the Arctic 

Council to retain leadership in the overall governance of the region. Regular reports on progress 

regarding implementation of the AOR recommendations as secured in the Kiruna Declaration are 

crucial to ensure follow-up activities and to communicate the relevance of the Council to the Arctic 

stewardship agenda. The following step will be to expand reporting to include review of national 

implementation efforts. 

The time is ripe for the Arctic Council to change or expand its niche from knowledge-building 

activities to Arctic voice building efforts, ensuring that where possible Council members have 
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common and unified positions to ensure a joint approach to the IMO and other international or 

regional negotiations. The establishment of a coordinated Arctic Voice will allow for management 

on an ecosystem level, which is the best tool for ensuring sustainable management of marine 

resources in the Arctic by promoting at the global level through different regulatory bodies the 

principles of ecosystem based management (Arctic Council EBM Report, 2013). There are many 

complications and political challenges to the provision of leadership by the Arctic Council to 

support advances in global-level negotiations, especially with regards to a mandatory Polar Code 

embedded in the Law of the Sea Convention, but the Arctic Council must equip itself with venues 

that provide opportunities to explore common ground and enact a coherent and strengthened 

Arctic-wide diplomacy, an Arctic Voice. 
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An Appraisal of the Swedish Arctic Council 

Chairmanship and the Kiruna Ministerial Meeting 

 

 

Douglas C. Nord 

 

The Swedish Chairmanship of the Arctic Council from 2011-13 represented a distinctive contribution to the 
development of an Arctic governance structure in transition. As the last of the Arctic Eight to assume the chair of the 
body, Sweden sought to follow a leadership approach that endeavored to build consensus and find common ground 
among members who seemed, at times, to be at odds with one another over several significant Arctic policy issues. 
During its tenure as chair, Sweden introduced a broad agenda for action on Arctic environmental and sustainable 
development issues. It also attempted to assist the Council in making some necessary organizational changes to the 
manner in which it conducted its own affairs. The purpose of this article is first, to describe the specific vantage point of 
Sweden toward the Arctic and the Arctic Council and second, to discuss the specific initiatives it chose to pursue during 
its chairmanship. Due attention is also given to some of Sweden‘s specific organizational efforts to ―build a stronger 
Council‖ and to overcome barriers to institutional growth and development. Events of the Kiruna Ministerial Meeting 
are also discussed and evaluated in this context. An assessment is offered of the overall strengths and weaknesses of the 
Swedish Chairmanship and what may be the most significant features of its legacy. 

  

Introduction 

Sweden, for the most part, has never fully considered itself to be an Arctic nation. Despite having a 

significant record in Arctic exploration and northern scientific research, the country has never 



250   Arctic Yearbook 2013 

Nord 

embraced an Arctic identity in the same way that Canada, Russia or Norway have today or in the 

past. Only a relatively small portion of its territory is to be found within the Arctic Circle and its 

northern, largely rural population is miniscule in comparison to the dominant urban communities 

found in its south.1 It is also one of the three countries of the Arctic Eight that lacks a coastline 

bordering on the Arctic Ocean. In a Swedish context, the whole region of the circumpolar north 

seems both geographically and conceptually remote.   

As such, there was not an established foundation of interest in Arctic affairs when the Swedish 

government announced that it would take on leadership responsibilities for the Arctic Council in 

2011. While there was some underlying national pride that Sweden, again, would be asked to chair 

another international body, most Swedes had only a limited awareness of what the Arctic Council 

was all about and what particular contribution their country might make to its efforts. Like the 

Arctic region itself, the Arctic Council and its work was terra incognita for most Swedish citizens.2 

Nor did the international community have much sense of what Sweden‘s role at the helm of the 

organization might portend. Up to that point, Sweden had not been a very visible player in Arctic 

affairs with well-articulated views and opinions on key issues of concern. As the last of the Arctic 

Eight states to step into a leadership role in the Arctic Council, it did not possess a strong record of 

significant contributions to northern dialogue or decision-making. Several of its fellow Council 

members openly wondered what its position might be on a number of looming regional problems.  

Sweden had not published an overall government policy statement on its views towards the Arctic.  

It was to do so, rather belatedly, on the day it assumed the chairmanship of the Arctic Council.3 

Some observers, both internally and externally, contended that Sweden‘s priorities in its foreign 

policy were not Arctic-focused. The country and its government seemed far more interested in the 

Baltic region, the European Union and the broader questions of international politics discussed at 

the UN and in other global forums. It was suggested that Sweden had only, reluctantly, taken part in 

the activities of the Arctic Council out of a long-standing commitment to act in solidarity with its 

Nordic neighbors. Thus it was not surprising that when Sweden‘s pending chairmanship was 

discussed, it was done so primarily in the context of being the third installment of a ―common 

umbrella program‖ offered jointly by Oslo, Copenhagen and Stockholm. Sweden was to be the 

dutiful partner who would complete leadership initiatives begun by Norway and Denmark.  

Yet it seemed to others that such a limited role for Sweden in the Arctic Council‘s chairmanship was 

not consistent with the much more developed posture which Sweden had demonstrated in other 

international and regional leadership positions. The country had a long and distinguished record in 

international diplomacy and had chaired a variety of international organizations and conferences 

over the past several decades. It had performed well in leading UN, EU and Nordic Council bodies 

through complex issues and demanding agendas. It was an acknowledged global force in 

international environmental deliberations and had played an important role in helping to establish 

the Arctic Council‘s predecessor, the Arctic Environmental Protection Strategy (AEPS).4 Sweden 

was a nation that embodied deep values and commitment to international cooperation and dialogue 

across a wide number of other significant global concerns. Perhaps, then, Sweden might be expected 
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to play a more significant part in the efforts of the Arctic Council than had been initially assumed by 

some.   

Sweden Adopts a Role as Chair 

Towards the end of the Danish Chairmanship of the Arctic Council, Sweden first began to outline 

the particular stance it desired to adopt as the incoming head of that body.5 Rather than push a 

narrow agenda of concerns motivated by national or regional self-interest, Sweden suggested that it 

desired to play the role of an ―honest broker.‖ In that capacity it explained that it wished to facilitate 

cooperation among all the members of the Council and to build a consensus among them regarding 

how they might address a series of significant Arctic challenges. In performing the role of the chair, 

Sweden stated that it would act in an even-handed and flexible manner. It would be open and 

transparent in its dealings with all members. Perhaps most importantly, it would operate in a manner 

which would assist the Council ―to do its work‖ effectively and efficiently. This meant not only 

focusing on addressing key policy questions before the Council, but encouraging its members to 

implement and follow up on decisions and actions that had already been agreed to earlier. 

The Swedish government assembled a team drawn primarily from the Ministries of Foreign Affairs 

and the Environment to guide its efforts as chair of the Council for the next two years. Though 

brought together at a relatively late date, the members of this team were soon focused on the 

challenge of presenting an organized and coherent program for the Swedish Chairmanship. While 

several members of the team were relatively young and had not worked on matters related to the 

Arctic prior to taking on their new assignments, they had considerable previous experience with 

international diplomacy having served in UN and EU posts and in other high-profile Swedish 

government roles.6 Perhaps most importantly, they seemed committed to demonstrating that 

Sweden was quite capable of directing the affairs of the Arctic Council and of meeting – or 

surpassing – all expectations that had been articulated either at home or abroad.    

This focus on professionalism and competence was to become a hallmark of the Swedish 

Chairmanship. Its roots go deep into the political and cultural fabric of the nation. To appear 

competent, effective or ―duktig‖ has been seen as major preoccupation of Swedish society for much 

of its history.7 It has also featured prominently in the country‘s efforts to demonstrate to the broader 

world its capacity to play a significant role in global affairs despite its position as a relatively small 

country in traditional power politics terms. Like other ―small states‖ in the international community, 

Sweden has retained access to key international arenas through its reputation as being an effective 

organizer and promoter of consensus.i Demonstrated competence and ―reputational power‖ were 

very much at stake in Sweden‘s role as Chair of the Arctic Council and influenced the way it was to 

conduct its business. 

From the outset of its chairmanship, Sweden emphasized the point that it wanted the Council to be 

more than a glorified talking shop. It emphasized the importance of specific ―deliverables‖ that 

should emerge from the efforts of its several working groups and the need for all member states and 

permanent participant delegations to adequately consult and prepare ahead of all scheduled 

meetings. A concerted effort was made to take action on agreed agendas; and time was not to be 
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wasted. From the first SAO session in Luleå through the concluding Ministerial Meeting in Kiruna, 

the Swedish Chair kept one eye on the clock and a ready hand on the gavel. This was usually done in 

most professional manner which allowed for some degree of traditional ―northern informality‖ and 

humor while at the same time conveying the clear message that the Council had important work to 

do and a limited period to conduct its business.  

Sweden‟s Proposed Agenda for the Arctic Council 

In assuming the Chairmanship of the Arctic Council, Sweden followed the customary practice of 

suggesting what would be the specific agenda items that members would like prioritized during its 

term of office. Several of these proposals represented a continuation of themes initiated earlier 

under the Scandinavian ―umbrella program‖ that had begun in 2007. Others represented ideas for 

new undertakings that were reflective of distinctively Swedish interests and concerns. This proposed 

agenda was presented under three major headings: The Environment; The People (or the Human 

Dimension); and A Stronger Arctic Council.  Together they represented a specific plan of action for the 

Council over the coming two years and pointed to desired accomplishments or ―deliverables‖ that 

Sweden hoped to provide by the end of its term as chair in each of the three designated areas. 

With regard to the environment, Sweden gave a renewed priority to the Council‘s continuing work 

on climate change. It suggested, however, that in addition to focusing on the harmful effects of 

long-lived greenhouse gases, the Council should move forward to consider the impact of short-lived 

climate forcers (SLCF) such as black carbon which had their origins often within the Arctic region 

itself. It also suggested that the Council should consider studying the capacity of natural and social 

systems to adapt to climatic change and other major forces of potential disturbance in northern 

polar areas. It supported the undertaking of an Arctic Change Assessment and pushed for the 

creation of a specific research project on Arctic Resilience looking at the capacity of northern 

ecosystems and communities to manage and overcome disturbances of a variety of types. Sweden 

also continued to champion the other environmental work of the Council by supporting ongoing 

research studies on biodiversity and environmental protection. It signaled its keen interest in having 

pending reports addressing the state of the Arctic Ocean, Arctic biodiversity, and Arctic Ocean 

acidification completed by the Council‘s working groups and having these available as ―deliverables‖ 

at the Ministerial Meeting in 2013. Sweden also suggested that the Council should do its utmost to 

facilitate the conclusion of an international agreement on Marine Oil Pollution, Preparedness and 

Response by the same time. This proposed legal agreement was deemed to address a major 

environmental concern of the Arctic states and would be seen to represent a concrete policy action 

of the Council. 

Sweden‘s attention to the human dimension of the Arctic continued a theme advanced by its 

Scandinavian neighbors, Norway and Denmark, in their earlier chairmanships. Sweden, however, 

was to build upon and expand on the work of the Council in this area by giving new emphasis to 

viewing the Arctic as ―home to the people who live there‖ (Bildt, 2011). Under the broad heading of 

sustainable development, it suggested that a variety of research projects should be undertaken 

including a revised Arctic Human Development Report II that would now include expanded 
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attention to the economic, health, education and employment conditions of northern residents. 

Other proposed studies in this area would address the means for supporting the languages and 

cultures of Arctic indigenous peoples; would consider ways to provide access to traditional foods 

and safe water supplies in the region; and would examine the importance of gender and gender 

equality issues within northern societies and communities. Such undertakings would be facilitated 

through a reinvigorated Sustainable Development Working Group (SDWG) that would be chaired 

by a Swede and assisted in its efforts by an expanded research network of scholars drawn from 

medicine, economics, the social sciences and humanities. Finally, the contributions of the business 

community to the sustainable economic development of the Arctic region were to be given greater 

consideration under the Swedish chairmanship. Specific meetings to assess the positive impact of 

business investment and development in the Arctic were to be scheduled. This would be paired with 

a consideration of a Code of Social Responsibility that might guide such business efforts.   

However, perhaps the most significant undertakings of the Swedish Chairmanship were set forth 

under the third heading of its thematic program. Here Sweden suggested that its most important 

contribution as chair might come in helping to build a stronger and more effective Arctic Council.  

Though some skeptics might question Sweden‘s credentials as an Arctic nation, none could deny its 

established interest and demonstrated capabilities in organizational management. It would put these 

skills to work immediately across a number of fronts. As mentioned earlier, Sweden undertook to 

use its privileged position as chair to encourage the Council to conduct its business in a timely, 

focused and well-organized manner. It further indicated that it would push forward vigorously on 

several organizational reform efforts begun earlier under the Norwegian and Danish Chairmanships.  

These included the establishment of a permanent secretariat for the organization, the creation of 

revised rules of procedure, and the tightening up of communication and information sharing efforts 

between the various units of the Council. Equally important, it announced that it would endeavor to 

create new and effective links between the Arctic Council and the broader world. It would do so by 

revamping the Council‘s website and by implementing a formal communications strategy. Sweden, 

over its two years as chair, would seek to provide an identifiable ―voice and face‖ for the Council by 

utilizing the most current communication methods and social media tools. The Swedish 

Chairmanship team would undertake an effort to represent Arctic issues and concerns at several 

international and regional conferences across the globe. Finally, the Swedish Chairmanship 

announced it would work to secure an agreement on the admission of new observers to the Council.  

It would seek to build a consensus position among the existing members on this issue, and to guide 

such an agreement through to final adoption by the time of the Kiruna Ministerial Meeting. In 

leading such an effort, Sweden signaled that it was prepared to undertake an urgent and most 

difficult assignment as chair of the Council. It was one which had frustrated and eluded its 

Scandinavian predecessors for four years.8 

Making Headway on Several Fronts   

As might be expected from a leadership team that was keenly focused on assisting ―the Council to 

do its work,‖ the Swedish Chairmanship provided a carefully planned and tightly coordinated 

schedule for the Arctic Council during its two years at its helm. It set regular formal sessions for the 
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Senior Arctic Officials (SAO) and the Permanent Participants (PP) on a biannual basis. During 

November of 2011 and 2012 they gathered in the northern Swedish communities of Luleå and 

Haparanda.  During March of the same years, they met in the capital city of Stockholm. These 

sessions – especially those in Swedish Norrland – allowed the several delegations to get an 

impression of life in that part of the circumpolar north. These formal meetings were supplemented 

by informal gatherings held in Tromsø, Norway in January of 2013 and in Stockholm in April 2013 

where the SAOs and the PPs were able to take additional time to consider items of some complexity 

and ongoing concern such as the observer question. They also provided an opportunity to celebrate 

achievements such as the formal start of the Permanent Secretariat in Tromsø and to carefully plan 

the specifics of the upcoming Kiruna ministerial meeting. During this same time period, the Swedish 

Chairmanship also planned a mid-term meeting for Deputy Foreign Ministers on Arctic matters that 

occurred in Stockholm in May of 2012 and assisted in coordinating a gathering of the 

Environmental Ministers from the Arctic Eight in Jukkasjärvi in February of 2013.9 

The Swedish Chairmanship also endeavored to provide direction and assistance to the several 

working groups and task forces of the Council. Gustaf Lind met with the chairs of each of these 

bodies very early in his term as the Swedish head of the SAOs. He conveyed the clear message that 

all of these groups should endeavor to follow a well-planned and executed work schedule over the 

next two years. In so doing, he argued that they would be better able to share their undertakings at 

the regular SAO meetings and guarantee the delivery of their final reports or other deliverables at 

the Ministerial Meeting in Kiruna. Perhaps at no previous time in the history of the Arctic Council 

had the Chairmanship been so deeply engaged in the process of overseeing and coordinating the 

work of these groups – many of which had operated in a fairly autonomous fashion up to this point.  

Such intervention ―from the top‖ was generally received in a positive fashion by most members of 

the Council‘s working groups and task forces – though a few grumbled over what they saw as 

―excessive regimentation‖ coming from the Swedish Chairmanship. Regardless, these several bodies 

undertook a large number of successful research efforts during this period and were to report their 

findings in a series of well-received scientific studies at the Ministerial Meeting in Kiruna.  

The work of two of these groups – the Task Force for Institutional Issues and the Sustainable 

Development Working Group – were accorded special attention by the Swedish Chairmanship. The 

former, led by Andreas von Uexküll – a member of the Swedish Chairmanship team – was given the 

key responsibilities for concluding the arrangements for the legal status and formal operation of the 

new Permanent Secretariat in Tromsø. This body was also tasked with the assignments of revising 

the Arctic Council‘s Rules of Procedure and drafting a manual to guide the future participation of 

observers within the Council and in its subsidiary bodies. The latter group, the SDWG, was chaired 

by Michael Anzén – also a member of the Swedish Chairmanship team – and given the mandate to 

broaden and highlight its efforts including those related to the Arctic Resilience Study and the 

proposed outreach to the business community. In each instance, the accomplishments of these 

bodies were seen as vital to the overall success of the Swedish Chairmanship.  

An equally significant undertaking during this period of time was the drafting of the proposed 

agreement on Marine Oil Pollution Preparedness and Response in the Arctic. The successful 
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conclusion of such negotiations was seen to provide further evidence that the Arctic Council was 

not simply a ―talking shop‖ but could undertake important steps to deal with pressing Arctic 

concerns. With the precedent of the Agreement on Search and Rescue in Arctic Waters that had 

been signed in Nuuk in 2011 very much in mind, the members of the Council moved forward to 

finish the final draft of this new legal document in sufficient time for signature at the 2013 Kiruna 

Ministerial Meeting.11 Though criticized by some – including Greenpeace – for not seeking to 

address the sources of oil spills in the Arctic, the agreement, nonetheless, represented a solid step 

forward in encouraging international cooperation in addressing environmental challenges arising 

from energy development in the region. Interestingly, as had been the case with the earlier Arctic 

Search and Rescue Accord, both Russia and the United States played significant roles in developing 

and shaping this new agreement. In so doing, these two major powers demonstrated their renewed 

interest in the concrete work of the Council and their willingness to collaborate on a multilateral 

basis on important Arctic concerns.  

Throughout this period, headway was also made in providing a ―face and voice‖ for the Arctic 

Council as an organization. Within weeks of assuming the leadership role, the Swedish 

Chairmanship began revamping and updating the website of the Arctic Council. It published its new 

agenda for action over the coming two years as well as the earlier undertakings of the Council. It 

also began implementing a formal communications strategy for the organization.12 Through such 

efforts, vital information regarding the work, capabilities and interests of the body and its several 

sub-units were shared both internally within the organization and with the broader external 

community. It was recognized that the latter included both Arctic residents and those living further 

south who, nonetheless, maintained an interest in the region. The Swedish Chairmanship took the 

initiative to actively highlight on the organization‘s website the variety of significant issues that were 

being considered within the Council. Using new social media tools, it also indicated a number of 

ways in which policymakers and the public might involve themselves in these discussions. 

Additionally, it sought to bring Arctic issues and concerns to the attention of larger international 

conferences and meetings. During the 2011-13 period, representatives of the Swedish Chairmanship 

took part in a number of such gatherings including those related to the World Oceans Summit in 

Singapore and the UN World Climate Conference in South Africa. As a consequence, the profile of 

the Arctic Council was raised not only throughout the circumpolar world but in non-Arctic settings 

as well. It carried the message forward that Arctic concerns should be global concerns. 

This latter focus – on the interests and potential contributions of non-Arctic states to the work of 

the Arctic Council – was to occupy a good deal of the remaining time and energies of the Swedish 

Chairmanship during its term of office.  Specifically, it was active from its first days in office to the 

conclusion of the Kiruna Ministerial Meeting, in seeking to forge a consensus among the members 

of the Council as to which new observers might be added to the body. Taking the new criteria for 

admission that had been earlier approved at the Nuuk Ministerial Meeting in May of 2011, Sweden 

worked with both applicants and Council members to ensure that all submissions were adequately 

prepared and considered in a comprehensive fashion. Through both formal and informal 

discussions with the parties, it helped to identify areas of concern and to facilitate dialogue between 

the parties involved.  It sought to use the ―good offices‖ of the chair, to bridge disagreements and to 
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foster a spirit of compromise between the parties.  Still the issue lingered as a seemingly unsolvable 

question. 

The Kiruna Ministerial Meeting  

A day prior to the Ministerial Meeting the portents for the upcoming session were not entirely 

promising.  Cool, showery weather had descended upon Swedish Norrland and a thick blanket of 

fog had both enveloped the meeting site and threatened to prevent the arrival by air of some of the 

foreign ministers scheduled to attend the Kiruna session. While these climatic conditions gradually 

improved, there persisted a number of policy questions (the most significant being who were to be 

admitted as new observers) that still needed to be fully resolved before the opening of the 

Ministerial Meeting. As a consequence, the normally relaxed and informal dinner gathering which 

had been scheduled for the evening prior became more of a final and prolonged negotiation session 

over a meal among the ministers and their advisors. It was not to break up until just before one in 

the morning. 

As the new day began, it was not entirely clear whether the Swedish Chairmanship had accomplished 

its overriding goal of ―letting the Council do its work‖ and building consensus among its members. 

The setting had been carefully prepared within the City Hall of Kiruna, but it remained to be seen 

whether Arctic harmony would prevail. There was a bit of nervous tension in the air with the 

realization that as Gustaf Lind, the Swedish SAO had put it: ―Two years of work will be summed up 

in two hours‖ (Lind, 2013). However, as the Swedish Foreign Minister, Carl Bildt, called the meeting 

to order, it became increasingly evident to all in attendance that much had been achieved over the 

past years through concerted effort, and that the Swedish Chairmanship would conclude having 

accomplished most of its original goals.   

In the Swedish Foreign Minister‘s opening speech, and in the subsequent statements offered by 

most of his Council colleagues, it was noted that the Arctic Council had achieved significant results 

over the past two years both in the areas of environmental stewardship and in protecting the quality 

of life for residents of the north. Furthermore it was maintained that the Council, itself, had matured 

institutionally and had ―come of age‖ by undertaking the internal reforms and improvements that 

provided for ―the self-confidence necessary to stimulate a global approach to the most urgent 

problems in the region and to build bridges of cooperation to outside stakeholders‖ (Bildt, 2013).  

Foreign Minister Bildt also indicated that the Council had clearly demonstrated that it was capable of 

fostering consensus and taking concrete action on important issues for the Arctic and the broader 

world. These sentiments were underscored both in the Kiruna Declaration issued that day and in the 

accompanying Vision for the Arctic, a document that sought to outline the future path of the Council 

over its next round of chairmanships.13 

While several important challenges and opportunities still remained to be addressed, the Council 

could, nonetheless, point with pride to a number of significant Arctic scientific studies and policy 

actions being announced at Kiruna. These included the Arctic Biodiversity Assessment, the Arctic Ocean 

Review, the Arctic Ocean Acidification Assessment, and the Agreement on Marine Oil Pollution and Preparedness 

and Response in the Arctic. Additionally, the Senior Arctic Officials Report that was also tabled at the 



257   Arctic Yearbook 2013 

Creating a Framework for Consensus Building & Governance 

Ministerial Meeting outlined a wide variety of additional undertakings of the Council and its 

specialized working groups and task forces. These included inquiries into such diverse areas as 

maritime shipping, ecosystem-based management and northern community health and resilience. 

Taken as a whole, they represented a substantial body of both new research findings and concrete 

policy deliverables. 

Equally important, the long-standing and troublesome question of admitting new observers to the 

organization was finally resolved in Kiruna. The Council decided to welcome six new observers:  

China, Japan, Korea, India, Singapore and Italy. It also provided an opportunity for the European 

Union to join this group in the near future. By reaching outward to include a number of non-Arctic 

states within the body – and at the same time recognizing the primacy of the Arctic Eight and the 

Permanent Participants – the Council arrived at the type of desirable compromise position that the 

Swedish Chairmanship had long-encouraged. It had taken long hours and many meetings to 

accomplish this, but the result promised a stronger and more effective Council in the future.14  

Having achieved most of its stated objectives with respect to promoting environmental protection in 

the Arctic, encouraging sustainable development in the region, and strengthening the institutional 

framework of the Council, Sweden now passed the gavel of the Arctic Council to Canada. It could 

do so with some degree of satisfaction and sense of accomplishment. Two years of focused 

attention and committed effort had brought about important results and an enhanced sense of 

organizational vitality. These both could be celebrated at the Swedish Chairmanship‘s concluding 

dinner at the Ice Hotel just outside of Kiruna.  

Conclusion: Assessing the Impact of the Swedish Chairmanship  

In many respects, the Swedish Chairmanship of the Arctic Council proved to be quite successful and 

certainly exceeded the limited expectations that some held for it at the outset of its term. It delivered 

on many of its proposed agenda items during the two years it was at the helm of the organization 

and provided visible and adept leadership for the body as it undertook important steps in its own 

development and evolution.  Nonetheless, there were some limitations to its performance. Some of 

these arose from an over-crowded schedule – too much to do in too little time. Others were 

reflective of significant internal debates and changes taking place within the organization itself which 

made it difficult to formulate consensus positions on all items. Examples of each type of problem 

are provided below.  

Although the Swedish Chairmanship had promised a wide-ranging discussion of Arctic issues, some 

tended to get sidelined along the way. Two in particular – support for the culture and languages of 

Arctic indigenous peoples and consideration of gender issues – received rather limited attention.  

The Swedish government‘s relations with its own indigenous people, the Saami, have been troubled 

and difficult for some time. Meaningful dialogue and shared perspectives on issues related to natural 

resource utilization, autonomous cultural development and local decision-making in traditional 

Saami lands have been limited. As such, it seemed difficult for the Swedish Chairmanship to decide 

how to move forward on its planned initiative to encourage support for indigenous languages and 

cultures across the Arctic. Though well-intentioned, its efforts often went in no particular direction 
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except for perfunctory statements of support for such undertakings and brief presentations of Saami 

cultural traditions at official sessions and gatherings of the Council. This limited attention to 

indigenous issues, along with a seeming lack of recognition of the continued Saami opposition to 

resource development in its own northern lands, left the Swedish Chairmanship efforts rather flat-

footed and hollow sounding. It also brought about one of the few protests against the Swedish 

government‘s policy in the Arctic when the representative of the Saami Council formally rebuked 

Sweden at the Ministerial Meeting for its actions in support of the expansion of mining activities in 

Norrland.15 

Attention to gender and gender-equality issues also received only modest attention during the 

Swedish Chairmanship. This was despite the fact that these issues had been prominently mentioned 

in its originally proposed agenda for action. A few specific research initiatives were begun under the 

auspices of the Social Development Working Group (SDWG), but very little of a concrete nature 

was completed by the end of the Swedish Chairmanship‘s term. This was a bit of an embarrassment 

as the discussion of gender and gender equality issues had become a hallmark of Swedish domestic 

politics and the nation‘s foreign policy for the last several decades. In fact, it was rather remarkable 

that the whole discussion of gender at the Kiruna session was largely consigned to a single panel 

discussion held during the day prior to the Ministerial Meeting. Although it was proved to be one of 

the highlights of that day‘s presentation of research findings from the Council‘s working groups and 

task forces, it was sadly, scheduled late in the afternoon, as the last order of business, ahead of what 

turned out to be a busy evening of final decision-making. As a consequence, few Arctic Council 

participants attended this session or heard what proved to be an insightful discussion of some of the 

gender issues and challenges in today‘s northern communities.16 

Another type of limitation to the performance of the Swedish Chairmanship arose from internal 

debates and divisions within the body itself. As noted above, Sweden had to devote a significant 

amount of time and energy to the resolution of the ongoing observer question. The growing 

centrality of this issue was reflective of a significant amount of discord among the membership over 

whether non-Arctic states should have any voice in charting the future development of the region. 

This question was particularly politically charged as some of the Permanent Participants saw the 

inclusion of such delegations as a threat to their own unique status within the body. Other members 

of the Arctic Eight, including Canada and Russia, worried that the admission of major players like 

China, Japan and the European Union might threaten their own sovereign economic and political 

rights in the Arctic. The Swedish Chairmanship found its efforts in other agenda areas constrained 

by a lack of forward movement on the observer question. For instance, it could not conclude work 

on the revised rules of procedure for the Council until it better knew what final direction the 

membership was going to take in welcoming new observers and the extent of the roles they might 

play.  

Similarly, the Swedish Chairmanship‘s struggle to enforce greater uniformity in procedures and 

greater coordination among the working groups and the SAOs was hampered due to an ongoing 

debate within the organization as to where the center of gravity of the body should be found. 

Several of the working groups - especially those which had their origins in the AEPS era – felt that 
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they should retain a good deal of autonomy in their research undertakings and internal processes.  

On the other hand, many of the SAOs argued for increased governmental oversight of these 

research efforts and more centralized administrative accountability. This division of opinion was 

exacerbated by the fact that new government interests in Arctic affairs seemed to be moving in the 

direction of its ―human dimension‖ thus threatening the existing research priorities of some of these 

established working groups. Finding an acceptable balance between these alternative viewpoints – 

and building a consensus from which to move the organization forward – became a growing 

responsibility of the Swedish Chairmanship during its tenure.    

In meeting all of these challenges, the Swedes were simply demonstrating many of the classical roles 

performed by a chair of any organization.17 They undertook the responsibility for directing the 

formal sessions of the body. They oversaw and gave form to many of the internal processes of the 

organization. They helped to shape and maintain the agenda of the Council over their term of office. 

They played a brokerage role in helping to resolve divisive issues between the members and build 

consensus. Finally, they endeavored to represent the organization in other settings giving it a 

distinctive face and voice. However, in most every instance, they took their responsibilities one step 

further. They sought not only to carry out their specific short-term assignments as part of the 

Swedish Chairmanship, but also to assist in setting a general pattern of leadership for the Arctic 

Council that would allow the body to more fully develop and prosper.  

In the period following the conclusion of the Kiruna Ministerial Meeting, most observers of the 

Arctic Council have been generally complementary of the approach and achievements of the 

Swedish Chairmanship. Its organized, focused and fairly transparent way of directing the affairs of 

the Council have been applauded. So too has its willingness to play the role of an ―honest broker‖ in 

seeking to build consensus among the members and in assisting them to find common ground on 

potentially divisive issues. Sweden has been largely praised for its ability to deliver an impressive list 

of important research studies and policy decisions by the Council on Arctic matters. However, it 

may well be that its organizational building efforts (establishing a Permanent Secretariat, providing 

new rules of procedure, creating a formal communication strategy and resolving the impasse over 

new observers) will become the most important legacy of the Swedish Chairmanship. Sweden has 

again demonstrated its considerable capabilities and skills in organizational leadership and reform.  

Though Sweden will likely never be seen as a leading Arctic state, its specific contributions as Chair 

of the Arctic Council from 2011-2013 were nearly a perfect fit for the needs of the organization at 

that time. 

 

Notes 

1. Sweden‘s own indigenous peoples, the Saami, form a distinctive element of its northern 

population base and provide almost an iconic symbol of the area. Nonetheless, relations 

between the Swedish national government and the Saami people have not always been 

harmonious. The type of conflicts between indigenous peoples and settler communities 

found elsewhere in the circumpolar world are also part Swedish history. Present relations 
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between Stockholm and the leadership of the Saami community have been strained over 

unresolved land claims and land use policies. A good insight into the nature of the 

interaction is provided by Udtja Lasse in his book Bury My Heart at Udtjajaure (2007). 

2. The Rethinking the Top of the World opinion survey revealed that most Swedes had only a 

limited understanding of current Arctic issues and that some 72% of those who were 

sampled had never heard of the Arctic Council. 

3. Sweden‘s Strategy of the Arctic Region (2011). Lassi Heininen provides an excellent overview 

of the document in his Sweden‘s Strategy for the Arctic Region: Priorities and Objectives (2011) 

noting its just-in-time origins, but also suggesting that it is ―straightforward and clear on 

its priorities.‖ 

4. See Oran Young‘s discussion of Sweden‘s and other the Nordics‘ contributions to 

international environmental protection and the establishment of the AEPS in his Creating 

Regimes: Arctic Accords and International Governance (1998). 

5. See Sweden‘s Chairmanship Programme for the Arctic Council 2011-2013. The Stockholm 

International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) took an interest in the Swedish 

Chairmanship and sponsored several meetings reviewing its progress.  Summaries of the 

April 2011 (The New Arctic: Building Cooperation in the Face of Emerging Challenges) 

and November 2012 (The Arctic Council in Transition: Nordic to North American 

Leadership) are particularly useful in getting a sense of Swedish goals and objectives.     

6. Gustaf Lind, Sweden‘s Arctic Ambassador and Chair of the SAOs during the Swedish 

Chairmanship helped to organize and direct Sweden‘s earlier Presidency of the European 

Union. He has suggested that this earlier experience assisted him in undertaking his 

responsibilities within the Arctic Council. 

7. Please refer to the discussion of the Swedish concept of duktig offered by Åke Daun in 

his Swedish Mentality (1995) or by Christina Johansson Robinowitz and Lisa Werner Carr 

in their Modern Day Vikings (2001).  

8. See the discussion of small state behavior within the international community provided 

in Christine Ingebritsen‘s edited volume Small States in International Relations (2006). 

9. Piotr Graczyk provides a very good discussion of the whole observer debate in his The 

Arctic Council Inclusive of Non-Arctic Perspectives: Seeking a New Balance (2011). 

10. Background material and documents on both of these meetings can be found at the 

Arctic Council website. Although not formally part of the Council‘s specific 

undertakings, the gathering of the Ministers of the Environment was deemed by many as 

an important effort in circumpolar cooperation. A useful summary of the discussions of 

the Environment Ministers can be found in Arctic Change - Global Effects produced by the 

Swedish Ministry of the Environment.  

11. The texts for both of these agreements can be found at the Arctic Council website.  
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12. Elements of this approach are outlined in a Communication Strategy for the Arctic Council 

(2013). The full document is available for review at the Arctic Council‘s website. 

13. Copies of these two documents can be downloaded from the Arctic Council‘s website. 

14. Please refer to the Economist‘s article of May 18, 2013 entitled ―Arctic Diplomacy: A 

Warmer Welcome.‖ 

15. Please refer to a summary of the presentations of all Permanent Representatives at the 

Ministerial Meeting entitled Indigenous Statements in Kiruna found at the website of the 

Arctic Council‘s Indigenous Peoples Secretariat. 

16. A discussion of the panel is provided on the website of the Arctic Council‘s Indigenous 

Peoples Secretariat entitled Engendering the North. 

17. Please refer to Jonas Tallberg‘s excellent article in the International Studies Quarterly (2010) 

which discusses the roles of chairs in international organizations and the influence they 

may derive from such a position.  

 

References 

Arctic Council Indigenous Peoples Secretariat. (2013, May 23). Engendering the North. 

Retrieved (5.30.13) from http://arcticpeoples.org/news/item/584-engendering-the-north. 

 

Arctic Council Indigenous Peoples Secretariat. (2013, May 15). Indigenous Statements in Kiruna. 

 Retrieved (6.02.13) from http://arcticpeoples.org/news/item/583-indigenous-statements-i

 n-kiruna. 

       

Arctic Council Secretariat. (2013). Agreement on Cooperation on Marine Oil Pollution, Preparedness and  

 Response. Available at http://www.arctic-council.org/agreement_on_oil_pollution_ 

 preparedness_and_response_in_th_arctic.pdf.    

 

Arctic Council Secretariat. (2013). Communication Strategy for the Arctic Council. Available at  http:// 

       arctic-counci.org/Kiruna_SAO_Report_Ministers_Final_Communications/Strategy.pdf.  

 

Arctic Council Secretariat.  (2013). Kiruna Declaration. Available at http://www.arctic-council.org/ 

 Final_Kiruna_declaration_w_signature.pdf. 

  

Arctic Council Secretariat.  (2013). Kiruna Vision for the Arctic. Available at http://www.arctic- 

council.org/Kiruna_Vision_for_the_Arctic_Final.pdf.   

 

Arctic Council Secretariat. (2013). Senior Arctic Officials Report. Available at http://www.arctic- 

council.org/Kiruna_SAO_Report_Ministers_Final.pdf.  

 



262   Arctic Yearbook 2013 

Nord 

Berg, K. & I. Oldberg. (2011, April 26). The New Arctic: Building Cooperation in the Face of  

       Emerging Challenges. SIPRI Conference Report. 

 

Bildt, C. (2011)   Presentation by the Minister for Foreign Affairs on the Swedish Programme 

 for the Chairmanship of the Arctic Council at the 7th Session of the Arctic Council in Nuuk 

        on May 12, 2011. Retrieved (1.30.13) from http://www.arctic-council.org./speeches-and- 

        statements-nuuk-ministerial/02_sweden.pdf. 

 

Bildt, C. (2013). Carl Bildt‘s Opening Address at the Arctic Council Ministerial Meeting in Kiruna 15  

May 2013. Retrieved (5.18.13) from http://www.government.se/sb/d/17281/a/216894.   

 

Daun, Å. (1995). Swedish Mentality. State College, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press.  

 

Economist. (2013, May 18). Arctic Diplomacy: A Warmer Welcome. Retrieved (5.20.13) from 

  http://www.economist.com/news/international/21578040-arctic-council. 

 

Ekos Research Associates. (2012). Rethinking the Top of the World: Circumpolar Edition,  

        Sweden. Toronto: Munk School of Global Affairs, University of Toronto. Retrieved 

 (1.30.13) from http://www.gordonfoundation.ca/sites/default/files/images/Circumpolar% 

 20Edition%20-20%Sweden.pdf. 

  

Graczyk, P. (2012).  The Arctic Council Inclusive of Non-Arctic Perspectives: Seeking a New  

 Balance. The Arctic Council: Its Place in the Future of Arctic Governance conference 

 publications. Retrieved (1.30.13) from http://www.gordonfoundation.ca/sites/default/files 

 publications/the%20Arctic%20Council-FULL.pdf.    

 

Heininen, L. (2011). Sweden‘s Strategy for the Arctic Region: Priorities and Objectives.  

 Retrieved (1.18.13) from http://www.geopoliticsnorth.org.  

 

Ingebristen, C. (Ed.). (2006). Small States in International Relations. Seattle, WA: University of  

      Washington Press.  

 

Lind, G. (2013). Ministerial Meeting in Kiruna Concludes Two Intensive Years as Chair of the  

 Arctic Council. Retrieved (5.18.13) from 

 http://www.government.se/sb/d/17191/a/216573. 

 

Robinowitz, C.  & L. Carr. (2001). Modern Day Vikings. Yarmouth, ME: Intercultural Press. 

 

SIPRI. (2012, November 29) The Arctic Council in Transition: Nordic to North American 

Leadership. Retrieved (2.09.13) from http://www.sipri.org/research/security/arctic/arctic 

events/the-arctic-council-in-transition. 



263   Arctic Yearbook 2013 

Creating a Framework for Consensus Building & Governance 

 

Sweden. Ministry of the Environment. (2013). Arctic Change—Global Effects. Retrieved (2.09.13) 

 from http://www.government.se/sb/d/17129/a/208655.  

 

Sweden. Ministry for Foreign Affairs. (2011). Sweden‘s Strategy for the Arctic Region. Retrieved  

 (11.20.11) from http://www.sweden.gov.se/content/1/c6/16/78/59/55db8e0d.pdf. 

 

Sweden, Ministry for Foreign Affairs. (2011) Sweden‘s Chairmanship Programme for the Arctic Council 

2011-13. Retrieved (11.28.11) from http://www.sweden.gov.se/content/1/c6/16/76/69/ 

afc9ce1d.pdf  

  

Tallberg, J. (2010).  The Power of the Chair: Formal Leadership in International Cooperation. 

International Studies Quarterly. 54(2), 241-265. 

 

Udtja, Lasse. (2007). Bury My Heart at Udtjajaure.  Stockholm: Emma Publishing. 

 

Young, O. (1998). Creating Regimes: Arctic Accords and International Governance. Ithaca, NY: Cornell  

University Press.  

 



 

Belén Sánchez Ramos is a Senior Lecturer in International Public Law at the University of Vigo, Spain. 

264 

 

 

 

Strengthening the Capacity of the Arctic Council:  

Is the Permanent Secretariat a First Step? 

 

 

Belén Sánchez Ramos 

 

 

The Arctic Council was created in 1996 as a high level intergovernmental forum to promote cooperation, coordination 
and interaction between the Arctic States. It has two primary objectives: i) to promote environmental protection; ii) 
sustainable development in the Arctic region. The Arctic Council is the primary forum for international cooperation in 
the region, and the Permanent Arctic Council Secretariat was created with the aim of responding to the different 
challenges it faces. According to its Terms of Reference ―the Secretariat will enhance the work of the Arctic Council 
through the establishment of administrative capacity and by providing continuity, institutional memory, operational 
efficiency, enhanced communication and outreach, exchange of information with other relevant international 
organizations and to support activities of the Arctic Council‖. So while a Permanent Secretariat has been created, no 
changes have been made to the structure of this intergovernmental forum (i.e. working groups) and the way the decisions 
are taken. We believe that the main question to be explored is to what extent this change will be sufficient in order to 
reinforce the capacity of the Arctic Council, or if it would be desirable to go even further, with the creation of an 
international organization. It is also necessary to analyze the new criteria for admitting observers and their involvement 
in the Arctic Council. In this case, the European Union applied to become an observer to the Arctic Council on 1 
December 2008.  

 

 

Introduction 

Since 1996, when the Arctic Council (AC) was created, the environmental situation in the Arctic has 

changed dramatically. Today, strengthening the capacity of the Arctic Council is essential in order to 

reduce the effects of climate change in the Arctic region. Over the last few years, a significant 

decrease in the amount of sea ice has been reported due to increased global and regional 

temperatures.1 One of its consequences is that seasonal freight routes are beginning to be accessible 
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for longer periods each year. It also means easier access is available to natural resources such as oil, 

gas, marine species and various raw materials. Moreover, the Arctic is itself an area of growing 

strategic importance. In this context, the structure of the Arctic Council has evolved slower than 

problems caused by climate change have arisen: ―the founding values, objectives and commitments 

of the Arctic Council will continue to be the North Star that guides our cooperation‖ (Vision for the 

Arctic, Kiruna, 2013: 3). 

This article studies how to strengthen the AC in order to face up to these new scenarios by means of 
the ―package solution‖ and, consequently, the creation of the Arctic Council Secretariat, the role of 
observers and the nature of the decisions taken in the Arctic Council.  

The Arctic Council: From the Ottawa to the Kiruna Declaration 

In 1999, Evan Bloom pointed out that ―the Arctic Council is the only major intergovernmental 

initiative for the Arctic involving all eight Arctic States‖ (Bloom, 1999: 712). This idea2 was recently 

reaffirmed in the Kiruna Declaration adopted in Sweden, 15 May 2013, which reminds us that ―the 

Arctic Council is and continues to be the primary forum for Arctic cooperation‖3 (Senior Arctic 

Officials‘ Report to Ministers, Kiruna, 15 May 2013: 3).  

Although the AC is still the only intergovernmental forum for circumpolar cooperation, we should 

ask whether this initiative – with a structure that has remained virtually unchanged since its 

creation – should evolve, and how, in order to face up to the challenges of the coming years.  

The AC was created in 1996 as a ―high level forum‖ to ―provide a means for promoting 

cooperation, coordination and interaction among the Arctic States, with the involvement of the 

Arctic indigenous communities and other Arctic inhabitants on common Arctic issues‖ (Declaration 

on the establishment of the Arctic Council. Ottawa Declaration, 1996). Therefore, from a strictly 

legal point of view, the AC is a high level forum4 and not an ‗International Organization‘. This has 

important consequences for both its international configuration and its external dimension, namely 

its capacity to interact with other international subjects. Internally, the AC is an intergovernmental 

forum characterized by the participation of indigenous peoples, and where the States have a very 

wide-ranging capacity to define the AC‘s goals and to make decisions that are not legally binding for 

its member states. However, its legal nature also implies important limitations in the external field: it 

cannot participate as a member in other International Organizations, nor can it sign international 

agreements with other subjects, as established in the Vienna Convention on the law of Treaties, and 

the Vienna Convention on the law of Treaties between States and International Organizations.  

Therefore, although it is clear that the AC is the only major intergovernmental initiative for the 

Arctic involving all eight Arctic States, the question is whether its current configuration, as a political 

forum, allows it to develop and play its role in the global governance in the Arctic. This governance 

has an internal dimension – involving relations between the Arctic states, the Permanent Participants 

and the observers – and also an external dimension, as many of the issues in the short, medium and 

long term go beyond the jurisdiction of its states, and are of interest to the international community 

as a whole.  In this sense, we believe that the fundamental issue is the capacity of the AC to play its 

role in the global governance of the Arctic in both its internal dimension – with weaknesses derived 
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from its structure and the non-legally binding nature of its decisions – as well as in global terms, and, 

specifically, developing an external action in line with its objectives.  

The “Package Solution”5 to Strengthening the Arctic Council 

At the Deputy Ministers‘ meeting held in May 2010, it was decided to work on four main issues with 
the aim of strengthening the AC in order to face the rapidly changing circumstances in the Arctic 
that have increased the challenges and opportunities in both volume and complexity6: 1) the role of 
observers and configuring their participation; 2) the question of a permanent secretariat; 3) the 
question of budgeting expenditure; and 4) the nature of the decisions taken in the AC and the 
increased use of task forces.  

As we will explain, a series of decisions about these questions were developed and adopted at the 

AC‘s Ministerial Meetings held in Nuuk (2011) and in Kiruna (2013). In order to study if and how 

these new decisions strengthen the role of the AC, we will summarize them in three sections: 1) the 

establishment of the Permanent Arctic Council Secretariat; 2) the role of observers in the AC; and 3) 

the nature of the decisions taken at the Arctic Council. 

 The Establishment of the Permanent Arctic Council Secretariat:  
Changing the AC‘s Structure after Fifteen Years 

The establishment of an Arctic Council Secretariat (ACS) is the only reform of its structure7 that has 

been carried out in the AC since its creation in 1996. The aim of reinforcing its role was already 

present in the Tromsø Declaration (2009) in two ways: 1) the political role of the Arctic Council by 

having a meeting at deputy Minister level, with representatives of Permanent Participants, in order to 

discuss emerging issues between Ministerial meetings; and 2) a further consideration on the best way 

of structuring the Arctic Council in order to fulfill its objectives stated in Ottawa Declaration, that is, 

―sustainable development in the Arctic region, including economic and social development, 

improved health conditions and cultural well-being and affirming concurrently our commitment to 

the protection of the Arctic environment, including the health of Arctic ecosystems, maintenance of 

biodiversity in the Arctic region and conservation and sustainable use of natural resources‖. In this 

sense, the rapid evolution of the effects of the climate change on this area8 required a strengthening 

of the AC9 by means of the creation of a Permanent Secretariat, and four new Task Forces: 1) on 

arctic marine oil pollution prevention (TFOPP); 2) for action on black carbon and methane 

(TFBCM); 3) for enhancing scientific cooperation in the Arctic; and 4) to facilitate the creation of a 

circumpolar business forum. 

Finally, the decision on the creation of the ACS was adopted on the occasion of the seventh 

Ministerial Meeting of the Arctic Council (Nuuk Declaration 2011: b2) as one of the elements that 

should contribute to the strengthening of the AC. In this sense, the Nuuk Declaration states that 

members ―(…) decide to strengthen the capacity of the Arctic Council to respond to the challenges 

and opportunities facing the Arctic by establishing a standing Arctic Council Secretariat‖.  The 

headquarters of the ACS is in Tromsø, Norway and officially opened in June 2013 after the Eighth 

Ministerial Meeting of the Arctic Council in Sweden. 



267   Arctic Yearbook 2013 

Sánchez Ramos 

At the same time as taking the decision to create the ACS, the Task Force for Institutional Issues10  

(TFII) was established, as the creation of the ACS implies a change in the structure of the AC 

involving an adaptation of the Rules of Procedure (Iqaluit: 1998), as well as approving the necessary 

instruments for the functioning of the ACS. Accordingly, the activity of the TFII focused on two 

areas: 

1. Reviewing the AC‘s Rules of Procedure that were adopted at the first of the AC‘s 

Ministerial Meetings (Iqaluit: 1998). These rules were revised for the AC at the eighth AC 

Ministerial Meeting (Kiruna: 2013). The revision deals with the Chairmanship – meaning 

the Arctic State that chairs the Arctic Council during the particular 2-year period in 

question – and the Arctic Council‘s Secretariat, located in Tromsø, as well as the criteria 

for admitting observers and their involvement in the AC, as discussed below.  

2. Providing a legal framework to establish the Arctic Council‘s Secretariat in Tromsø. This 

included developing the AC Secretariat‘s Terms of Reference, Staff Rules, Financial Rules, Roles 

and Responsibilities of the Director and the Work Plan and Budget for 2013 (all of these 

documents were adopted by the Arctic Council‘s Deputy Ministers in May 2012). The 

TFII is also engaged with the Host Country on the legal relationship between the Host 

Country and the Secretariat, including the extension of appropriate privileges and 

immunities, and the review of any corresponding Host Country Agreement. The Host 

Country Agreement was signed in Tromsø on 21 January 2013 (SAOS Report to Ministers, 

Kiruna 2013: 62) 

The basic functioning of the ACS is detailed in the AC Secretariat‘s Terms of Reference and the Roles and 

Responsibilities for the AC Secretariat Director.11 The main aim is to ―enhance the work of the Arctic 

Council through the establishment of administrative capacity and providing continuity, institutional 

memory, operational efficiency, enhanced communication and outreach, exchange of information 

with other relevant international organization and to support activities of the Arctic Council‖ 

(Terms of Reference of the Arctic Council Secretariat, 2012: point 1). In order to achieve this goal, 

article 2.2 states that the ACS will perform the following functions: 1) administrative and 

organizational support; 2) communication and outreach; 3) finance and Human Resources; 4) other 

services and functions as may be required and directed by the AC and its Chair; and 5) language 

questions.  

In the author‘s opinion, three of these functions – administrative and organizational support; 

communication and outreach, and other services and functions as may be required and directed by 

the AC and its Chair – have a significant potential to contribute towards improved coordination and 

coherence in the internal and external dimension of the governance of the Arctic.  

With regard to its internal governance, we believe that the ACS becomes a ―kind of link‖ between 

the different working groups and task forces that operate in the AC, as well as the observers and the 

Chairmanship. For this reason, the ACS will probably be the only structure aware of the projects 

being carried out by each of these bodies, becoming a permanent channel of information between 

the different categories of participants of the AC (members, PPs and observers) as well as the 
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different working groups. In other words, the ACS will contribute towards achieving greater 

coherence in the functioning of the AC12 with a view of avoiding any overlapping thematic projects 

and discussions.13 

With respect to global governance, the ACS can contribute towards positioning the AC in 

international forums and organizations operating in areas that have an influence on the Arctic. Here 

the Director of the Secretariat can play an important role, because as stated in point 3.4 of the Terms 

of Reference of the ACS ―(…) they will represent the Secretariat externally when directed by the SAO 

Chair‖. Although this potentially external role is a positive step, we believe that a more relevant 

involvement is desirable, in order to be the visible head of the AC under the supervision of the 

Chairmanship or the SAO Chair. It is important to note that point 11 of the Rules of Procedure of the 

AC (Kiruna, 2012) states that ―the Chairmanship, an Arctic State, or other subsidiary bodies may 

undertake communications on AC matters with other international fora as may be agreed to in 

advance by the Arctic States‖. Accordingly, any of these parties – the Chairmanship, an Arctic State 

or other subsidiary bodies – could speak in the other international forums or organizations on behalf 

of the AC. However, it seems clear that this multiplicity of external representatives can hardly 

contribute towards the visibility and coherence of the AC in its external actions.14 

Neither should we forget that under the supervision of the Chairmanship, the ACS has a key role in 

implementing the communication strategy of the AC, as derived from the Terms of Reference of the 

ACS and the Communication Strategy for the Arctic Council15, another element that may contribute 

towards strengthening the AC. This Communication Strategy has both an internal and international 

dimension: 1) the internal dimension focuses on facilitating cooperation, creating synergies and 

avoiding overlaps in communication work (Communication Strategy: 141: 2) the international 

dimension focuses on ensuring that the AC is present at meetings where issues concerning the 

Arctic region are discussed. As the SAO pointed out, ―by improving internal and external 

communications and procedures, the AC has been able to act more coherently and effectively‖ 

(Senior Arctic Official‘s Report to Ministers 2013: 3). 

Because the ACS has only recently opened its doors (in June 2013) – it is impossible to evaluate its 

contribution towards strengthening the AC. At first glance, we believe that the ACS may indeed 

contribute towards reinforcing the role of the AC, although the scope of this contribution will 

depend on the determination of the different parties involved (member states, PPs, Observers, 

working groups, task force, etc.), as a permanent exchange of information is required in this process. 

In conclusion, as the Nuuk Declaration states, ―efforts have been devoted to strengthening the 

institutional framework of the Arctic Council. The establishment of a standing secretariat in Tromsø 

(…) is the most important achievement‖ (Senior Arctic Officials‘ Report to Ministers, Kiruna, 2013: 

3). In this sense, the Permanent Secretariat is always an essential ―institution‖ in the work of 

International Organizations through its visibility.16 

 The Role of Observers17  

The Observer is a classic figure in International Law, providing access to an International 

Organization (IO) or to International Conferences or Forums to parties who cannot be involved as 
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members, but who have an interest in the activities that the IO carries out.18 However, although 

these figures are quite common, the only characteristic they share is their lack of voting rights. Their 

capacity to act differs from one IO to another, and even from one organ to another within a given 

organization.19 

The AC regulates observers‘ status in the Ottawa Declaration: (a) non-Arctic States; (b) global and 

regional inter-governmental and inter-parliamentary organizations, and (c) non-governmental 

organizations.20 At a later stage, matters associated with admission criteria and their ability to act in 

the AC were developed and included in the Rules of Procedure (Iqaluit: 1998). After the adoption of 

these Rules, several States, International Organizations and Non-Governmental Organizations have 

been admitted as permanent observers, a process requiring the consent of all eight member States.
21  

Regarding their capacity to participate in the work of the AC, it should be noted that: 1) observers 

may be invited to Ministerial meetings and/or other meetings and activities of the Arctic Council; 2) 

they may make statements at the discretion of the Chair and submit relevant documents to the 

meetings; and 3) any observer that engages in activities which are at odds with the Council 

Declaration shall have its status as an observer suspended.22  

However, distrust in this figure by member States23 and PPs24 led to a breakdown of the admission 

process, as ―ministers were unable to articulate a shared vision on observers‖ (Canada as an Arctic 

Power, 2012: 6), stating on the occasion of the sixth Ministerial Meeting that they ―decide to 

continue discussing the role of observers in the Arctic Council‖ (Tromsø Declaration 2009: 9). In 

this case, Young pointed out that: 

[G]iven the profound links between the Arctic and the outside world, it makes no 
sense to relegate outsiders (for example Britain, China, France, Germany, the 
European Union) to the status of observers who seldom even get to speak at council 
sessions. Since the actions of these states are critical to efforts to regulate global 
processes (for example climate change, globalization) that will affect the Arctic 
profoundly, any procedure that leaves these actors increasingly frustrated and 
unhappy in their dealings with the council will be counterproductive (Young, 2009: 
80). 

On the occasion of the seventh Ministerial Meeting of the AC, the Ministers representing the eight 

Arctic States adopted the recommendations of SAOs on the Role and Criteria for Observers to the AC 

and decided to apply these criteria to evaluate pending applicants for observer status. In our opinion 

it is interesting to highlight three points of these criteria for admitting observers and their 

involvement in the AC: 1) that the observers may recognize Arctic States‘ sovereignty, sovereign 

rights and jurisdiction in the Arctic (this criterion is somewhat surprising, as respect of a state‘s 

sovereignty is one of the basic tenets of International Law); 2) that decisions at all levels in the AC 

are the exclusive right and responsibility of the eight Arctic States with the involvement of the 

Permanent Participants (again, the inclusion of this statement is surprising as it was already included 

in the Ottawa Declaration25); and 3) that observers may propose projects through an Arctic State or 

a Permanent Participant, but financial contributions from observers to any given project may not 

exceed the financing from Arctic States, unless otherwise decided by the SAOs (Senior Arctic 

Officials Report to Ministers, 2011: 50). In this author‘s opinion, these criteria demonstrate mistrust 
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in the role that observers can play in the AC, and in particular in the possibility that they may acquire 

a greater role than Arctic States and PPS. These criteria focus on achieving a balance firstly between 

the necessary participation of observers, who cannot be absent in the only forum that promotes the 

cooperation in the Arctic, especially if we consider that we are referring to non-Arctic States or IO 

who, for different reasons, are especially interested in this zone; and secondly, the role of the Arctic 

States who, together with the PPs, are the ―leading actors‖ of this Forum of cooperation. 

Therefore, on the basis of the above-mentioned Role and Criteria for Observers to the AC, on the 

occasion of the Eighth Ministerial Meeting of the AC, China, India, Italy, Japan, the Republic of 

Korea and Singapore were admitted as new observer States26 (Kiruna Declaration, 2013: 6). By 

contrast the AC ―(…) receives the application of the EU for observer status affirmatively, but defers 

a final decision on implementation until the Council ministers are agreed by consensus that the 

concerns of Council members, addressed by the President of the European Commission in his letter 

of 8 May are resolved, with the understanding that the EU may observe Council proceedings until 

such time as the Council acts on the letter‘s proposal‖.  Catherine Ashton, High Representative of 

the European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy and EU Commissioner for Maritime 

Affairs and Fisheries, Maria Damaniki, made the following statement with regard to this decision:  

The EU welcomes the Arctic Council‘s decision on the EU‘s application for 
permanent observership. The EU considers the Arctic Council a primary 
international forum for Arctic cooperation and looks forward to stepping up its 
engagement with the Arctic partners in tackling the challenges faced by this region of 
increasing importance. Further to previous exchanges with the Canadian authorities, 
the EU will now work expeditiously with them to address the outstanding issue of 
their concern.27 

Here the question is whether or not the AC should deny the status of observer to the European 

Union. To a certain degree, the European Union is already represented in the AC through its 

members and observers which, in turn, are members of the EU; however, taking into account its 

competences and the diverse actions adopted about this region, ―the EU as a legal person should be 

distinguished from its member states‖ (Koivurova, Kokko, Duyck, Sellheim and Stepien, 2012: 368). 

Finally, it is important to mention the adoption of the AC Manual for Subsidiary Bodies (Kiruna, 2013). 

While an examination of this Manual goes beyond the scope of this article, it should be noted that 

its goal is to establish the role of observers with a fundamental purpose: to maintain the direction of 

the AC for its members and PPs, as defined from the Ottawa to the Kiruna Declarations. In 

particular, point 6 states that ―the primary role of observers is to observe the work of the AC. 

Furthermore, observers are encouraged to continue to make relevant contributions through their 

engagement primarily at the level of working groups‖. 

 The Nature of the Decisions Taken in the Arctic Council 

The SAOs pointed out in their Report to Ministers (Nuuk 2011: 49-50) that ―the AC will continue 

to work towards solutions to address emerging challenges in the Arctic utilizing a wide range of 

approaches, including scientific assessments; policy statements; guidelines, recommendations; best 

practices; and new legally binding instruments. Working Groups will remain the principal means for 
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advancing the substantive work of the AC, including the organization of activities to follow up on 

findings and recommendations of assessments‖.  

Although the nature of the decisions taken in the AC and the increased use of task forces were one 

of the issues of the ―package solution‖ aimed at strengthening the AC, they do not contain anything 

new. Firstly, there is no change in how decisions will be adopted: all of the Arctic Council‘s 

decisions will be adopted through the consensus of all eight Arctic States28, and secondly, they are 

not binding decisions. However, the Task Forces are very important for two reasons: firstly, their 

number and specialization and secondly, the type of decisions that can be adopted. As the SAO 

pointed out ―Task Forces may be necessary for specific initiatives that require unique expertise and, 

in those instances, the composition and mode of operation of the Task Force would be determined 

on a case-by-case basis‖ (SAO Report to Ministers, Nuuk, 2011: 49-50). 

If we examine the Kiruna Declaration (2013), we see that four new Task Forces have been created 

for the period 2013-2015: 1) the Task Force for action on Black Carbon and Methane; 2) the Task 

Force on Arctic Marine Oil Pollution Prevention; 3) the Task Force for enhancing scientific 

Cooperation in the Arctic; and 4) the Task Force to Facilitate the creation of a Circumpolar Business 

Forum. We would draw attention to the last Task Force, as its main objective is:  

to advance circumpolar business development by creating a Circumpolar Business 
Forum (CBF) to bring circumpolar business perspectives to the work of the AC, 
providing value to Arctic States and Permanent Participants. The CBF will focus 
initially on responsible resource development, and would provide a venue for 
industries, and indigenous businesses operating in the Arctic to advance Arctic-
oriented business interest, share best practices, forge partnerships, and engage in 
deeper cooperation.29 

This is the first time that the AC has proposed the idea of creating another forum for cooperation 

between the Arctic States, meaning the existence of two forums of circumpolar cooperation. 

Although each of these forums will have its own field of competence, several crucial questions will 

arise concerning their functioning (such as their objectives and governance structure), and also the 

link between the AC and the CBF: will the new Forum contribute towards the global governance of 

the region? Would a new body in the AC be more effective and coherent than the CBF? The 

forthcoming drafts from the Task Force will provide us with the answers to these questions.30  

Finally, it should be noted that under the auspices of the AC (more specifically, two Task Forces) 

the Agreement on Cooperation on Aeronautical and Maritime Search and Rescue in the Arctic (Nuuk 

Declaration, 2011) and the Agreement on Cooperation on Marine Oil Pollution Preparedness and Response in the 

Arctic (Kiruna Declaration, 2013) have been negotiated and signed by the eight Arctic States. These 

are normal international treaties, negotiated under the auspices of the AC. Yet, even if negotiated 

under the AC auspices, it is the customary law of treaties that applies to these conventions as 

codified by the Vienna Convention on the law of treaties. 
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Conclusions 

This article analyzes how to strengthen the AC by means of the ―package solution‖ and, 

consequently, the creation of the Arctic Council Secretariat, the role of observers and the nature of 

the decisions taken in the Arctic Council. In addition to various considerations set out in the main 

body of text, we would like to point out that, in view of the Kiruna Declaration, the ACS is not an 

end point on the path towards strengthening the AC: 

The work of the AC continues to evolve to respond to new challenges and 
opportunities in the Arctic, request Senior Arctic Officials to recommend ways and 
means to strengthen how the work of the AC is carried out including identifying 
opportunities for Arctic States to use the Council‘s work to influence and shape 
action in other regional and international fora as well as identifying approaches to 
support the active participation of Permanent Participants, and to present a report 
on their work at the next Ministerial meeting in 2015 (Kiruna Declaration 2013: 6).  

The open question is where these changes are heading. Today we do not have an answer to this 

question, but there are several alternatives that would help to strengthen the AC. We would suggest 

two: 1) to continue strengthening the AC by means of external action (for example, the International 

Maritime Organization (IMO) is working on a binding Polar Code, although the AC does not 

participate in this Organization) or by means of greater coordination between its participants; 2) we 

believe that the creation of an International Organization is the best way to improve the global 

governance of the Arctic. In this sense, the AC needs to take a further step towards being an 

International Organization, in a similar way as the step taken in the past from the Arctic 

Environmental Protection Strategy (AEPS) to the Arctic Council. The objective of this International 

Organization would be the strengthening of the cooperation between the Arctic States, given the 

special characteristics of that area. There is no single model for International Organizations, so the 

Arctic States could choose a flexible design according to their interests and goals. However, the 

recent creation of the Task Force to facilitate the creation of Circumpolar Business Forum indicates 

that the changes are heading in another direction. 
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Notes 

1. In 2012 alone, a new minimum for the extent of Arctic sea ice was set in September,  

 eclipsing the dramatic previous new low set only five years before in 2007; the sea surface  

 temperature on the ice margins continued to exceed the long-term average; the Greenland  

ice sheet experienced melting over some 97 per cent of its expanse in a single day; and 

 massive phytoplankton blooms were measured below the Arctic summer sea ice, an  
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 indication that biological production may be lower than originally estimated. The  

reduction in sea ice extent bears emphasis: the last six years, 2007-2012, have produced  

 the ―six lowest sea ice minimum extents since satellite observations began in 1979‖. See  

 Artic Ocean Review Project 2009-2013. Final Report-Phase II 2011-2013. 8th Arctic  

 Council Ministerial Meeting, Kiruna, Sweden, 15th May 2013. 

2. In this sense Graczyk and  Koivurova  (2013)  pointed out that ―established in 1996, the  

 region‘s primary forum today is the Arctic Council, which has reached a turning point and  

 is undergoing important changes to combat rising challenges posed by climate change and  

 globalization‖ (1). 
 

3. Although in May 2008 the five coastal States (United States, Canada, Norway, Russia and  

 Denmark/Greenland) established an ad hoc institution in form of occasional foreign  

 minister meetings (see Ilulissat Declaration), we believe that the AC is the primary forum  

 in the region, because it includes all Arctic States, indigenous representatives and  

 observers. 
 

4. ―The establishment of the Arctic Council as a forum without legal personality, and thus  

 not as an ‗international organization‘ as that term is understood under international law  

 was and objective of the United States and is consistent with a tendency in recent   

 American diplomatic practice to seek an informal cooperative structure when the  

 structure is adequate for the purposes of the issues involved‖ (Bloom 1999: 712). 
 

5. Expression used by the Senior Arctic Officials. Report to Ministers, Nuuk, Greenland, May 2011. 
 

6. See Senior Arctic Officials (SAO) Report to Ministers, Nuuk, Greenland, May 2011: 48. In 

this sense, the Tromsø Declaration on the occasion of the Sixth Ministerial Meeting of the 

Arctic Council (the 29 of April, 2009) pointed out some of the changes that should be 

undertaken: 1) regarding human induced global climate change as one of the greatest 

challenges facing the Arctic; 2) deeply concerned by the escalating rate of warming of the 

Arctic climate, which will likely also affect the rest of the world; 3) noting the extensive 

reduction of sea ice coverage and thickness resulting in increased marine access to the Arctic, 

and acknowledging the stress being placed upon sea-ice dependent and other species; 4) 

noting that the trans-boundary pollutants, including air pollutant emissions, heavy metals and 

persistent organic pollutants continue to be a major concern. Moreover, the Nuuk Declaration 

(2011) states that ―recognizing that rapidly changing circumstances, in particular the changing 

climate,  have increased the challenges and opportunities facing the Arctic in both volume and 

complexity, and underscoring the importance of strengthening the Arctic Council to address 

this change‖. 
 

7. We would like to point out that, although new working groups were incorporated, the 

structure remains unchanged. However, we believe that the Permanent Arctic Council 

Secretariat entails a change. 
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8. In this sense, the Senior Arctic Officials Report to Ministers (Kiruna, 2013) establishes that 

―the Arctic is changing rapidly. These changes are a source of both challenges and  

 opportunities. Climate change affects not only the environment but all Arctic inhabitants,  

 and especially the traditional way of life and cultures of the indigenous peoples. At the  

 same time, the business community‘s growing interest in the region may create  

 opportunities for more economically advantageous living conditions‖. 
 

9. ―As we embark on the second round of chairmanship, we will continue our work to  

 strengthen the Arctic Council to meet new challenges and opportunities for cooperation,  

 and pursue opportunities to expand the Arctic Council‘s roles from policy-shaping into  

 policy-making‖, Vision for the Arctic (Kiruna, 2013: 3). 
 

10. See Mandate for Task Force for Institutional Issues (2011-2013). SAO Report to  

 Ministers, Nuuk, 2011: 56. 
 

11. See also, AC Secretariat Staff Rules (DMM02-15May 2012-Stockholm, Sweden); AC  

 Secretariat Financial Rules (DMM02-15May 2012-Stockholm, Sweden), AC Secretariat  

 Work Plan and Budget for 2013 (MM08-15May 2013, Kiruna, Sweden). 
 

12. ―By improving internal and external communications and procedures, the AC has been  

 able to act more coherently and effectively‖, SAO Report to Ministers, Kiruna, 2013: 3. 
 

13. Emerging Challenges in the Arctic.  Arctic Council Deputy Ministers‘ meeting on May 27,  

 2010 Ambassador Hannu Halinen SAO – Finland. 
 

14. The external representation is a very complex issue, even in those cases where a designed  

framework exists. The European Union is a good example. See, Sánchez Ramos, B (2011). La 

representación exterior de la Unión Europea tras el Tratado de Lisboa. En busca de la Unidad, 

eficacia y coherencia in Sobrino Heredia, J.M (dir) Innovación y conocimiento.  IV 

Jornadas Iberoamericanas de Estudios Internacionales, Lisboa 23, 24 y 25 de noviembre de 

2009: 481-490. 
 

15. See SAO Report to Ministers, Nuuk, 2011 and Communication Strategy for the AC. SAO  

 Official Report to Ministers, Annexes, Kiruna 2013. 
 

16. In this sense, Selheim (2012) says that ―therefore, it can be expected that the Arctic  

 Council Secretariat, which supports the Chair of the Arctic Council, after takings its new  

 permanent form is expected to be of a similar character as other secretariats. This will  

 allow the Arctic Council to pursue its purpose on a solid administrative basis that will  

 allow it to develop in a stable and efficient manner‖, 64-65. 
 

17. The aim of this section is to study the contribution of observers to the strengthening of        

the AC. Other aspects such as the admission process, function, etc, are beyond the 

scope of this work. 
 

18. For example, the European Union has observer statute in a number of International  
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 Organizations such as United Nations' the WHO or the OIT. 
 

19. For example, the European has observer status in some organs of United Nations like the  

 General Assembly but not in the Council of Security. See, Sánchez Ramos, B (2004): La  

 Unión Europea y las Relaciones Diplomáticas, edit. Tirant lo Blanch, Valencia; Smith,  

 K.E (2013): ―The European Union and the Politics of legitimization at the United  

 Nations‖, European Foreign Affairs Review 18, nº 1. 
 

20. We believe that it is relevant that Ottawa Declarations designates the possible observers  

 because other Forum and International Organizations don‘t specify them.  
 

21. AC Rules of Procedure, art. 37 (Iqaluit: 1998). 
 

22. AC Rules of Procedure, arts. 37 and 38 (Iqaluit: 1998). 
 

23. Graczyk and Koivurova (2013) pointed out that ―Arctic states‘ reluctance to engage with 

 external entities stems from a preoccupation with their own interests, as well as added  

 anxiety surrounding the notion that powerful, global players could be able to jeopardise  

 the current consensus on governance principles established by the Ilulissat Declaration  

 (…) Moreover, these concerns are supported by PPs who are anxious because of  

 Outsiders‘ lack of understanding regarding their culture and traditions, as shown, for  

 instance, by the EU‘s ban on seal products‖, 5. 
 

24. ―(…) solve the observer question while maintaining the key role of the Arctic States and  

 Permanent Participants‖. SAO Report to Ministers, Nuuk, 2011: 3. 
 

25. In this sense, Graczyk and Koivurova (2013) pointed out that ―this can be perceived as a  

 response to the joint statement made by state observers, delivered during the November   

 2008 SAO meeting in Kautokeino, Norway, which articulated how observers wished to  

 contribute not only on matters of science but also with regard to decision making‖, 8.  
 

26. By contrast, the AC did not consider the application of Greenpeace. 
 

27. Joint Statement by EU High Representative Catherine Ashton and EU Commissioner  

 Maria Damanaki regarding AC decision on EU`s observer status, Brussels, 15 May 2013.  

 A 255/13. 
 

28. ―In the even that a Ministerial SAO meeting is held without the attendance of all eight  

 Arctic States, consistent with Rule 3 (six of the Arctic States shall constitute a quorum for  

 purposes of holding a Ministerial or Senior Arctic Official meeting) decisions may be  

 taken by a consensus of all Arctic States present, subject to confirmation in writing by the  

 absent Arctic States within 45 days after receiving notice of the decision. Decisions of  

 working groups, task forces or other subsidiary bodies may be adopted by consensus of  

 all Arctic States present, subject to any objection in writing by an absent Arctic State with  

 30 days after receiving a report containing the decision‖. So, Permanent Participants and  

 Observes do not participate in this process. See AC Rules of Procedure (Kiruna, 2013). 
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29. SAO Report to Ministers, Kiruna, 2013, 73-75. 
 

30. The Arctic Circle was created in April 2013. It aims to support, complement and extend  

 the reach of the work of the Arctic Council by facilitating a broad exchange of ideas and  

 information at an open gathering held in mid-October of  each year. The first meeting  

 will be held in October 2013. The mission of the Arctic Circle is to facilitate dialogue and  

 build relationships to address rapid changes in the Arctic. Participants in the Arctic Circle  

 include a range of global decision-makers from all sectors, including political and business  

 leaders, indigenous representatives, nongovernmental and environmental representatives,  

 policy and thought leaders, scientists, experts, activists, students and media. This annual  

 assembly, organized as a nonprofit, is a new mechanism for existing institutions, organizations, 

forums, think tanks, corporations and public associations to reach a global  

 audience in an efficient way.  
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For several decades high prices of oil and gas have been a major driving force for Russia‘s economic growth and state 
prosperity. During this period the state mostly relied on natural resources production in West Siberia. Today the 
Russian economy is still very dependent on the energy sector, however the traditional areas of energy production cannot 
satisfy the demand any longer and the state is facing a challenge of finding a new energy supply area. Arctic offshore 
resources represent an alternative energy supply; however severe climate conditions, environmental risks and high 
production costs make offshore exploration less attractive. This article examines different approaches and interests of 
the Russian state and businesses towards the offshore exploration in the region. Convergences and divergences in the 
stances are discussed, providing an outline for the future development of the Russian energy sector with relation to the 
on-going international energy market development.  

 

 

 

Background 

For several decades high prices for oil and gas have been a major driving force in Russia‘s economic 

growth, making the country dependent on oil and gas exports and vulnerable to fluctuations in 

crude oil prices on the world market. From 1996-1998, up to 14-15% of the state‘s GDP revenues 

derived from hydrocarbons production and export; from 1999 – 2003 their share increased to more 

than 20% (Berezinskaya and Mironov, 2006), and in 2012 represented almost a half of the federal 

revenues (Neftegazovaya Rossiya, 2013). Starting from the 1960s a bulk of hydrocarbon production 
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occurred in West Siberia. Today Khanty–Mansi Autonomous Okrug still accounts for 51% of oil 

production in Russia (Ria Novosti, 2012). Currently, the state‘s policy to preserve and expand energy 

production and exportation faces certain challenges. West Siberian fields are dwindling, and the oil 

production is predicted to decrease by 19% by 2020 (Kezik and Ermakova, 2012). In addition, 

geological surveys have been slow paced and modern energy production technology has not been 

fully introduced. According to ―Russia Oil and Gas Report‖, published in 2011, in the future, an 

increasing share of energy production will be produced outside of West Siberia (Business Monitor 

International, 2011). 

 
Source: Russian Oil and Gas Fields in the Arctic (2011), RIA Novosti, retrieved from 

http://en.rian.ru/infographics/20111007/167371478.html, on September 10, 2013.   
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Today, oil and gas resources in East Siberia and on the Arctic continental shelf are viewed by the 

Russian state as new potential areas for energy production. In 2008 during the Security Council 

meeting, President Dmitry Medvedev (2008-2012) announced a mission to convert the Arctic region 

into a resource base of the 21st century, to compensate the dwindling resources in West Siberia (Ilyn, 

2008). Recoverable hydrocarbon resources on Russia‘s continental shelf account for up to 100 

billion tons, including more than 13.5 billion tons of oil and about 73 trillion m3 of gas (Ministry of 

Natural Resources and Ecology, 2006).  

The bulk of resources (about 66.5%) are located in the northern seas (Barents and Kara Seas). Apart 

from the economic reasons for energy supply diversification, offshore development is linked with 

Russian geopolitical interests in guaranteeing its presence in the Arctic waters via a military 

component. In addition, offshore hydrocarbon production is associated with the socio-economic 

development of the Northern regions in Russia.  

The ―Strategy for the Development of the Arctic Zone of the Russian Federation and National 

Security for the Period up to 2020‖, published in February 2013, outlined the policy directions and 

the mechanisms needed for the relocation of oil and gas production into new areas. The strategy 

prescribes a development of a natural resource base by implementing new technologies, conducting 

complex studies on the continental shelf and in coastal zone, forming reserve fund deposits and 

accomplishing relevant infrastructure projects (Government of Russia, 2013). One of the 

mechanisms for the tasks‘ implementation is based on collaboration between state and business 

organizations, including foreign entities.  

Hence, this study provides an analysis of the current state of relations between the Russian 

government, state-controlled (Gazprom and Rosneft), and private (LUKOIL and NOVATEK) oil 

and gas companies. The article begins with a brief overview of a legal set of actors and their 

respective rights for operation on the Arctic continental shelf. Furthermore, it provides a 

comparative analysis of the Russian government, state and private companies‘ offshore strategies 

and interests. Finally, the article outlines the prospective development of the Russian Arctic offshore 

sector in relation to the energy sector development in other Arctic states, as well as with the on-

going changes in the global energy markets.   

Subsoil Legislation: Rules for Operation on the Russian Continental Shelf  

The Russian legislation on subsoil use is based on article 72 of the Constitution of the Russian 

Federation. This article states that any possession, use and disposal of land, subsoil, water and other 

natural resources is in joint jurisdiction of the federal government and the federal subjects (The 

Constitution, 1993).  

The subsoil activity is regulated also by federal laws, decrees and orders issued by the President and 

the government of the Russian Federation, ministerial resolutions, and by adoption in accordance 

with federal laws the statutory legal acts of the federal subjects of the Russian Federation. The core 

federal law in the sphere of subsoil use is Federal Law 2395-1 ―On Subsoil Resources‖ dated 21 

February 1992. The Federal Law regulates issues connected to geological survey, license granting 

and natural resources extraction and production. The subsoil operations on the continental shelf are 
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operated in accordance with the Federal Law 183-FZ ―On the Continental Shelf‖, dated 30 

November 1995, and the Federal Law 191-FZ ―On the Exclusive Economic Zone‖, dated 17 

December 1998.   

Regulation of offshore activities on the continental shelf falls under the jurisdiction of the Ministry 

of Natural Resources and Ecology and under the respective governmental entities. In particular, the 

Federal Agency for Subsoil Use (―Rosnedra‖) is responsible for geological survey, insurance and 

license assessment of subsoil use and for auctioning licenses for subsoil use.  

According to Russian legislation, the state has exclusive rights on subsoil use – no one can extract 

subsoil resources without the state‘s consent. The right for any resources extraction can be granted 

in a form of a subsoil license or a state contract.  

The 2008 amendments to the Federal Law ―On Subsoil Resources‖ have specified strict criteria for 

subsoil users who are applying for offshore licenses. The amendments provide an access to offshore 

activities only to a legal entity with 5 years experience in development of deposits on the Russian 

continental shelf; established in accordance with the legislation of the Russian Federation and with a 

government stake of over 50% in its charter capital (Consultant, 2008). Currently, only two Russian 

state-controlled companies – oil company Rosneft and gas company Gazprom meet the criteria.  

The amendments were also introduced to the legislation covering issues of foreign investment in 

strategic deposits. Under the new amendments, foreign companies are deprived of the right to 

obtain subsoil licenses and the right to develop strategic deposits, and are obliged to report to a 

government agency every time they acquire 10% or greater share in a Russian company that works 

in a strategic sector (Federal Antimonopoly Service of the RF, 2008). 

The amendments introduced went in line with the general policy towards strengthening the 

government control in the energy sector and protection of the state‘s national security interests. In 

particular, the ―National Security Concept of the Russian Federation‖, revised in 2000, prescribed an 

increase in state control over foreign investment and the introduction of well-grounded limitations 

on granting subsoil licenses to foreign companies (Security Council, 2000). Adopted in the following 

year, the ―Marine Doctrine for the Period up to 2020‖ stipulated the protection and implementation 

of sovereign rights on geological surveys and the exploitation of offshore resources (Security 

Council, 2001).  

Government and Private Energy Companies‟ Approaches towards Offshore Oil 

& Gas Development Policies  

The Arctic continental shelf monopoly held by the two companies Gazprom and Rosneft 

contributed to the emergence of two different approaches towards offshore project development 

within a political nomenclature in Russia. According to Rustam Tankaev, a leading expert at the 

Russian Union of Oil and Gas Industrialists, in the Russian energy industry two centers of power 

have been formed, including the Presidential Commission for the Strategic Development of the Fuel 

and Energy Sector and Environmental Security, who‘s executive secretary also holds the Presidency 

of Rosneft, Igor Sechin (2012-present), and the Government Commission for Fuel and Energy 
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Complex, which is headed by the deputy Prime Minister Arkady Dvorkovich (2012-present) 

(Topalov, 2012). In general, the deputy Prime Minister advocates for the liberalization of the Federal 

Law ―On Subsoil Resources‖; the approach is also supported by the Ministry of Natural Resources 

and Ecology, Ministry of Economic Development and it stipulates expanding the number of 

companies that can work offshore, for tax regime facilitation and for an increase in the number of 

geological surveys conducted on the continental shelf. According to the Minister of Natural 

Resources and Ecology Jury Trutnev (2004-2012), the development of many offshore projects will 

be very expensive and it will require 150 years to examine the hydrocarbon potential of the 

continental shelf in the Arctic under the current legislation (Melnikov, 2011). Currently, the density 

of seismic surveys covering the most promising waters of the Arctic Seas, except the Barents and 

Pechora seas, is not more than 0.15 per 1 km2, and for the eastern seas, less than 0.1 km to 1 km2 

(Rbk Daily, 2013).  

Over the past few years, the Ministry of Natural Resources and Ecology has been constantly 

lobbying for an increase in the number of legal entities that could gain the right to conduct 

economic activities on the Arctic continental shelf. In 2010 the Ministry proposed the consideration 

of both national and international offshore operations experience in making its decisions on granting 

subsoil use licenses for working on the continental shelf. However, the amendments introduced did 

not receive approval from the Ministry of Energy that called for the need to improve the proposals. 

In the following year, the Ministry initiated a proposal allowing legal foreign entities to acquire 

licenses to plots of deposits until the end of the geological survey stage in the relevant area of 

interest. The proposals also echoed initiatives articulated by the deputy Prime Minister Igor Sechin 

(1999-2008), who was making an effort into the creation of a strategic alliance together with BP for 

joint exploration of the offshore deposits in the Arctic. In 2012 the Ministry of Natural Resources 

and Ecology made a further step towards bringing changes into the existing subsoil legislation. It 

drafted its ―Program for Exploration and Development of the Continental Shelf of Russia for the 

Period up to 2030‖ stipulating that private companies could conduct geological surveys without the 

collaboration or participation of the state-controlled companies, and introduced changes in the tax 

regime that are dependent on the complexity of the deposit. However, the draft was later sent back 

for revision by the Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev (2012-present).  

A certain breakthrough has been associated with the government meeting in Novy Urengoy, which 

was held in the beginning of 2013. However, the results of the meeting confirmed the senior 

officials‘ stance towards preservation of the state-controlled companies‘ monopolies on the 

continental shelf. The outcome of the meeting could be explained by the existing fierce lobby of the 

state-controlled energy companies and their strong connection with the state officials in the Russian 

government and the Russian President.  

Strong supporters for subsoil law liberalization include private Russian energy companies LUKOIL, 

Surgutneftegaz, Bashneft and Zarubezneft. These companies have addressed the government and 

the President several times requesting the opening of the continental shelf for private business. The 

main argument expressed by the opponents of liberalization is the private companies‘ inability to 

cover the financial costs of the Arctic projects and their lack of offshore experience. However, 
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Zarubezneft possesses experience in working on the shelf projects in Vietnam and regards this as its 

golden opportunity for establishing a joint venture with the company Petrovietnam in order to work 

on the Russian continental shelf in the Arctic. In 2012, Zarubezneft acquired shares of the energy 

company ―Arktikmorneftegazrazvedka‖ which possesses significant experience in the exploration 

and development of oil and gas deposits on the Russian continental shelf. The procurement of the 

company has made Zarubezneft eligible to work offshore. However, the government‘s decision on 

allowing the company to proceed with offshore activity is still pending.  

Another fierce supporter for liberalization has been the Russian private oil company LUKOIL, 

which began showing interest in offshore activities as early as the late 1990s. After the approval by 

the Russian government to grant Rosneft licenses to 12 sites, and to Gazprom licenses to 17 sites, 

LUKOIL started to consider other alternatives to obtain access to the Arctic continental shelf. 

During the official meeting with the Russian president Vladimir Putin, the head of LUKOIL Vagit 

Y. Alekperov expressed the company‘s intention to launch a geological survey at the Khatanga Bay 

on the coast of Yakutia. According to an analyst from Sberbank Investment Research Valery 

Nesterov, LUKOIL has been forced to engage in the least prospective offshore projects in order to 

display its loyalty to the government, with hopes of getting access to the continental shelf in the 

future (Melnikov, Popov et al, 2013). However, a few months after, the vice-president of LUKOIL 

Leonid Fedun stated that ―[i]t would be cheaper for the Russian oil companies to develop deposits 

on the mainland than on the continental shelf‖ (Muraviev, 2013). Such a radical change in the 

company‘s policy has been spurred by a number of factors. The first factor deals with the existing 

uncertainty concerning the Russian government‘s legal adoption of the liberalized offshore activity 

rules, which has forced the company to reorient its development strategy from offshore to onshore 

deposits. Secondly, the company is facing a problem of a gradual depletion of its deposits and oil 

production declining. In order to keep energy production at a sufficient level and to maintain the 

company‘s competitiveness in the national and international energy markets, LUKOIL is 

considering purchasing several enterprises in West Siberia and in the Republic of Komi that already 

own licenses for onshore field developments (Solodovnikova, Melnikov, 2013). 

The current state of affairs around the subsoil legislation clearly manifests the Russian government‘s 

position (with certain exceptions of certain Ministries) towards maintaining Gazprom and Rosneft 

monopolies on the offshore activity and reducing the chances of private companies working 

offshore. In addition, the recently signed agreements between Gazprom and Rosneft with the 

foreign energy companies Total, Shell, ExxonMobil, Statoil, CNPC and Eni respectively, for a joint 

development of deposits on the Arctic shelf have strengthened the state-controlled companies‘ 

positions by diminishing criticisms concerning the inability of foreign companies to participate in the 

Russian offshore projects. The acquisition of offshore licensees by Gazprom and Rosneft and the 

prescription by the recently released Arctic Strategy on the creation of reserve fund deposits, leave 

little room for maneuver by private companies to obtain access to offshore activities. In the long 

term, there are certain possibilities in which the private companies could proceed with offshore 

activity. For example, Gazprom‘s and Rosneft‘s inability to fulfill the geological survey requirements 

set by the Ministry of Natural Resources and Ecology could force the government to review its 

position towards subsoil law liberalization. In turn, Gazprom and Rosneft could implement counter 
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action policies to encumber the actions of the Ministry and private companies in order to safeguard 

their monopolies on the offshore activities in the Arctic.    

Gazprom and Rosneft Approaches Towards Offshore Oil & Gas Development 

Policies  

Rosneft and Gazprom have huge economic interests in the Arctic region due to their need to replace 

the depleting fields in West Siberia and to guarantee their status as reliable energy suppliers.  

Gazprom‘s involvement in Arctic offshore activities dates back to the beginning of the 1990s, when 

the company became the main decision-maker in the Rosshelf consortium. In 1992 the consortium 

was granted licences for Shtokman and Prirazlomnoye field development. Several plans were 

initiated by Rosshelf to develop the Shtokman field from creating a floating liquefaction plant (in 

1996) to building a pipeline from Vyborg to Murmansk and then to Peenemunde in Germany. There 

were two main debatable factors that the main shareholder in the consortium – Gazprom – 

considered the Arctic offshore exploration to be feasible by the end of the century. From a legal 

point of view, the sufficient Russian legislation on the offshore activities regulation was lacking. 

Economically, the Russian companies were neither financially nor technologically prepared for the 

project development on their own.  

The next threshold in Gazprom‘s offshore policy dates back to the beginning of the 21st century and 

was linked with the interest of Gazprom to ship LNG from the Shtokman field to the US market. In 

2008 Gazprom together with the Norwegian company Statoil and French company Total set up 

―Shtokman Development‖ – a joint venture for financing, construction and operation of the first 

project‘s phase. However, changes in the global gas market contributed to Gazprom diminished 

interest in the field development. In particular, the rapid growth of shale gas production in the US 

during the past few years has made gas exportation from the field to the American market less likely. 

In addition, a launch by Qatar liquefied natural gas (LNG) exportation to Europe has caused an 

increase of gas supply on the global market. This development, in combination with the world 

economic crisis of 2008/2009, has led to a decline in gas consumption, a decrease in the price of gas, 

and the emergence of a gas surplus in the world market. As a result, the development of the project 

has been postponed for an uncertain period of time, and Gazprom‘s co-partner, the Norwegian 

company Statoil, left the project in 2012.  

Another factor that has restrained Gazprom in its offshore exploration is that the development of 

Arctic offshore hydrocarbon reserves are connected to technological production challenges, high 

investment costs and environmental risks, and the profits from hydrocarbon extraction will not be 

reaped for many years to come. Since 2008, Gazprom has been negotiating with the government 

regarding tax privileges for Shtokman field development, including the introduction of tax on 

additional income, reduction of export duties, and lowering taxes on mineral extraction. Currently, 

the government is working on legislation that will provide certain tax breaks for those projects for 

which the production will begin after January 2016. In turn, Gazprom is lobbying tax privileges for 

the projects whose commercial production will start in 2013. The company‘s position is backed by 
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its plans to start production in the Prirazlomnaya field in 2013 and the granted tax breaks could save 

Gazprom $2.4 billion in expenses (Rbk, 2012).  

Following Gazprom‘s stance, Rosneft claims tax reductions from the government for its offshore 

Arctic projects that the company wants to develop together with its foreign co-partners. Rosneft has 

also performed as an ardent supporter of Gazprom‘s rigid stance on denial of the subsoil legislation 

liberalization. As part of their shared interests, the two companies had plans for joint activities on 

the continental shelf. Their cooperation in Arctic offshore projects date back to 2002 when Rosneft 

and Gazprom established ―Sevmorneftegaz‖ – a joint venture to develop the Shtokman and 

Prirazlomnoye fields. In 2005, Rosneft sold its shares to Gazprom in order to release financial room 

for further merging with the private oil company Yukos. The Yukos takeover by Rosneft 

represented one of the first steps in the oil company becoming the world‘s largest oil producing 

company, which Rosneft fulfilled in March 2013 by completing the TNK-BP transaction.  

In 2006 Rosneft and Gazprom launched a process for a future offshore deposits division by signing 

an agreement on a strategic partnership for the period up to 2015 with a possibility for a five-year 

extension. The agreement, in particular, prescribed joint exploration, production, transportation and 

processing of hydrocarbons on a fifty-fifty basis. Based on the agreement, the companies intended 

to jointly participate in tenders and auctions for subsoil use licenses and to exchange the acquired 

geological information. The signed agreement was first and foremost aimed at reducing 

confrontation between the two companies and to raise the companies‘ competitiveness on the 

internal energy market, since the two companies have been actively fighting for the same licenses, 

triggering the initial price increase.  

A further step towards division of powers in the energy sector was made in June 2007 when it was 

announced by the Ministry of Energy that the Arctic shelf and the Far East shelf would be explored 

by Rosneft and Gazprom. The announced measures have been implemented in the amendments to 

the Federal Law ―On Subsoil Resources‖ in 2008.  

To safeguard their positions in lobbying for an offshore monopoly and to reduce criticism from the 

Ministry of Natural Resources and Ecology concerning the low geological survey pace, Gazprom 

and Rosneft signed a cooperation agreement in 2012 on the creation and sharing of infrastructure 

for offshore deposits development. The agreement prescribed a development of business 

partnership between the two companies in order to increase their geological knowledge and to 

develop a reproduction of the resource base of the continental shelf.  

In March 2013, after receiving licensing approval from the government on offshore deposits 

development, Rosneft heavily criticized the Ministry of Natural Recourses and Ecology state 

program on continental shelf development, calling its main parameters for geological survey 

overestimated and suggesting establishment of a coordinated agency in order to work out a new 

document that would encompass the interests of the state-controlled companies. Rosneft also 

criticized the provision in which the company was obliged to return licenses to unallocated fund 

deposits in cases where the company had no intention to develop the field (Melnikov and 

Solodovnikova, 2013).  
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The delay of the decision on adoption of subsoil legislation liberalization and the allocation of 

subsoil use licenses to Rosneft and Gazprom without auctions clearly demonstrate the winning 

position of the state-controlled companies‘ alliance. However, the alliance between Gazprom and 

Rosneft for advocating their interests and stance on continental shelf deposits development has 

been destroyed by the emergent opportunities for Rosneft‘s gas policy expansion in both internal 

and external energy markets. 

Rosneft vs. Gazprom: Prospective Strategies for Expansion 

In Autumn 2012, Rosneft acquired a 51% share of the gas company ITERA, with proved reserves 

accounting for 372.4 billion cubic meters of gas and 15.7 million tons of condensate (Melnikov and 

Mordushenko, 2013). The shares acquisition has been done in the framework of cooperation 

between the two companies aiming at the creation of a joint venture. The merge with ITERA meant 

for Rosneft an access to the gas market and to existing contracts for gas supply; and for ITERA, 

energy sources. In 2013 Rosneft continued its gas policy expansion by undertaking certain steps 

towards reducing Gazprom‘s gas monopoly policy. During his speech at the Investors‘ Day in 

London in April 2013, the head of Rosneft Igor Sechin announced the company‘s plans to produce 

100 billion cubic meters of gas by 2020 that will correspond to 19-22% of the Russian gas market 

(Chodyakova, 2013). 

A month before that, the company expressed its interest in obtaining certain subsoil use licenses, on 

which Gazprom had a previous claim. One of the major reasons for allocating the licenses to 

Rosneft was expressed in the letter by the company‘s Deputy Chairman of the Director Board 

Nikolay Laverov, stating that a certain part of the granted licenses would be explored by Gazprom‘s 

subsidiary, the private company Gazprom Neft, which represents a direct violation of the subsoil 

legislation. In addition, the company radically changed its position and supported the stance of the 

private gas company NOVATEK to diminish Gazprom‘s gas company monopoly on LNG export. 

The changes in the company‘s position have been backed by certain factors. Firstly, the 

development of the gas strategy by the company satisfied the goals of the ―Russian Energy Strategy 

up to 2030‖ to create efficient conditions for independent gas producers in Russia. Secondly, 40% of 

Gazprom‘s long standing contracts are due this year and not all of the customers share an interest in 

the contracts‘ prolongation (Skorlygina and Motushenko, 2013). Thirdly, Rosneft obtained 40 

licenses for offshore field‘s development, which are predominantly gas deposits. According to Igor 

Sechin, such an amount of gas cannot be implemented in the domestic market (Serov, 2013).  

In the dispute between Rosneft and Gazprom the government took a cautious stance. The positive 

remarks towards LNG export liberalization were expressed by the Russian President Vladimir Putin 

during the Presidential Commission for the Strategic Development of the Fuel and Energy Sector 

and Environmental Security meeting and by the Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev during the latest 

World Economic Forum in Davos. However, the statements did not contain any concrete plans. 

Recently, the Ministry of Energy announced its plans to introduce new legal mechanisms of the 

united LNG export policy by September 2013. Due to Gazprom‘s rigid position towards its 

monopoly preservation, it is doubtful that a total abolition of Gazprom‘s LNG monopoly will occur. 

The company claims that the existing monopoly on gas exports compensates the huge financial and 
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social burden that the company fulfills inside Russia, including gasification of regions and the 

implementation of social programs on federal and regional levels.  

In turn, Rosneft is gradually fortifying its presence on the gas market and taking steps to weaken 

Gazprom‘s position. Firstly, Vlada Rysakova, a former head of the strategic development 

department in Gazprom, was appointed as a Vice President of Rosneft to manage the company‘s gas 

development policy. Secondly, NOVATEK has shifted its partnership priorities from Gazprom to 

Rosneft. In particular, NOVATEK halted the establishment of a joint venture to explore Gazprom‘s 

deposits on Yamal and NOVATEK‘s deposits on Gydan peninsula (Topalov, 2013). One of the 

major reasons standing behind the company‘s interests‘ switch is the development of the Yamal 

LNG project which the company is developing together with the French company TOTAL, which 

holds 20% of the project‘s shares. It is planned to launch gas production in 2016, however the 

financial part of the project and the future export contacts depend on the government‘s decision 

towards LNG export liberalization. Thirdly, the head of Rosneft announced the company‘s 

intentions for the LNG plant construction on Sakhalin by 2018.   

At the same time, Rosneft expressed its interest in participating in the ExxonMobil project on an 

LNG plant construction in the Point Thompson Alaska oil and natural gas field, where Rosneft 

holds a 25% stake. According to Maria Belova, a senior analyst at the energy centre of the 

―Skolkovo‖ business school, it is possible that Rosneft can fulfill its agreement obligations by 

agreeing to participate in the project (Serov, Solodovnikova et al., 2013). In the event of project 

implementation, Rosneft will have to compete with Gazprom and with its own gas strategy because 

the ExxonMobil project also targets Asian countries.  

Rosneft has also expressed a strong interest in expanding to the Asian markets. The interest has 

been vividly shown during its latest business tour to China and South Korea. During the visit to 

China Igor Sechin met the heads of the three leading companies – CNPC, Sinopec and CNOOC. 

The meeting discussed the prospective participation of Chinese companies in joint projects on 

exploration and production on the Russian continental shelf. Recently, Rosneft signed an agreement 

with CNPC to develop deposits in the Barents and Pechora Seas. The company also proposed new 

forms of collaboration in the field of LNG transportation. The issue of LNG transportation has 

been raised at the meeting with Rosneft and the South Korean companies KOGAS and STX. For 

Rosneft the partnership with Korean companies will provide access to technologies and financing, 

and will open up new markets for LNG export. In addition, countries represent attractive export 

markets for energy resources since prices on LNG are higher in China and Japan than to the 

European countries.  

The private company NOVATEK has also expressed its interest in expanding its presence in Asian 

markets. The possibility of Chinese companies joining the Yamal LNG project emerged just after 

the February Asian business tour. Collaboration with Chinese companies would solve two vital 

problems: the issue of export markets and the project‘s financing.   

The major rival to Rosneft and NOVATEK – Gazprom – also shares a strong interest in exporting 

energy resources to Asian markets. In general, Asian markets for Gazprom represent an option for 
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diversification of its gas export markets and a reduction in its dependence on European energy 

consumption. Gazprom is facing certain difficulties in relation to the European countries, who are 

also trying to reduce their energy dependence on Gazprom. Specially, Europe is reviewing projects 

which bypass its traditional gas suppliers. As a result, the Nabucca project has been replaced with a 

plan to construct a Trans-Anatolian gas pipeline through Azerbaijan and Turkey and it is estimated 

that the first gas supply will be launched in 2017. At the same time, intensified talks have been 

launched on the Trans-Caspian gas pipeline construction under the Caspian Sea, through which gas 

from Turkmenistan will be supplied directly to the European market.  

In addition, the prospective LNG supply from North America, Africa or Middle East in the nearest 

term could reduce Gazpom‘s share on the European gas export market and could force the 

company to reduce gas prices. Gazprom has already made certain concessions towards gas price 

reduction. In January 2013, the company reported that a gas price reduction of 10% had been 

achieved by Austrian Econgas, Italian Sinergie Italiane, Slovak SPP, Wingas German and French 

GDF Suez (Pronedra, 2013).  

At the same time, Gazprom faces certain difficulties in relation to the Asian market as well. Despite 

the recently signed agreement between Gazprom and the Chinese Company CNPC on gas supply 

from Russia for a period of 30 years, Russia and China have not reached an agreement on the price 

of the Russian gas deliverance yet. The issue of gas price decrease also represents a challenge in the 

relations between Gazprom and Japan concerning prospective LNG supply from the ―Vladivostok 

LNG‖ plant to the Asian country. 

On the other hand, there is a time constraint in LNG development by the Russian companies due to 

growing competition from other countries like the US, which are hoping to start shipping LNG in 

2015, as well as Canada and Australia who, like Russia, view fast-growing Asian countries as 

prospective energy markets. At the same time, Asian countries are also trying to reduce their 

dependence on oil and gas imports. Chinese and Japanese companies are planning to launch the 

development and extraction of shale oil deposits and Japan has already successfully extracted gas 

from frozen methane hydrate in its coastal area. In addition, the prospective relocation of energy 

production into new areas with high extraction costs, places a serious challenge for the Russian 

companies, in particular Gazprom, concerning its future gas price negotiation policy at a time of a 

prospective increase of the LNG supply.  

At the same time, despite the official policy recently expressed by the Russian President Vladimir 

Putin to develop energy supplies for Asian markets, the European market is still regarded as the 

major one. In support of this policy, Vladimir Putin must restart the work of the ―Yamal - Europe 

2‖ pipeline project, aimed at improving the reliability of deliveries to Slovakia, Hungary and Poland. 

In addition, Gazprom announced recently its plans to return to the LNG plant building project in 

Primorsk, which Gazprom had given up in favor of the Shtokman project eight years ago, to supply 

gas to the European markets (Serov, Timoshinov et al, 2013). In turn, a launch of the LNG project 

in Primorsk places in question the prospects of Shtokman field development and the capacity of 

Gazprom to implement offshore energy projects in the Arctic in the nearest future. However, 

according to Maria Belova, a senior analyst at the business school Skolkovo, an LNG plant in 
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Primork will allow Gazprom to circumvent regulations of the EU Third Energy Package 

(Solodovnikova, 2013).  

Simultaneously, Gazprom continues to strengthen its positions on the Arctic continental shelf. One 

of the major outcomes of Vladimir Putin‘s recent visit to the Netherlands was the signing of a 

memorandum on cooperation between Gazprom and Shell, setting out principles for collaboration 

in the exploration and development of hydrocarbon reserves on the Russian Arctic shelf. The 

agreement with Shell, after the misfortune with the Shtokman project, is likely to be seen as a certain 

confirmation of the company‘s intention to be present on the Arctic continental shelf. It is likely 

that the agreement between the companies will turn into a practical collaboration in offshore energy 

projects, including a possibility of Shtokman field development, as it was planned by Gazprom after 

Statoil had left the project. The signed agreement could be also seen as a counterbalance to 

Rosneft‘s partnership with foreign companies.  In the continuation of the agreement concluded with 

Shell, Gazprom has recently been granted four subsoil sites in the Barents and has won a dispute 

with Rosneft where seven out of eight disputed sites in the Kara Sea were granted to Gazprom. The 

two companies also agreed on splitting the disputed site in East Siberian Sea. Gazprom will acquire 

licenses for East-Siberian-2 block and Rosneft will obtain licenses for East Siberian-1 block.  

Conclusion 

In general the offshore energy development in Russia is characterized by rivalry within business and 

political structures and between them, although there are certain issues where everyone‘s opinions 

coincide. The government, backed by the state-controlled companies Rosneft and Gazprom, follows 

a rather rigid stance towards preservation of the state monopoly on the offshore sector through 

privileges granted to Rosneft and Gazprom. A certain divergence from this position could be seen in 

the policy of Ministry of Natural Resources and Ecology, which lobbied for the liberalization of the 

current subsoil legislation. The position is mostly backed by the strong necessity to speed up 

geological surveys and to re-orient energy production from the gradually depleting fields in West 

Siberia to new areas, including the Arctic continental shelf. It is rather doubtful that the government 

will expand the number of actors to conduct oil and gas exploitation on the shelf. There is a small 

possibility that the private companies will be allowed to conduct geological surveys under the joint 

agreement with Rosneft or Gazprom, while the state-owned companies will be responsible for 

extraction and production.   

The political rivalry is also fueled by the hostile relations between Rosneft and Gazrom. While 

providing a certain degree of support to Rosneft, for instance, by allowing the TNK-BP company 

purchase, the President has leaned towards the protection of Gazprom‘s gas export policy by stating 

that LNG export liberalization should not harm Gazprom‘s export positions. Thus, a further 

expansion of Rosneft in the gas market and on the continental shelf, in particular, will depend on the 

ability of its President, Igor Sechin, to lobby its interests and influence the decisions of the President 

and the government concerning the future development of Gazprom and the energy sector as a 

whole.  
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At the same time, the rivalry brings into question the ability of Russia to effectively implement its 

energy policy and its goals of expanding exports to Asian markets. In reference to the offshore 

development, the main concerns are about the time-period for the start of the economic activity on 

the shelf and with its LNG production, and its existing risks and high costs. The uncertainties 

around LNG export liberalization and the tough stance taken by Gazprom to preserve its export 

monopoly also bring into question the possibility of the Yamal LNG project coming into realization 

by 2017. In addition, there are doubts concerning the feasibility of Gazprom‘s Vladivostok LNG 

project and Rosneft‘s Sakhalin LNG project due to high costs and the existing uncertainty with the 

gas export markets.  

The question also exists concerning the impact of cooperation with foreign companies on the future 

development of the Russian energy sector and on the ability of the state-controlled companies to 

independently carry out economic activities on the shelf in the future. For now, it seems that the 

companies are trying to stake offshore sites in the Arctic, considering offshore extraction from a 

long term perspective.  

Summing up, the uncertainties described above towards internal energy policy development and 

competition for resources and political sphere of influence inside Russia could lead to a situation 

where the country will weaken and possibly will lose its position as a main energy exporter to the 

European and prospective Asian markets. The critical challenge for Russia lies not in growing 

competition from other energy export countries; rather it is the inability of the state to effectively 

tackle the current problem of gradual depletion of its West Siberian fields. Thus, the state is facing a 

critical necessity in clearly defining its energy strategy and undertaking bold steps to introduce 

changes into the current state of affairs in the Russian energy sector.   
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What Does the Arctic Teach Us? 

An Epistemological Essay on Business-Government 

Relations 

 

Matthias Finger 

 

 

The Arctic is where the future of our industrial civilization is currently being played out: the melting of the Arctic ice 
and of the Greenland ice cover would (and will) not only mean significant sea-level rise; it would certainly also represent 
an irreversible tipping point in the Earth‘s climate system. In other words, the accelerating changes in the Arctic affect 
us all. In addition, and given that industrial development (and economic growth for that matter) remain based on 
natural resources (fossil fuels and minerals), the Arctic, along with other resources-rich regions of the world, has become 
one of the new theaters of global natural resources exploitation and international rivalry. Arctic fossil fuel resources 
represent a significant amount of the still globally available reserves. But exploiting them is not without environmental 
risks. Burning them will further accelerate global warming and bring the global climate closer to the dangerous tipping 
point. Ironically, such resources exploration and exploitation are precisely made possible by (some of) the consequences 
of industrial development in the form of global warming and subsequent receding ice coverage. This means that, in the 
Arctic, industrial civilization has it in its hands to address the root causes of the looming global ecological crisis, or at 
least the root causes and consequences of global warming.  The Arctic thus serves as a perfect case in point, whereby one 
can explore whether industrial civilization is capable of slowing down and eventually stopping fossil fuel-based 
(industrial) development, and who might be able to do so. This is the topic of this article, whereby the Arctic basically 
serves as a socio-ecological laboratory for analyzing the dynamics of fossil fuel-based industrial development. But, while 
being a laboratory, it is also an entirely serious case. 

 

 

Introduction 

This is neither a technical, nor an empirical, but rather an ethical and epistemological article.  In it, I 

take the Arctic region1 as a case in point to reflect on industrial civilization‘s ability to reduce fossil 

fuel (and resources) extraction and, by doing so, (re-)gain control over its (industrial) development. 

This is not a typical way to look at the Arctic region, nor is this article really about the Arctic. This is 
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not typically the way academics write about the Arctic either, considering that they have no unified 

point of view, owing to their disciplines, their nationalities, as well as their scientific and economic 

interests. Political scientists, along with experts in international law and world affairs, for example, 

are interested in possible conflicts around Arctic issues, such as, recently, fisheries, oil, gas, minerals, 

shipping routes, and others more (Anderson, 2009; Byers, 2009; Emmerson, 2010; Osherenko & 

Young, 1989: Sale & Potapov, 2010; Young & Osherenko, 1993). They also write about nation-

building, for example, in the case of Greenland, or territorial aspirations of indigenous peoples 

around the circumpolar North (Zellen, 2009). International relations specialists are furthermore 

interested in the so-called ―globalization of the Arctic‖, as well as ensuing possible conflicts, notably 

shaped by national interests (Fairhall, 2010; Heininen & Southcott, 2010). They actually have a long 

history writing about the Cold War and corresponding military buildup, and have refocused, 

recently, on so-called ―Arctic security issues‖, defining global warming as an Arctic security threat 

(as part of securitization theory) (Huebert, et al., 2012). Anthropologists write about Arctic 

indigenous peoples and their culture, or about the Arctic as yet another territory where indigenous 

peoples are being modernized and traditions are being lost (Malaurie, 1955; Golovnev & Osherenko, 

1999; Einther, G. et.al., 2010). Economists, along with geographers, write about Arctic development 

and local, regional, national and even global growth prospects thanks to the Arctic‘s resources 

(Einarsson, et.al., 2004). Natural scientists – in particular oceanographers, marine biologists, 

geophysicists and geologists, in addition to others – write about the Arctic because it is a new 

territory from where new species and new resources can be discovered. Meteorologists, 

climatologists and glaciologists have found a privileged terrain where to observe warming and 

melting ice sheets and glaciers, or, earlier, Arctic haze (Hassol, 2004; Nillsson, 2007). Environmental 

scientists, finally, observe and write about global pollutants, in particular Pb, PCBs, POPs, as well as 

others (Wadhams, et.al., 1996). All of this of course warrants research, conferences, publications and 

academic careers. But what is missing so far, in my view, is a more ethical and epistemological 

reflection about how the Arctic and its rapid changes relate to military-industrial civilization and its 

future. 

To me there is more to the Arctic than a new territory where one can apply concepts, methods and 

theories that have already been tested numerous times elsewhere. The Arctic is the territory where 

the future of industrial civilization is currently being played out and for two paradoxically related 

reasons. On the one hand, the Arctic cryosphere constitutes one of the main identified tipping 

points (Fleming, 2008; Lenton, et al., 2008; Nature, 2011; Nuttall, 2012; Wadhams, 2012; Wassmann 

& Lenton, 2012; Young, 2012): if we are to lose Arctic ice cover, and especially Greenland‘s ice 

sheet, then this will trigger an irreversible ―dangerous change‖ of the global climate system. On the 

other hand, the Arctic holds such an important portion of the Earth‘s fossil fuel resources (Gautier 

& Pierce, 2008, Howard, 2009) that, when exploited and burnt, it will inevitably trigger the 

aforementioned tipping point. As such, the Arctic is a significant part of a broader phenomenon, 

called the ―Anthropocene‖, i.e., the geological period during which humans – or more precisely 

industrial civilization – have become an important or the important geological force (Steffen, et.al, 

2011). This interlinked process is actually well underway already. Therefore, the question I am asking 

in this article is, whether industrial civilization is capable of restraining itself from exploiting the 
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Arctic‘s resources, so as to give it a chance not to reach this tipping point. And who exactly could do 

that? 

In this article I will identify four such actors, namely the ones that are traditionally – and 

realistically – considered to be the actors that can (or should) address such challenges, namely 

nation-states, corporations and especially Trans-National Corporations (TNCs), science and 

indigenous peoples. Among these four, I will especially focus on nation-states and TNCs and, in 

particular, on the relationship between them. The discussion of both these actors in respect to the 

Arctic region also structures this chapter. But let me first discuss why the Arctic is so important for 

humanity. 

The Arctic as a Pointer to the Future of Industrial Civilization 

Global warming, and especially its consequence in the form of Arctic sea ice melting, leads to a 

―huge temptation‖. It is the temptation to exploit these submarine geological resources, in particular 

oil and gas to the ―very end‖, something which will further accelerate climate change and further 

endanger the Earth‘s global habitability (see: Ehrlich & Ehrlich, 2013). The relevant philosophical 

and anthropological question is whether industrial civilization can resist this temptation. And which 

actors, exactly, would take the lead? Governments? Firms? Science? Indigenous peoples? 

Now, this temptation is actually not specific to the Arctic. Similar temptations exist, such as, for 

example, the temptation to clear the Amazonian or the Congolese rainforests and, by doing so, 

access fossil fuel resources or simply ―develop‖ land for biofuels and/or intensive agriculture. Other 

temptations are a little bit more complicated, yet equally real. These are the ones that are made 

possible by scientific and even more so technological advances, such as in the case of deep sea 

drilling. The Arctic actually rather resembles this latter category, given that, even with receding ice, 

significant technological means (and additional research) will have to be engaged in order to be able 

to exploit the available resources. 

Before discussing below who could resist the exploitation of Arctic resources, let us first clarify who 

already exploits and in the future will exploit such natural resources. To be sure, natural resources 

exploiters – that is explorers, drillers, extractors, transporters, refiners and commercializers – are not 

individuals, nor are they Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs), who are, at best suppliers. 

Rather, they are big firms, so called Transnational Corporations (TNCs) with significant financial 

clout and technical expertise. Increasingly, they are no longer firms anymore. Rather, they are 

conglomerates of firms with often very complex organizational and legal structures. Generally, these 

conglomerates are closely related to governments, especially those governments on whose territory 

the resources lie. Some of these firms, and not the minor ones, are actually state-owned (so-called 

State-Owned Enterprises or SOEs), such as in the case of Statoil of Norway or Gazprom of Russia. 

They all compete for accessible natural resources that they can mine at the lowest possible cost and 

sell at the highest possible price. There is nothing specific about the Arctic here. We are dealing in 

the Arctic, as elsewhere, with global firms that will go to the Arctic if they can make more money 

than from other extracting sites to which they have access. 
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So, what makes the Arctic different? I have already mentioned above the magnitude of the available 

resources in the Arctic (Gautier & Pierce, 2008; Kontorovitch, et.al., 2010), as well as the related 

paradoxical nature of Arctic drilling: if, indeed, the Arctic‘s fossil fuels are exploited, the impact on 

climate change will not only be significant; it will open further opportunities for Arctic drilling. But 

the Arctic is also interesting because of the particular role of nation-states: most of the Arctic‘s 

territories are actually divided up among nation-states with very few areas still being disputed (e.g., 

between the United States and Canada in the Beaufort Sea, whereas the conflict between Russia and 

Norway in the Barents Sea has recently been settled). Furthermore, the areas that are outside the 

exclusive 200 nautical miles zone (the EEZ) are not said to be particularly resource-rich (Gautier & 

Pierce, 2008). This means that nation-states, acting in the general interest, would actually have it in 

their hands to resist Arctic drilling. In this respect, one must also mention the particular nation-state 

history in the Arctic, shaped as it is by the Cold War (1950 to 1990), and which has led to a 

substantial militarization of the Arctic (Fritz, 2013). Particular mention must be made here to the 

United States and Russia, but also of Norway and Canada, as actually little demilitarization has 

occurred since the end of the Cold War. Moreover, the territorial and military aspects of nation-

states appear particularly clearly and purely in the case of the Arctic, as the Arctic territory is sparsely 

populated, and as settlements are used, at least in the case of Russia as a means to affirm territorial 

claims vis-à-vis indigenous peoples.  

In short, it is fair to say that there are mainly two major types of actors in the Arctic: historically 

those were nation-states, but increasingly, especially with the need for technical expertise, TNCs 

(and SOEs for that matter) also make their appearance. This omnipresence of nation-states with the 

recent involvement of TNCs, and of course the massive nature of the phenomenon, is what makes 

the Arctic unique and particularly interesting. More precisely, I am particularly interested in the 

relationship between the nation-states and the TNCs focused around the question of exploiting 

natural resources. Indeed, neither states, nor TNCs can exploit these resources on their own and 

therefore need each other: how therefore does their relationship play out? Will the nation-states act 

in the public interest and try to stem Arctic resources exploitation? Or will TNCs have it their way 

against the nation-states? Or will both work hand in hand? These are the main questions I will 

discuss in this chapter, as they are relevant far beyond the Arctic and of crucial importance for the 

future of the Earth‘s global habitability. 

Nation-States 

Political science, international relations and political economy generally consider nation-states as 

being antithetical to business: while nation-states pursue the general interest, business acts in their 

own, private interests. If business behavior is contrary to the general interest, it will be regulated by 

the state. While nation-states can go to war over their conflicting strategic interests, business, so goes 

the theory, does not. So, what are the strategic interests of the nation-states in the case of the Arctic? 

In this section, I will first characterize nation-states in general and then apply this characterization to 

the Arctic. I will make a distinction between the periods before and after globalization or more 

appropriately in the case of the Arctic, before and after the Cold War. My approach to nation-states 

is somewhat unorthodox, as I do consider states as self-interested organizations operating under 
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certain constraints, in particular financial and legitimacy constraints. My approach is thus inspired by 

institutional economics, rather than by political science, international relations or political economy. 

The Four Eras of the Modern Nation-State 

From an institutional economics point of view, the nation-state is before all an organization capable 

of setting and enforcing its own rules (e.g., monopoly over legitimate power) on its territory (e.g., 

national sovereignty) and sometimes beyond. This is before all a military matter, the army being the 

―enforcer‖ of the rules vis-à-vis the outside, while the police enforces the rules vis-à-vis the inside 

(but the army is always there as an ―enforcer of last resort‖). This military nature is, so-to-say, the 

nation-state‘s core characteristics (or ―core business‖ in managerial terms). The origin of this core 

characteristic goes back to medieval times (i.e., feudal lords controlling their territories and 

populations which inhabit them), but has been carried over to the ―modern nation-state‖ (Tilly, 

1975). This ―modern nation-state‖, born with the French Revolution, constitutes a change only 

insofar as its military nature is now being (democratically) legitimized, the soldier now also being a 

citizen and thus acting in the general (national) interest, as opposed to the interest of the feudal lord. 

Until the Industrial Revolution, the core features of the modern nation-state were therefore its army, 

its police and its judicial system. Basically, the nation-state extracts resources (money), generally 

from its citizens, so as to finance the army, the police and the judicial system, all of whom are said to 

act in the general or national interest. Besides financial resources, the nation-state also needs 

legitimacy as a resource: if it is not (somewhat) legitimate in the eyes of its citizens, then also 

financial resources are compromised. 

This changed with the Industrial Revolution, or rather with the consequences of the Industrial 

Revolution.  More precisely, the Industrial Revolution gave rise to so-called ―industrial 

development‖ with ―economic growth‖ at its core. Over time, the nation-state realized that 

industrial development in general and economic growth in particular could serve its interests, namely 

in the form of growing financial resources for its own ―development‖, which in turn leads it to 

become an ever more enthusiastic promoter of industrial development and growth. This to the point 

that, since the Second World War, the nation-state has become more or less identical to an 

―industrial development agency‖ or ―economic growth machine‖, without however abandoning its 

original, military nature. In other words, the pursuit of industrial development and economic growth 

by the nation-state cannot be separated, from an epistemological point of view, from its military 

nature. The state ―conquers‖ its own national territory by way of infrastructure development (e.g., 

roads, rail, electricity grids) so as to make (further) development possible. While the pursuit of 

industrial development and economic growth answers to the state‘s financial resources needs, its 

welfare dimension answers to its legitimacy needs. In other words, the nation-state can re-distribute 

some of the proceeds of industrial development and, by doing so, create more legitimacy for itself. 

This self-reinforcing virtuous circle went on unstopped until the end of the Cold War and intensified 

globalization, thanks, in particular, to accessible and therefore cheap fossil fuel resources. The period 

of the Cold War (1950s to 1980s), i.e., the period between the end of the Second World War and the 

beginning of globalization, deserves a particular mention here: it constitutes, so-to-speak, the heyday 

of (military-style) industrial development (both in the West and the East), as, during this period, the 
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permanent threat of war was used as a means to legitimize ever more aggressive industrial 

development. 

But if the period until the end of the Cold War marked the heyday of the modern nation-state as an 

industrial development agency of military nature, things have turned more difficult since: while it is 

of course true that the end of the Cold War and the subsequent era of globalization has boosted 

industrial development to unprecedented levels and expanded it to even the remotest parts of the 

planet (thanks notably to the free movements of capital, goods and services), such globalization at 

the same time creates unprecedented challenges to the very organizations that are nation-states 

(Chang, 2003). Not only can (the Cold) War no longer serve as a means to legitimize the state‘s grip 

on society, but moreover, the nation-state also becomes financially challenged as a result of 

globalization. Indeed, capital has since become mobile and will move to the places where returns are 

biggest. Consequently, nation-states, as organizations promoting industrial development, become 

pitched against one another in the same way as firms are. Consequently, they must look out for new 

sources of income, as well as new sources of legitimacy, as their legitimacy can no longer be 

grounded on security, nor on security-based industrial development. This is something all nation-

states struggle with since the end of the Cold War.  

Furthermore, and on top of the challenges posed by globalization, now comes the challenge of what 

I call ―diminishing returns‖.  While the era of industrial development (1850s to 1980s) and even the era 

of globalization (1980s to 2000s) were still built on and made possible thanks to accessible and 

affordable non-renewable (and renewable) resources – mainly fossil fuels, minerals and fossil fuel 

based industrial agriculture –, this has substantially changed since the turn of the century. Indeed, in 

the new era of diminishing returns fossil energy resources (especially oil), the most efficient form of 

energy from an energetic point of view, has now peaked, along with other minerals (Deffreyes, 

2012). In other words, ever more energy (and money) must be spent to obtain be it only the same 

level of industrial development (Hall & Klitgaard, 2012). Not to mention the fact, that ever more 

money must be spent (non-productively) on mitigating the negative consequences of industrial 

development, for example in the case of climate change induced natural disasters. To recall, since the 

Industrial Revolution, nation-states are industrial development agencies in the same way as 

corporations. Like corporations, they depend upon natural resources, especially fossil fuels, for their 

growth and financial well-being. But unlike corporations, nation-states, in addition, also have a 

legitimacy problem. To recall, thanks to industrial development, economic growth and the ensuing 

Welfare State they were able to legitimize themselves. Legitimacy has already become more difficult 

for nation-states during the era of globalization, yet they have tried to legitimize themselves vis-à-vis 

their own citizens by seeking to become or stay globally competitive (as opposed to fighting wars). 

But in the era of diminishing returns legitimacy will become a real and probably insurmountable 

challenge for them, exacerbated as it will be by structural financial problems. The Arctic will help us 

see what this exactly means. 

The Role of the Nation-State in the Arctic 

As the exploration of the Arctic progresses, the nation-state gradually takes possession of it. This is 

notably the case of Russia (Rowe, 2009), the United States (Alaska), Canada, Denmark (Greenland), 
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Iceland, Norway, Sweden, and Finland, all countries which have territories North of the polar circle. 

However, until well into the Cold War, the Arctic remains peripheral for the different nation-states. 

This is even more so because the Arctic portions of these countries (except for Iceland) are 

populated by indigenous peoples, who are neglected, if not oppressed. The centers of these Arctic 

States lie in the South and natural resources are not yet that actively sought after, as industrial 

development is still based on relatively easily accessible resources.  

However, with the Cold War, the Arctic became a military focus where the West, especially the 

United States but also the NATO countries (Canada, Norway, Iceland), and the East (i.e. the Soviet 

Union) stationed nuclear weapons, nuclear submarines, as well as other military technologies 

(Swords and Ploughshares, 2009). Some of the military bases have become well known during this 

time, such as Murmansk (Russia), Thule (Greenland) and Keflavik (Iceland). As the Cold War put 

the Arctic on the global map, it also contributed to population growth (thanks to more or less 

coerced migration), along with the pollution of the Arctic (nuclear pollution, so-called Arctic haze, 

PCBs, etc.). 

The end of the Cold War appears as a period, albeit a very short one, of all possibilities. Gorbachev‘s 

Murmansk speech can serve as a case in point, where peace and sustainable development were called 

for. Similarly new governance mechanisms (e.g., the Arctic Council) and various non-state actors, 

including indigenous peoples‘ organizations, emerged and sought to play an active role in shaping 

the Arctic‘s own future. Similarly, Greenland‘s aspirations for independence were voiced. This was 

also the time when some corporations started to actively explore Arctic resources but also Arctic 

shipping routes (Finger-Stich & Finger, 2012). 

But it is in the fourth era – the era of diminishing returns – that the Arctic has really caught global 

attention. On the one hand, this is because the first signs of global warming are affecting the Arctic, 

leading to the melting of the Arctic sea ice. On the other hand, this is also because, thanks to global 

warming, Arctic States – notably Russia, the United States, Canada, Greenland and Norway – are 

opening up the Arctic for resources exploration and exploitation, mindful of the fact that the Arctic 

holds a substantial portion of the world‘s gas, oil, coal, and other minerals reserves. They all have, in 

recent years, developed their own so-called ―Arctic Strategies‖ (Heininen, 2011). Indeed, resources 

in the Arctic can only be exploited by permission, and even more so only thanks to the active 

support of the different nation-states. The fact that the military has never left the Arctic and that 

many firms exploiting Arctic resources are actually state-owned (especially in Russia and Norway) 

significantly contributes to such accelerated resources exploitation.2 Another sign of the ―rush to the 

Arctic‘s resources‖ is the fact that non-Arctic States, notably China, Korea, Japan, France and the 

United Kingdom are not only seeking membership in the Arctic Council, but are themselves actively 

exploring resources by way of their scientific teams. In other words, the Arctic, in the era of 

diminishing returns, has definitely become a new theater for nation-states, at least for the big and 

resource-hungry ones. 
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Trans-National Corporations 

TNCs emerge parallel to industrial development, mostly thanks to conditions created by nation-

states (Chandler & Mazlish, 2005). Many TNCs are indeed originally either family firms which have 

managed to grow thanks to contracts with governments or other forms of government support or 

they are State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs). More precisely, and especially after the 2nd World War, at 

least in the West governments have created the conditions for TNC growth. But it is after the end of 

the Cold War and thanks to globalization that TNCs can, so-to-speak, ―step out of the shadow‖ of 

governments and enter the global stage. Again, this move was significantly facilitated by 

governments, which pushed for free trade and global market opening (e.g., thanks to the World 

Trade Organization), or which helped TNCs enter emerging and developing markets (e.g., thanks to 

the World Bank). Today, TNCs account for a significant portion of global GDP and at least half of 

global trade is now actually intra-TNC firm trade (UNCTAD, 2007). It is fair to say that, in the 

beginning of the 21st century, many TNCs had ―freed‖ themselves from their respective 

governments; many of them have even overtaken nation-states in terms of economic, and also 

political power. 

In the era of diminishing returns, certain TNCs appear to be doing particularly well. These are the TNCs 

that are active in natural resources extraction, especially in the fossil fuel (oil and gas) sector, but also 

in the minerals and agricultural sectors, including biofuels. These TNCs especially appear to be 

crucial for the pursuit of industrial development and industrial civilization more generally. 

Consequently, nation-states increasingly need to rely upon them, given that they are no longer 

capable of exploiting these resources in their own country (because of a lack of financial means and 

skills) or because the resources are located in more and more remote areas where governments of 

industrialized economies do not reach (e.g., Africa).  

TNCs, in the Arctic, are thus basically a phenomenon of the era of globalization (1980s-2000) and 

even more so of the era of diminishing returns (2000 and beyond). To recall, at the end of the Cold 

War, climate change made Arctic resources more accessible and thus has allowed TNCs to enter the 

Arctic. But this is also the era of liberalization and privatization, especially in Russia, an evolution 

that leads to further TNC growth, especially in the natural resources sectors (Roth, 2012).  

Furthermore, and as we will see below, TNCs and nation-states, in the age of diminishing returns, 

team up with one another for basically two reasons: on the one hand, nation-states see a growing 

strategic interest in natural resources, as such resources are essential for the pursuit of their own 

(industrial) development (e.g., securitization of natural resources) (Black, 2006; Bruno & Karliner, 

2002). Not astonishingly, Russia, for example, has renationalized its natural resources TNCs, 

considering that these natural resources account for more than half of its GDP. On the other hand, 

and as climate change accelerates, natural resources‘ TNCs see new business opportunities and 

approach governments to help them to realize these very opportunities, for example in the case of 

Greenland. 
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Business-Government Relations 

In this chapter I use the Arctic as a case in point so as to understand whether governments, or other 

actors for that matter, can slow down fossil fuel exploitation. The key, in my opinion, to answering 

this question is the way nation-states (governments) and TNCs (business) relate to each other, in the 

Arctic and elsewhere. Actually it seems to me that, in the Arctic, this relationship can be observed in 

its purest form. 

Evolving Business-Government Relations 

As said above, TNCs emerged most markedly during the era of globalization. Of course, there were 

some companies that preceded even the Industrial Revolution, such as the East India Company. In 

terms of business-government relations, these companies are particularly interesting as they 

illustrate, just as is the case today, how colonization and modernization go hand in hand. Yet, one 

can argue that these companies are merely predecessors of what happened during industrial 

development. 

During the era of industrial development, firms in the West generally grow ―in the shadow of‖ the 

nation-state, often with the active support of the nation-state, which creates the necessary favorable 

conditions for them. In many industries, the military also plays an active role, as it is not uncommon 

that nation-states develop entire industries (e.g., the nuclear industry) based on an originally military 

agenda (Pringle & Spigelman, 1981). This quite symbiotic relationship between governments and 

firms in the West (and even more so in the East) during the industrial development era became 

temporarily obscured towards the end of the Cold War, inspired as it was by an ideological (actually 

Cold-War driven, yet artificial) conflict between business and government. Yet, in retrospect, this 

conflict appears to be misguided, as both governments and firms agree on the fundamentals, i.e., 

industrial development and economic growth. The disagreement actually pertains to the way one 

should go about furthering industrial development: should it be the firms that reinvest and, by doing 

so, further industrial development, or should it be governments doing the same? Indeed, for both 

government and business, industrial development is both a means and the goal. In other words, the 

conflict between government and business during the industrial development era is rather artificial: 

both agree that development must go on, and, in the pursuit of such industrial development, both 

need each other. 

When the Cold War ended, the private firms of the West were of course in much better shape than 

the SOEs of the East. Therefore, during the globalization era, some of these private firms of the West 

have now stepped out of the shadow of their respective governments and became so-called ―global 

players‖ on the world stage (Bernhagen, 2007; Wilks, 2013). To recall, this stage had been prepared 

for them by the governments themselves via the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund and, 

most importantly, the World Trade Organization, and thanks to market liberalization, free trade 

agreements and all kinds of other active governmental support. But once on the world stage, the 

relationship between business and governments changed from being symbiotic to becoming 

predatory in nature. More precisely, TNCs now instrumentalize their own, as well as many other 

governments, along with international organizations, so as to derive (short-term) business 

advantages for themselves (Finger, 2013). 
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In the era of diminishing returns, the relationship between the nation-state and TNCs (or more 

generally the relationship between business and government) changes again, at least in the case of 

natural resources, be they non-renewable (oil, gas, coal, minerals) or renewable (agriculture, forestry, 

bio-fuels) (see: Sawyer & Gomez, 2012). Indeed, governments increasingly seem to realize that they 

are essential, not only for their economic prosperity if they have them within their territories, but 

more importantly for their own survival, especially if they do not have them. In other words, 

governments increasingly start to look at natural resources, especially oil, gas and minerals, in 

strategic terms. Yet, in most cases, especially when it comes to investments and operations, 

governments are entirely dependent upon the TNCs. On the other hand, TNCs active in the 

extractive industries are also dependent upon governments, namely when it comes to access to 

resources (e.g., concessions), as well as the contracts to extract and process them (e.g., operations). 

In other words, in the age of diminishing returns, governments and TNCs again need each other, 

but this time it takes the form of a long-term strategic relationship. More generally, this relationship, 

in the age of diminishing returns, now takes the form of a ―true partnership‖, where neither partner 

can exist without the other. In short, nation-states and TNCs are now Siamese twins: they will either 

live together or both die. This is the latest stage of business-government relations. 

TNC-State Relations in the Arctic 

The Arctic is the region in the world where today‘s typical business-government relationship can be 

observed in its most pure form, i.e., the Siamese partnership that is characteristic of the era of 

diminishing returns. On the one hand, TNCs need and get concessions from the governments for 

resources exploration and exploitation. They also get guarantees for the risks they take and whose 

bill they could probably not foot (e.g., oil spills). On the other hand, and in return, TNCs invest and 

operate, as well as let governments have a negotiated percentage of the proceeds. It is obvious that, 

without TNCs, Arctic governments would not be able to access and sell their resources. This is even 

true of a country like Russia, where their own SOEs need foreign competencies and even 

investments in order to play the role their own government assigns them. Yet it is also true that the 

same TNCs would not be able to operate in the Arctic without government support and protection, 

considering, for example, that the Arctic remains a highly militarized area. 

The extreme case of such ―Siamese twinning‖ between TNCs and nation-states is the SOE, of 

which the Arctic offers very good examples. To recall, the three SOEs that are the most aggressive 

explorers and soon exploiters of Arctic resources are Statoil from Norway, as well as Gazprom and 

Rosneft from Russia. It is in these SOEs that the national and commercial interest come together in 

the most typical way. These and other SOEs – which behave like TNCs yet are state-owned – 

prefigure, in my view, best how close the ties between governments and business will become in the 

future. 

The case of Greenland also deserves a particular mention here. Greenland is a newly (almost) 

independent country, majoritarily inhabited by indigenous peoples (57,000 inhabitants). Greenland 

does already have sovereignty over its natural resources, which aims to exploit so as to become a 

full-fledged nation-state. While it would not have to exploit these resources for the well-being of its 
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own population, it has nevertheless given out a significant amount of concessions, thus partnering in 

all oil, gas, and minerals with extractive TNCs from all over the world.  

Let me mention, finally, that the Arctic is also particularly illustrative for the secretive relations that 

emerge in the age of diminishing returns between nation-states and TNCs. Even though we are 

dealing in the Arctic with civilized and modern countries (e.g., the USA, Canada, Iceland, etc.), the 

relationship between TNCs and these states is, in the Arctic, particularly opaque, prefiguring 

probably yet another characteristic of future business-government relations. 

In conclusion, it is fair to say that, in the era of diminishing returns, both nation-states and TNCs 

have a common interest to join hands and exploit the(ir) natural resources. This is valid for Arctic 

oil, gas and mineral resources, but it is also valid beyond the Arctic, as well as for all other types of 

resources (e.g., forests, fisheries, agriculture, bio-fuels, etc.). And this statement may well be valid 

even beyond extractive industries. In other words, in the age of diminishing returns, neither nation-

states nor TNCs will stop natural resources exploitation, be it in the Arctic, or elsewhere. Quite on 

the contrary: they will jointly push for such exploitation wherever they can.  

The Role of Science 

If nation-states (and TNCs for that matter) will not slow down, much less stop, natural resources 

exploitation in the Arctic (and elsewhere), can and will science? Science (and its applications in the 

form of technology) is considered by many to be the answer to the global ecological (and other) 

crises, including the answer to climate change (e.g., fuel efficient technologies, carbon-capture and 

storage, green buildings, renewable energies, alternative fuels, and many others more). So, what role 

is science (and technology) playing in the Arctic exactly, and how does this inform us about its 

(their) possible contribution to maintaining the habitability of the anthropogenic biosphere.  

Until the beginning of the Cold War science in the Arctic was basically naturalistic. It helped map 

the Arctic and, by doing so, explore and colonize it (to an extent) (Bravo & Sörlin, 2002). But it was 

during the period of the Cold War that science started to play a much more active role: the harsh 

conditions led to substantial scientific and technological progress, for example in the case of 

(nuclear) icebreakers, but also in all kinds of weaponry, communications technologies, and many 

others examples. But this was also the time when environmental research was started in the Arctic, 

notably in the areas of climatology, oceanography and Arctic biology and marine studies (Carey, 

2007; Conkling, et al., 2011; Launius, et al., 2010).  

This type of environmental research took another significant step forward after the Cold War, i.e., 

during the era of globalization. This is particularly the case of oceanographic, climate change and 

glaciological research, which has contributed to better understanding the rapid changes that are 

occurring in the Arctic and has sounded some alarms as to the dangers of this accelerating 

evolution.3 Yet, this type of science has not helped stem these changes; rather it documents the 

trends and their complex dynamics. While this type of mostly environmental science continues in 

the era of diminishing returns, a new type of scientific activity has recently been added. This is 



307   Arctic Yearbook 2013 

 
What Does the Arctic Teach Us? 

particularly the case of geology, oil, gas and other minerals research, as well as scientific and 

technological developments in the areas of drilling, transport and shipping.   

All in all, the Arctic nicely reveals the role science (and technology) plays as industrial civilization 

evolves: from being a means of naturalistic exploration, it transforms, in the hands of the state, into 

a tool for military conquest and war. Furthermore, it becomes a means to illustrate the global 

changes that are going on under our eyes, without however addressing these changes. And finally it 

turns into a powerful tool of the accelerated pursuit of industrial development, notably for 

exploiting the resources industrial civilization badly needs. At no moment is science (and 

technology) a means to counter the destructive trends of industrial development, at least in the case 

of the Arctic, and probably not elsewhere either. As for the social sciences, their role has been 

largely uncritical in the Arctic, if not overtly promotional of Arctic (industrial) development 

(Einarsson et al., 2004). Very rarely do social scientist problematize the profound changes the Arctic 

is currently undergoing. Finally, cultural anthropology, which is part of the humanities and as such 

not directly involved in the promotion and pursuit of industrial development, often documents these 

changes, especially as they affect indigenous peoples. At best, it proposes adaptive measures at local 

levels. 

How About Indigenous Peoples? 

And how about the peoples of the Arctic? After all, development should be about the peoples, their 

quality of life, and their emancipation, both in the Arctic and elsewhere. As a matter of fact, the 

inhabitants of the Arctic appeared as a significant actor only at the end of the Cold War era. At that 

time, when the Arctic was freed from the Cold War but had not yet become the theater of the global 

race for resources, peoples, especially indigenous peoples, slowly acquired a voice of their own 

(Finger-Stich & Finger, 2012). Furthermore, they started to politically organize themselves (e.g., 

Inuit Circumpolar Conference, Sami Council) and even obtained Permanent Participant status in the 

Arctic Council. If before they were considered from a southern perspective rather exotic or idealized 

or did not count at all, they are now acquiring certain political clout. In the case of Greenland, 

whose majority population are indigenous peoples, and a political force, there is even hope for 

national independence. Nevertheless, things may well change again for the Arctic indigenous 

peoples, as the rush for resources, along with climate change, will result in local environmental 

destruction, and as their caution regarding resource exploitation may well marginalize them again. In 

this regard, what happens to the indigenous peoples in the Arctic may simply be typical of what 

happens to indigenous peoples all over the world (e.g., Africa, Amazonia, Philippines, Indonesia) 

(Sawyer & Gomez, 2012). 

What Can the Arctic Teach Us? 

In this chapter, I have taken an epistemological perspective on what happens in the Arctic. I have 

shown that there are two major types of actors – nation-states and TNCs – which have determined 

in the past and are currently determining the fate of the Arctic, and thus the planet‘s anthropogenic 

habitability. I have also shown how their relationship has evolved over time to end up today in a 
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Siamese-type ―partnership‖, at least when it comes to the exploitation of natural resources. SOEs in 

the Arctic, I have argued, are the most perfect illustration of this evolution. In other words, and on 

the basis of the above epistemological considerations, neither nation-states nor TNCs (something 

nobody ever even claimed) will slow down Arctic resource exploitation. Unfortunately, science (and 

technology) and indigenous peoples will not be acting towards that end either. The jury is still out as 

to what extent this conclusion can be generalized beyond the Arctic. 

 

 

Notes 

1. For a definition of the Arctic region, see: Hayes, 2003. 

2. For the case of Russia see Safonov, 2009. 

3. See: Special issue of Ambio, 2012. 
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Fisheries in the high latitudes were, up to the middle of the 20th century, largely a domestic affair of the Arctic societies. 
Only technological innovations of the 20th century, most notably the introduction of factory-freezer-trawlers to the fishing 
fleets of a number of industrialized and in particular European countries, enabled low to mid-latitude nations to 
participate in these fisheries. After the introduction of highly sophisticated fishing vessels to the distant-water fishing 
fleets, a number of conflicts between coastal nations and distant-water fishing nations occurred in the North-Atlantic 
basin that resulted in short time in the extension of national fisheries jurisdiction of Arctic and Subarctic nations and 
finally in a more or less complete nationalization of the Arctic fisheries. An unintended side effect of this 
nationalization was the transfer of fishing conflicts from an international to a domestic level within these nations. Now 
there are large-scale industrialized domestic fisheries operating for shareholder value on the one side, and subsistence 
fisheries on the other side. After the exclusion of the former distant-water fishing nations from fisheries in the Arctic 
parts of the Atlantic, some fishing companies of the nations formerly active in the North Atlantic Arctic region 
developed a fishery in the Southern Ocean off Antarctica. With no national jurisdiction but only a somewhat weak 
international treaty system in existence, new fishing conflicts arose in the South. But unlike the conflicts in the Arctic, 
these conflicts were between multinational groups interested in the protection of the marine ecosystem and 
national/multinational companies directly interested in shareholder value. While it seems that the domestic conflicts of 
the Arctic and the international conflicts of the Southern Ocean are completely different, they are in fact the two sides of 
the same coin. Fisheries in the high latitudes have been, throughout the 20th century, a mirror of the wider socio-
economic question if natural resources are a common good or an exploitable resource. 

 

Origins of Non-Domestic Fisheries in High Latitudes 

Despite the rapid increase in international distant water-fisheries after the introduction of the first 

steam-trawlers at the end of the 19th century, Arctic and Antarctic waters saw comparably little non-

domestic fishing activities up to the end of WWII (Baartz, 1991). The fisheries of industrialized 
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fishing nations like the UK, Germany, and other European nations that had established 

industrialized fishing fleets, focused on fishing grounds not too far away from their respective 

landing ports and areas of consumption. Arctic and Antarctic waters and even the high latitudes of 

the North Atlantic remained outside of their interests for two main reasons: on the one hand it 

simply made no economic sense for them to send their fishing vessels to high latitudes as long as 

desired species were available in short distance from the landing ports; and on the other hand as 

long as the main preservation method for the catch was storage on ice, the durability of the catch 

remained limited to a period of up to only 20 days after the first haul (Walter, 1999). Consequently 

the fishing grounds of the high latitudes could not be harvested by industrialized fishing nations as 

the fish caught in these areas would have been no longer suitable for human consumption, due to 

the sheer distance between the Arctic and Antarctic waters and the main consumption centers in the 

dense populated areas of Europe, the Americas or Australasia. Up to a certain degree this situation 

was different when it comes to the fisheries of the Iberian Peninsula, France, and Northwest-

Atlantic nations like Canada and the US, as the fisheries of these areas continued with traditional 

fishing methods and the production of salt-fish and consequently had no need to worry about the 

quick decay of their catch. Anyhow it needs to be stated that these fisheries were not industrialized 

fisheries and had little effect on the developments discussed in this article.  

Despite the technological difficulties and in particular the issue of preservation of catch, some 

European fishing nations that had introduced mechanized and up to a certain degree industrialized 

fisheries began, as early as the 1890s, to explore Arctic regions. In particular Germany was interested 

in exploring new fishing grounds after the first signs of stock depletion have been observed in the 

North Sea region, while other European nations that had introduced steam-trawlers, most notably 

the UK, intensified their fishing effort within the North Sea as a reaction to decreasing catch per 

unit efforts, a.k.a. relative over-fishing. The main target areas for the German fishery‘s expeditions 

into the Arctic were Spitsbergen and most notably Bear Island. Bear Island was not only widely 

considered as Terra Nullius, but also offered with the coal deposits on the island at least a theoretical 

chance to establish coaling stations for the trawlers, without which re-coaling would not have been 

able to return to their respective landing ports. Although three expeditions of the German Sea-

Fisheries Association (Deutscher Seefischerei-Verein), partially supported by the German Imperial Navy, 

in the years 1898, 1899, and 1900 to Bear Island proved the possibility of fisheries and coal mining 

(Henking, 1901), the project was not continued for two main reasons: 1) there was the still unsolved 

issue of preservation of catches caught far from the German landing ports; and 2) the German 

Empire no longer supported the efforts which were, from the point of view of the government, 

largely a cover for a colonial expansion into the Arctic (Barthelmess, 2000). Consequently the whole 

Bear Island project needs to be considered much more as being part of the history of Arctic 

colonialism than of fisheries history of the high latitudes. 

After the end of the Bear Island project, the situation remained structurally largely unchanged for 

several decades. The nations interested in the development of industrialized fisheries gradually 

expanded their operational range to the North, but even with new technologies available, like for 

example the Bauer-Wach exhaust turbine system or the Maierform bow-design for fishing vessels, 

the high latitudes of the Atlantic remained outside the operational range of the trawlers of nations 
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like the UK or Germany. Only the vessels of the traditional, non-industrialized fisheries of nations 

like Spain, France or Portugal were able to embark on extended journeys, due to their salt-fish 

production. While the US and Canada would definitely have been able to introduce modern fishing 

technology and in particular steam-trawling, their fleets hesitated or even rejected the new 

technology (Balcom, 1996) and thus no industrialized fishing vessels of these nations showed up on 

the fishing grounds of the Atlantic Arctic. 

After World War II 

This situation changed really for the first time only, when after the end of WWII and the 

reconstruction period of the international distant-water fishing fleets, competition on the near-by 

fishing grounds of the main consumption areas reached such levels that overfishing became a reality, 

and more importantly the catch per unit effort began to decrease dramatically. In addition, the 

changes of the political map of the North Atlantic which included sovereignty for Iceland, 

Newfoundland joining Canada and giving up close ties to the UK, and in particular the first steps of 

the extension of national fisheries limits of these nations, caused the European industrialized distant-

water fishing nations to lose access to their traditional fishing grounds (Thor, 2000). If these fishing 

nations wanted to continue distant water fishing activities and thus ensure the supply of their 

domestic markets with fish caught by their own fleets, the options available to them were limited.  

Basically all of them faced a situation very similar to the situation that made Nazi Germany one of 

the most technologically advanced fishing nations during WWII. Any increase of landings required 

the development of fishing technology and in particular fish preservation technology that allowed 

harvesting of fishing grounds not used up to that point: fishing grounds much further to the main 

areas of consumption, most notably Arctic and later on Antarctic areas (Janssen, 1939). 

The use of such fishing grounds required new technologies for the preservation of the catch 

onboard the fishing vessels. The most promising technological approach seemed to be deep-freezing 

technology. Fishing companies in Nazi Germany had spent a lot of effort on developing technical 

solutions for onboard freezing of the catch and finally developed two experimental factory-freezer 

vessels. While the HAMBURG, a former cargo vessel, was converted into a floating frozen fish 

factory that should process the catch of traditional trawlers on the fishing grounds, the other ship, 

the WESER, was a real factory freezer, meaning a vessel that combined catch and deep freezing 

technology onboard a single vessel (Hilck & Auf dem Hövel, 1979). Both vessels finally failed to 

operate on Arctic fishing grounds due to WWII, but at least it has been proven that the concept of 

the factory freezer trawler could become a reality (Heidbrink, 2008b). 

After the end of WWII a number of European distant water fishing nations, most notably the UK, 

West Germany and the Soviet Union, revisited the concept of the factory freezer trawler and began 

to develop factory freezer trawlers that combined the idea of the floating fish processing factory 

with deep freezing capability and the stern ramp design used by the factory ships of the whaling 

fleets of the 1930s. The result of this development was the stern-ramp factory freezer trawler. The 

first ships of this type were built during the 1950s in the UK for Salvesen, a fishing company that 

had close ties to the whaling industry. But the concept became most accepted only after the Soviet 
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Union ordered their first factory freezer trawlers with stern ramps at a German shipyard, and other 

nations, for example East and West Germany, also built their first series of factory freezer trawlers 

(Heidbrink, 2011). Interestingly enough Canadian fisheries experimented with factory freezer 

trawlers, but due to a number of organizational difficulties never introduced them in large scale to 

the fleets of their Atlantic fishing ports (Canada. Dept. of, Oceans, Steering Group for Monitoring 

Socio-Economic Impacts of the Factory Freezer Trawler, Gardner Pinfold Consulting, & Griffiths-

Muecke, 1987). Nevertheless it can be stated that the introduction of the factory freezer trawler was 

one of the most important changes that ever happened in the context of the North Atlantic and the 

related Arctic fishing industries. But despite the importance of this change it needs to be mentioned 

that only a limited number of nations participated in this change, most notably the UK, the Soviet 

Union and its satellite nations, as well as smaller Western European fishing nations, with West 

Germany by no means the most relevant nation in this context, but up to a certain degree at least the 

technological leader (Heidbrink, 2011).  

Arctic nations also modernized their fishing fleets after WWII, but did not introduce factory freezer 

trawlers due to a variety of factors, most notably the comparably small size of their operations. The 

most important fishing vessels of the Arctic nations became relatively small fishing boats that were 

equipped with diesel engines but still largely limited to operations in coastal waters (Sverrisson, 

2002). 

An ever increasing demand for fish in the main European and American markets, combined with 

the building-up of large scale fishing fleets by some of the European distant water fishing nations 

and the newly achieved complete or partial sovereignty of Arctic nations, led more or less 

automatically to severe international conflicts on access to fishing grounds off Arctic and sub-Arctic 

regions, in particular the fishing conflicts between Iceland and the UK and West Germany. The 

story of this conflict is well known and a number of recent historical studies suggested that besides 

the political dimension and the economic de-colonization of the North Atlantic region another 

major reason for the conflict had been the different levels of fisheries technology available to the 

fishing companies of the nations involved in the conflict (Heidbrink, 2004; Jón Þ, 1995). On the one 

side of the conflict were the industrialized European distant water fishing nations using highly 

sophisticated factory freezer trawlers with electronic fish detection equipment, while on the other 

side the Icelandic fisheries were widely depending on less sophisticated technology and comparable 

small and often open vessels for coastal operations (Guðni Th, North Atlantic Fisheries History, & 

Fiske Icelandic, 2007). 

During the course of the conflict that was often referred to as a ‗Cod War‘, it became obvious for 

the European distant water fishing nations that access to the fishing grounds off Iceland would 

come sooner or later to an end (Gilchrist, 1978). At the end of the conflict in 1976 the UK needed 

to accept the Icelandic claim for a 200 nm fishing zone and thus the mid-Atlantic fishing grounds 

off Iceland were no longer available for European distant-water fishing fleets (Hannes, 1982). 

While the Cod Wars marked an important step towards a complete economic sovereignty of Iceland, 

it left the distant-water fishing nations not only with a lost minor international conflict, but also with 

a severe problem. While the fish supply for the European markets could be widely secured by 
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imports, there was also the problem of what to do with the factory freezer trawler fishing fleets that 

have been built up only a couple of years earlier. The obvious thing to do for the fishing companies 

owning and operating these trawlers was to look for new fishing grounds for these ships. These 

fishing grounds were finally found in the Arctic and a couple of years later also in the waters off 

Antarctica. Of course there were enormous technological challenges to operate the ships in the 

often ice-covered waters of the high latitudes, but due to a number of technological innovations 

these problems could be largely solved (Meeresforschung, 1994). European trawlers and in particular 

West German trawlers began to operate off Greenland, Newfoundland and up the Labrador 

coastline, and many other areas of the Arctic. Thanks to the deep-freezing technology onboard the 

vessels, the long distance between the new operational areas and the European landing ports did not 

matter (Heidbrink, 2011). 

But of course as the Cod Wars did not only result in an extension of the Iceland fishing zone up to 

200 nm, but the introduction of 200 nm Exclusive Economic Zones all along the Arctic coastlines 

and ultimately the Third United Nations Convention on the Law of the Seas (UNCLOS III), the 

operations of factory freezer trawlers needed to be done on the basis of quota negotiations between 

the respective coastal nation and the distant-water fishing nation. At any rate, as the regulations of 

UNCLOS III required that fishing quotas should be made available to foreign fishing fleets if the 

domestic fisheries could not utilize the whole amount of the maximum sustainable yield for the 

respective areas, distant-water fishing nations could continue operations on Arctic (and Antarctic) 

fishing grounds (Stokke, 2001). 

Thus the situation for most parts of the Arctic were during the 1980s as the following: domestic 

fisheries of the coastal nations operated on the inshore grounds with fishing boats and equipment of 

a low technological level, while the offshore grounds were worked by factory freezer trawlers of 

distant-water fishing nations on the basis of quotas made available to these nations.  

After the Re-Organization / Extension of Fisheries Limits 

This situation could not last long for a variety of reasons. First and foremost was the simple fact that 

the domestic fisheries of Arctic nations should not only contribute to domestic consumption, but 

for the development of export markets. As these fisheries were charged with the task of generating 

revenue for sustaining the newly reached sovereignty and supporting the related societal changes, 

they needed to be transformed from a domestic industry into an export-oriented industry (Canada. 

Dept. of, Oceans, & Crosbie, 1985). Second and of nearly equal relevance, the distant-water fishing 

fleets of the European nations lost a good deal of their former economic importance as the 

European fish processing industry began to import the majority of their raw material supply, and at 

the same time operations in the remaining areas open to European distant-water fisheries became 

somewhat uneconomic due to heavily increased fuel costs. The time was ripe for a change. 

Ending the differences in the level of technological advancements between the domestic fishing 

fleets of the Arctic and sub-Arctic nations on the one hand, and the distant-water-fishing nations on 

the other, largely achieved this change. Nations like Iceland and Norway invested in a modernization 

of their fishing fleets, which soon became as equally sophisticated as their distant-water fishing 
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nations counterparts (Hersoug, 2005). Still other nations, for example Canada, could not make this 

transition due to a number of domestic factors, most notably a certain kind of resistance to new 

technology by Canadian fishermen (Balcom, 1996; Canada. Dept. of et al., 1987). The modernization 

in nations like Iceland and Norway became mainly possible as the opening of the markets of the 

traditional distant-water fishing nations for fish imports, markets that were widely closed to imports 

due to various mechanisms of protectionism up until then, provided such positive economic returns 

for the fisheries of the coastal nations of the Arctic and the sub-Arctic that the technological change 

could be sustained. In addition, new actors like the government-owned Greenlandic fishing fleet 

successfully entered the markets. Despite the fact that the fishing vessels employed by the domestic 

fishing fleets of the Arctic- and sub-Arctic nations during the 1980s and 1990s were smaller in size 

than the vessels typically used by the distant-water fishing fleets during the 1960s and 1970s, the 

vessels had a very similar level of technology or even surpassed them. Electronic fish finding 

equipment, mid-water trawls, onboard automated processing equipment etc., quickly became the 

standard for the trawlers of the Arctic and sub-Arctic coastal nations. In fact the technological lead 

for research and development of fishing technology and fish processing equipment moved from 

places like Bremerhaven to places like Reykjavik (International conference on fishing vessels, 

fisheries, & Royal Institution of Naval, 2005). 

But of course the main markets for fish caught on Arctic and sub-Arctic fishing grounds remained 

widely the same, meaning the European and North American markets. The development described 

up to now might be summarized mainly as a move of the profit-centers from places like 

Bremerhaven, Cuxhaven, Grimsby, Hull and Gloucester, MA to northern Norway, Iceland and 

Greenland.  

For the coastal population of the Arctic the situation remained largely unchanged, as it was still the 

heavily industrialized trawlers that were utilizing the fishing grounds off the coast, regardless of if 

they were flying the flag of an Arctic or sub-Arctic nation or the flag of a distant-water fishing 

nation. In fact the situation may have become even worse for the coastal populations of the Arctic, 

as it was no longer the fisheries of a foreign nation that was responsible for the (over-) utilization of 

the fishing grounds off their coast, but fishermen of their same nation. An international problem 

had become a set of domestic problems for the Arctic and the sub-Arctic nations. During the 

struggles on the extension of national fisheries limits or the exclusion of distant-water fishing fleets 

from operations on the coastal fishing grounds of the Arctic and sub-Arctic territories, the Arctic 

and sub-Arctic nations were kind of united by fighting a common enemy, a.k.a. the highly 

sophisticated fishing fleets of the industrialized European fishing nations. Now, it had become a 

struggle between those fishermen who had been able to modernize and build up export-oriented 

fisheries comparable to the former distant-water fisheries, and those that were truly domestic and/or 

local fisheries.  

As the fishing pressure on stocks continued to increase, and importantly severe overfishing and 

collapse of certain stocks became a reality, the struggles among the various fisheries continued as 

well, but were no longer primarily a fight on the international stage, but rather in the parliaments of 

the Arctic and sub-Arctic nations. With the disappearance of a common enemy, the differences 
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between the various stakeholders and actors became more visible and more obvious, and the 

domestic struggles became at least somewhat analogous to the former international struggles.  

A particularly interesting example in this context seems to be the struggle for modernization of the 

Newfoundland fisheries during the late 1970s and 1980s. While up to this point Canadian fishing 

industries had hesitated to introduce highly sophisticated factory freezer trawlers following a 

tradition reaching back to the first decades of the 20th century (Balcom, 1996), the Canadian 

government now tried to foster such a development by chartering West German factory freezer 

trawlers for trial fisheries in the late 1980s (Canada. Dept. of et al., 1985). However when a 

Newfoundland fishing company tried to establish a joint venture with a West German fishing 

company and gained support for the project by the Newfoundland provincial government, the 

federal government of Canada intervened and ended the joint venture before it became a reality 

(Heidbrink, 2004).  

Nevertheless, many Arctic nations modernized their fishing fleets successfully and built up 

impressive technologically sophisticated industrial fishing fleets.  

The ever increasing demand for fish in Europe and North America caused the now large and 

industrialized fishing companies of the Arctic and sub-Arctic nations to explore the fishing grounds 

further north and thus to get in direct competition with local small scale fisheries. Again, there were 

on the one side highly sophisticated fishing trawlers of large fishing companies like Royal Greenland 

or the Icelandic Samherji Group; while on the other side their were locally operated small scale 

fisheries with their comparably small and less sophisticated fishing vessels. Up to a certain degree it 

might be stated that history repeats itself at least when it comes to the competition between 

industrialized and traditional fisheries, even if the theatre of the conflict moved further north and 

the political conflict was fought within national parliaments and governed by domestic instead of 

international law. 

The Markets 

Thus it might be interesting to look at the markets for the products of these fisheries and how they 

have changed during recent decades. When it comes to the market for the industrialized fisheries 

there can be no doubt that the main markets for these fisheries are the frozen-fish markets of 

Europe and North America, or in a very simplified approach the raw material markets for the frozen 

fish processing industries of these regions (Heidbrink, 2008a). With fish no longer an easily 

perishable good, but a frozen staple and industrial raw material, the market has become global with 

only large scale players surviving in the field. Thus only the highly modernized fisheries might be 

able to survive in a market that is characterized by global competition, with even Southeast Asian 

players being routinely involved. While it has become clear that companies like Royal Greenland, the 

Samherji Group, or other actors of the same size might be able to act successfully in this market, it 

has also become obvious that local fisheries of the Arctic regions cannot survive in this market. But 

while this segment of the market is without doubt the most relevant when it comes to the volume of 

the trade, it needs to be noted that this is not the only segment of the European and/or North 

American main markets; there is also a high-price segment of the market that is not looking for the 
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cheapest supply of raw-material for industrial processing of fish, but for at least somewhat exotic 

high quality products in comparably small quantities.  

Although the competition between domestic fisheries and international distant-water fishing fleets is 

no longer the main issue when it comes to fisheries in high-latitudes, rather it is the competition 

between highly sophisticated large scale fishing fleets and comparably small-scale and less 

technologized fisheries, the structure behind the conflicts about fishing in Arctic waters remains 

basically the same. On the one hand there are large companies mainly operating for shareholder-

value even if these shareholders might be citizens of Arctic or sub-Arctic nations, and on the other 

hand there are small-scale operations with comparably low levels of financing available for the 

implementation of modern technology. Thus the issue of how easily technology is available to 

certain fisheries remains one of the most important questions when it comes to recent developments 

within Arctic fisheries.  

The larger trawling companies operating today in Arctic waters followed more or less the same 

approach as their predecessors flying the flags of the various now historic distant-water fishing 

nations. Every new technology available on the market has been adapted to their fleets as soon as 

the technology became available, and more importantly these fishing companies were often the main 

drivers behind the development of such technology. However levels of technology never 

experienced before have more recently characterized local fisheries throughout the last decade. GPS 

navigation, digitalized fish-finders, communication via cell-phone, internet-based data-exchange with 

the buyers on the main markets, etc. are technologies that are no longer only available for highly 

industrialized fishing vessels, but basically for any fishermen that can afford a smart-phone. Thus 

while differences in available technology may have been the characterizing feature for the fisheries 

and related conflicts throughout most of the 20th century, today there is largely an equilibrium when 

it comes to the technological standards of small scale subsistence fisheries and large scale 

industrialized fisheries. Whenever boarding a fishing vessel that is operating in high-latitudes, it is 

more or less certain that the digital revolution has already entered the vessel, regardless if one is 

talking about a trawler of up to 100m total length, or an open boat of less than ten meters. Does this 

mean that the fisheries of the Arctic today are fisheries with the same chances and opportunities 

regardless if they are small or large- scale fisheries? 

In an ideal world, the answer to this question should be of course a simple yes. But unfortunately 

the answer is much more complex and basically tied to the legal systems that are in place for 

regulating the fisheries. While in the pre-UNCLOS III world, it was up to a certain degree who was 

friend or foe and thus the Arctic nations had a kind of common enemy – the distant-water fishing 

nations – the focus of Arctic fishing conflicts have now shifted to conflicts within the Arctic 

societies (Stokke, 2001). It is no longer a question of discourse and conflicts among different 

nations, but a question of political debate within the Arctic nations. The question is no longer if the 

coastal nation or the distant-water fishing nation should own the fish off the coast, but if local 

populations or larger (industrialized) corporations should.   
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Management Systems 

While it is obvious that the issue of access to the fishing grounds of the Arctic needs to be discussed 

within the Arctic nations, and it is also obvious that this is a task for the stakeholders directly 

involved, for a historian, this article would not be complete without some remarks on the various 

fisheries management schemes, their respective genesis, and maybe even some comments on their 

potential consequences for the future fisheries in the Arctic. In addition to the various stock 

collapses or more generally the issue of overfishing, the extension of the fishing limits to 200 nm has 

clearly shown that even in a period in which the stocks were no longer a global common or open 

access resource, there was by no means a guarantee that overfishing could be prohibited. There 

should be no need to refer to the impressive body of research on fisheries management and its 

development, but at least it should be mentioned that the mere existence of such systems would not 

save the fish stocks or the fisheries, especially as long as these systems do not include all actors 

(Jantzen, 2010). 

The most traditional approach of fisheries management is the extension of fishing limits of certain 

nations. This approach has dominated the Arctic fisheries for most of the 20th century with Iceland 

the forerunner as well as the most successful nation when it comes to this approach (Guðni Th et 

al., 2007). But once the fisheries limits were extended and consequently most of the fishing grounds 

nationalized, this approach came basically to an end as up until then the model of exclusive fishing 

rights for inhabitants of certain regions was only rarely broken down to the domestic level. Instead, a 

variety of quota systems were established in the Arctic nations, with many of them in favor of the 

approach of Individual Transferable Quotas (ITQ). In a simplified model ITQs transfer fishing 

rights into a commodity that can be traded within certain groups, normally the inhabitants or active 

fishermen of a certain nation (Finley, 2011; Jantzen, 2008). Thus, the fisheries in Arctic nations that 

have introduced ITQ based systems are up to a certain degree simply following the mechanisms of a 

capitalistic market, and according to a number of economic models and observations over the last 

decades it is more or less safe to assume that pure ITQ systems will result in a concentration of the 

fishing rights, and thus the fisheries, in the hands of a very small group of actors: the fishing 

companies that can not only afford to buy larger industrialized vessels, but to also buy the quotas. 

Individual small-scale fishermen might be tempted to simply sell their quota and give up the 

fisheries, and retire on the revenue generated by selling the quota. In the end it needs to be 

determined if the future of the fisheries in the Arctic should be dominated by a capitalistic 

microeconomic approach, or if and up to what degree macroeconomic perspectives should be taken 

into account. From a somewhat cynical view the question could also be asked if by a microeconomic 

point of view it makes sense to continue with any settlement in the Arctic or if it would be much 

more economical to move the whole population to Europe, the Canadian mainland or the 

continental USA in the case of Alaska (often nicknamed simply as the lower 48). Of course this is 

not an option, but if we take other reasons than economic reasons into account for the question 

why Arctic people should remain in the Arctic if they want to, these reasons also needs to be taken 

into account when it comes to a fisheries management system. Consequently it seems to be highly 
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disputable if ITQs equally shared among the population/fishermen of an Arctic nation are really an 

option for the future of the Arctic. 

Again, it is up to the Arctic nations and their citizens to make this decision themselves. But it should 

be considered at least that the economic and political centers of the Arctic of today sometimes 

operate in many aspects similarly to the economic and political centers of the distant-water fishing 

nations of the past, at least from the perspective of people living outside these centers. 

Antarctica 

After the coastal nations of the North Atlantic area had extended their fishing limits up to 200 nm 

there were only very few options left for the traditional distant-water fishing nations. Many of them 

finally decided to leave the fisheries to the coastal nations, but not without exploring other options 

in high latitudes prior to selling or scrapping their trawlers. One of the options was the Southern 

Ocean or fisheries off Antarctica. While operating vessels in the remote Southern Ocean was not 

really new to many of the European distant-water fishing nations, as they had participated in the 

pelagic whaling activities of the 1930s (Tønnessen & Johnsen, 1982), the situation now was 

completely different, as they had never carried out commercial fisheries in the area before and more 

importantly their knowledge about potential target species and their physiology and biology was 

limited at best. Consequently, the beginning of commercial fisheries off Antarctica was highly 

experimental with only a small number of nations involved. The main target species was not even a 

real fish, but Antarctic krill that was considered a nearly endless protein supply and as such the 

answer to the question of global population growth and the related demand for food supplies 

(Grantham & Southern Ocean Fisheries Survey, 1977). 

While at least some of the fishing nations involved could solve the technological problems of 

Antarctic fisheries, the krill fisheries remained to a certain degree a limited episode in global fisheries 

history, as krill was not easily digestible for humans and the original estimates for Maximum 

Sustainable Yield (MSY) were way too high. Anyhow, the Antarctic krill fishery had demonstrated 

that fishing in high latitudes was not limited to the Arctic, but could also be done in the Southern 

Ocean. But there was one major difference between the North and the South: while the fishing 

grounds off the North had more or less completely become nationalized between the end of WWII 

and the late 1970s, the fishing grounds in the South remained open access, and with the suspension 

of all national claims in Antarctica due to the Antarctic Treaty System, there were basically no 

national regulatory systems for the fisheries, but only a comparably weak international treaty system 

and some national regulations for the fishing zones of sub-Antarctic islands, such as South Georgia. 

There was another major difference between the Arctic and the fishing grounds off Antarctica: while 

competition between domestic and distant-water fisheries had always characterized fisheries in the 

North, there were no domestic fisheries off Antarctica.  

Consequently the development of the fisheries off Antarctica followed completely different rules 

than fisheries in the North. Operating fishing vessels in the Southern Ocean required extremely 

sophisticated fishing vessels and during the first decades of these fisheries only the rich traditional 

fishing nations of the northern hemisphere participated in the fishery, with the fisheries of the 
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Eastern Block nations being most active. After a very short time these nations realized that due to 

the different life cycles of target species in the Southern Ocean, MSY estimates were way too high 

for most species and a reduction of Total Allowable Catch (TAC) was required. With the reduction 

of TACs for many species, combined with ever increasing fuel costs, a continuation of fisheries in 

the Southern Ocean made no economic sense for many nations, and the fisheries off Antarctica 

remained widely an unsuccessful experiment for them. Contemporary literature of the 1980s about 

Antarctic resources came to the conclusion that the effort required for the results obtained from an 

Antarctic fishery for any finfish species would never provide a reasonable return (Bonner, 1986). 

Nevertheless, and in particular as some finfish species showed clear indications of overexploitation, 

the nations interested in Antarctic fisheries began negotiations around an international convention 

for regulating Antarctic fisheries. The Convention on the Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living 

Resources (CCAMLR) became open for signature in 1980 and entered into force in 1982. CCAMLR 

was originally signed by fourteen nations, and is today ratified by 35 nations and the European 

Union. In contrast to other international fisheries conventions, CCAMLR is mainly an ecosystem-

oriented scientific instrument and does not include specific operational targets for fisheries, such as 

quotas, TACs, MSY-figures etc. (Fernholm & Rudbäck, 1989). Consequently CCAMLR was a 

comparably weak instrument when it came to applied fisheries management, and fisheries like the 

Patagonian or Antarctic Toothfish fishery, with their substantial portion of Illegal, Unreported, 

Unregulated (IUU) fishery, clearly demonstrates that still today the problem of Antarctic fisheries 

needs to be solved by the international community (Dodds, 2000). 

Arctic – Antarctic 

Any comparison between the Arctic and the Antarctic fisheries during the second half of the 20th 

century needs to come to the conclusion that fisheries in both high latitudes have changed 

dramatically due to the availability of modern fisheries technology. More importantly, any 

comparison will also come to the conclusion that the availability of modern fishing technology has 

not solved the problems of the fisheries, but rather contributed or in the case of the Antarctic 

fisheries even generated substantial issues and sometimes even severe international and/or national 

conflicts among the various stakeholders. But a second look reveals substantial differences between 

the high latitudes of the North and the South. While the increasing availability of technology in the 

North finally resulted in a nationalization of the fracture lines between stakeholders and/or even 

open conflicts, the increased level of technology available to the fisheries in the South resulted in an 

increased need for international solutions, which are still not to be found today. In the North, 

today‘s main conflict is between the heavy industrialized fisheries of the Arctic nations and the small 

scale subsistence fisheries which according to the existing legal frameworks solutions need to be 

negotiated within the individual Arctic nations, while in the South the conflict is between those 

groups interested in the preservation of the unique ecosystem of Antarctica and those groups that 

are mainly interested in making economic use of the 7th continent and the waters surrounding it, 

regardless of their nationality. In the end the fracture lines and conflicts in both areas seem to follow 

a very similar model. The basic question of any fisheries in the high latitudes is a simple one: are 
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resources like fish a common good, which should be preserved or exploited for the common good 

of society; or should they be exploited for shareholder value.    

Answering this question would be an answer to a question that is much broader than the question of 

fisheries in high latitudes. In the end the fisheries just mirror a question that is the basic question for 

socio-economic development all around the globe, regardless of if it is negotiated among various 

stakeholders within Arctic societies and nations, or if it is negotiated between international operating 

fishing companies and scientists, conservationists, ecologists or other groups with an interest in the 

protection of Antarctica and the surrounding Southern Ocean. Maybe the question should be raised 

if the nationalization of discussion on fisheries in the Arctic – as a result of the extension of national 

legislation now covering basically all relevant fishing grounds of the Arctic – should be considered a 

positive development, as the discussion between common good and shareholder value needs to be 

negotiated over and over again for each Arctic nation, instead of negotiating this question once and 

for all on a global level. 
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On May 15, 2013, at the Ministerial Meeting in Kiruna, Sweden, Canada assumed the two-year 

Chairmanship of the Arctic Council for the second time since its creation in 1996.  

More than four million people call the Arctic region home. In developing initiatives to bring to the 

Council for consensus decision, the Government of Canada consulted with Northerners and with its 

Arctic partners. A clear message was that the people of the North should be at the centre of the 

Arctic Council‘s priorities.  

The theme for Canada‘s Chairmanship is ―Development for the People of the North,‖ with three 

sub-themes to guide the Council‘s work: ―Responsible Arctic Resource Development,‖ ―Safe Arctic 

Shipping,‖ and ―Sustainable Circumpolar Communities.‖ Inspired by these themes, Ministers in 

Kiruna endorsed the following new initiatives.  

Circumpolar Business Forum 

The business community is increasingly looking to the circumpolar region to build diversified 

commercial relationships. There is a great deal of interest within the Council to increase the focus of 

its work on sustainable economic development. This is why Ministers at Kiruna established a new 

Task Force that will work with business to create a Circumpolar Business Forum.  

The goals of the Forum include bringing circumpolar business perspectives to the work of the 

Council, advancing Arctic-oriented business interests, sharing best practices and developing closer 

cooperation. The initial focus of the Forum will be on extractive industries and related sectors, such 

as shipping and infrastructure. 
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Arctic Marine Oil Pollution Prevention 

It is important that Arctic States take the necessary measures to protect the Arctic marine and 

terrestrial environment, local communities and traditional livelihoods from the possible impacts of 

resource development in the North. 

The Kiruna Ministerial Meeting saw Arctic States sign the Agreement on Cooperation on Marine Oil 

Pollution Preparedness and Response in the Arctic. This is the second legally binding agreement to 

be negotiated under the auspices of the Council, the first being the Agreement on Cooperation on 

Aeronautical and Maritime Search and Rescue in the Arctic. This new agreement lays out the basis 

for cooperation and assistance in responding to marine oil pollution incidents in the Arctic region.  

Building on the Council‘s past work, a new Task Force will develop an Action Plan to prevent 

marine oil pollution in the Arctic region.  

Guidelines for Sustainable Tourism and Cruise Ship Operations in the Arctic 

With the Arctic becoming more accessible, opportunities for tourism are growing. However, 

increased cruise ship traffic creates a new set of environmental and public safety challenges. The 

Council, in collaboration with cruise ship and tourist operators, will develop best practices and a set 

of guidelines for sustainable tourism, passenger safety and environmental protection.  

Addressing Short-Lived Climate Pollutants and Adaptation to Climate Change 

The Arctic is facing rapid changes in its climate and physical environment, with widespread effects 

on northern communities and ecosystems. At the Kiruna meeting, the Council released its second 

report on short-lived climate pollutants, which identified the substantial health and climate benefits 

that can be achieved by reducing these pollutants.  

This scientific work will provide the basis for further action to address black carbon and methane 

emissions. A new Task Force will develop arrangements to achieve enhanced reductions of black 

carbon and methane emissions.  

In addition to mitigation, the Council will also develop tools that enable decision makers to plan for 

adaptation to a changing climate and socio-economic conditions in the North. 

Promoting Mental Wellness in Northern Circumpolar Communities 

Change in the Arctic is impacting the way of life of indigenous communities and leading to difficult 

health and social issues. In response to these changes, the Council will evaluate which strategies and 

interventions are most effective with respect to mental health promotion and suicide prevention in 

circumpolar communities.  
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Incorporating Traditional and Local Knowledge and Promoting Traditional 

Ways of Life 

Providing a voice to indigenous Arctic communities and respecting traditional and local knowledge 

are among the core values of the Council. During Canada‘s Chairmanship, the Council will focus on 

ways to better incorporate traditional and local knowledge in its work.  

The Chairmanship will also support and showcase the value and importance of traditional ways of 

life for indigenous populations. By increasing awareness of these ways of life, decisions made 

outside the Arctic region may be better informed to avoid detrimental impacts on the culture, health, 

and well-being of the people of the Arctic.  

Conservation of Migratory Birds 

The Arctic Council will continue to pursue cooperation among Arctic and non-Arctic States to 

support the conservation of the migratory birds on which Northerners rely. The Council will work 

to map migration routes for key species and engage with countries along migratory routes to develop 

conservation strategies. 

Enhancing Scientific Cooperation 

Since the Council‘s establishment, it has promoted environmental protection and sustainable 

development based on collective scientific research. Scientific collaboration is particularly important 

at a time of increasing change in the Arctic and increased demand for research funding. A new Task 

Force will work to better strengthen scientific cooperation among Arctic States. 

Strengthening the Arctic Council  

The Arctic Council recently opened a new administrative Secretariat in Tromsø, Norway, to serve 

chairmanships and disseminate information on the Council‘s activities. The Secretariat will work to 

archive the Council‘s documents and make this wealth of knowledge accessible to the public and 

Northern decision makers.  

Permanent Participants are an important and unique feature of the Arctic Council. The 

Chairmanship will identify ways to enhance the capacity of these organizations so that their 

involvement can keep pace with the Council‘s growing agenda.  

Canada‘s Chairmanship will seek to raise awareness of the Council‘s contributions to the global 

community. It will encourage new approaches for increased coordination among Arctic States at 

other international organizations. Arctic Council States will continue to work closely together to 

encourage the development of a robust mandatory polar code for the Arctic Ocean at the 

International Maritime Organization.  
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Canada‟s North 

Canadians look forward to hosting meetings of the Arctic Council over the next two years in 

Canada‘s stunning Arctic region and to showcasing its vibrant northern communities, cultures and 

stories. 



 

Dr. Lawson W. Brigham is a Distinguished Professor at the University of Alaska Fairbanks and a long-time 
contributor to the work of the Arctic Council. During 2004-09 he was chair of the Council‘s Arctic Marine 
Shipping Assessment (AMSA) and Vice Chair of the Working Group Protection of the Arctic Marine 
Environment (PAME).  
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The Arctic Council, intergovernmental forum of the eight Arctic states, has been a positive force for 

good since its 1996 creation by the Ottawa Declaration. Fostering Arctic state cooperation, engaging 

with Arctic indigenous residents, and conducting world-class assessments on climate change, 

hydrocarbons, shipping, and pollution, the Council has been surprisingly forward looking in its 

work. But it also has been a sometimes cautious, tentative body, challenged to reach consensus on 

several key issues and lacking in effective, external communications. Heightened global attention on 

the top of the world and increasing complexity of Arctic issues demand even more thoughtful 

deliberations and proactive action from this body. Canada, who succeeded Sweden as the Council‘s 

Chair this past May, faces a broad array of challenges unanticipated at the inception of the Council. 

One change is clear. The Arctic Council must strengthen its communication with the rest of the 

world. External communication has never been considered one of the Council‘s strengths and many 

of its best assessments, decisions and policies have not been well communicated to the world by 

timely press releases and robust communiqués. A new, futures statement from Kiruna, ‗Vision for 

the Arctic,‘ is a promising start. Hopefully, a new Arctic Council Secretariat established in Tromsø, 

Norway will begin to correct this weakness and facilitate moving the forum‘s attention equally 

outward from a long-term, inward focus on critical Arctic issues. How Canada employs the 
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Secretariat will be an early indicator of whether improved communication and outreach to a global 

audience is high on the agenda.  

In an era of continued misinformation about the Arctic, Canada can make a lasting contribution to 

the Council‘s influence by enhancing its education and outreach efforts through the new Tromsø 

Secretariat. 

A significant challenge facing Canada as Council Chair is the integration of the twelve non-Arctic 

state observers into the Council‘s work. China, India, Italy, Japan, Republic of Korea and Singapore 

were admitted in Kiruna, joining France, Germany, the Netherlands, Poland, Spain and the United 

Kingdom. The new observers have met criteria for admission including recognition of Council 

objectives and sovereignty of the Arctic states; recognition of the legal framework for the Arctic 

Ocean as the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea; and, respecting the interests and 

cultural heritage of Arctic indigenous peoples and other Arctic inhabitants. Despite some 

reservations by the Council‘s Permanent Participants (six Arctic indigenous organizations) regarding 

these admissions, all of the new, non-Arctic state observers can bring expertise and funding to the 

technical working groups and the Permanent Participants. Importantly, their primary role is to 

observe all aspects of the Council‘s deliberations. No other Arctic forum can provide this high level 

of engagement with the Arctic states. Hopefully, Canada can also coax from them contributions that 

can support the interests of the indigenous peoples and the working groups where the non-Arctic 

state observers can be most influential. 

Most of the Arctic is an ocean and new marine traffic requires immediate attention by the Arctic 

states to address marine safety and environmental protection issues. Fortunately, Canada has been a 

leader in these efforts at the International Maritime Organization (IMO) and these issues collectively 

are a key agenda theme for the Canadian Chairmanship. Also, the Council has its own policy 

framework for action in the Arctic Marine Shipping Assessment (AMSA) approved by consensus of 

the Arctic Ministers in 2009. Continued focus on implementing AMSA‘s 17 recommendations - a 

mandatory IMO Polar Code for shipping is the most critical - would go a long way to protecting 

Arctic people and the marine environment. Canada, Finland and the United States led the AMSA for 

four years and they are conveniently the three next Council Chairs. These three states should agree 

to focus and coordinate their efforts on Arctic marine safety and marine environmental protection 

as key elements of their plans to lead the Arctic Council during the next six years.  Related to these 

AMSA implementation efforts is a new task force on oil pollution prevention approved by the 

Arctic Ministers at the Kiruna Ministerial; an Arctic Council action plan and recommendations are 

to be developed by the next Ministerial meeting in 2015. It will be interesting to see how the work of 

this task force links with ongoing work of the Council‘s own working group on Protection of the 

Arctic Marine Environment (PAME) and the Polar Code development at the IMO. 

Attention on the Arctic‘s residents has always been a critical focus of the Arctic Council. The six 

Permanent Participants sit with the Arctic states at Council meetings and are key partners in this 

forum. Circumpolar health and education are critical issues as is the sustainability of life in the 

North. With competing uses of the Arctic Ocean, subsistence and food security are looming issues 

facing many Arctic coastal communities. Canada‘s circumpolar leadership role in focusing on an 

array of indigenous challenges in all Arctic regions can set a new level of engagement by the Council. 
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Sweden as Council chair 2011-13 made important strides in linking the commercial world to the 

Council. Since much Arctic change is driven by globalization and development of Arctic natural 

resources, it makes sense to bring the business community into the Council‘s work on such topics as 

shipping, oil and gas guidelines, sustainable development, and environmental protection. Again in 

Kiruna, the Arctic Ministers agreed to establish a task force whose mission is to facilitate the 

creation of a circumpolar business forum. Canada can help shape this forum so that it focuses on 

Arctic sustainable development and the promotion of long-term, sustainable Arctic communities, an 

objective it would appear at heart of the Canadian Chairmanship. 

In assuming the Arctic Council Chair this spring, Canada faces a set of challenges and opportunities 

in moving the Arctic state agenda forward. Critical to Canada‘s success will be better communication 

to the world. All of the issues will require Canada‘s proactive action and strong consensus building 

among the Arctic states. 
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No Entry for EU into the Arctic while Guaranteeing 

Access to Others? 

 

Tarja Cronberg 

 

 

Why does Greenland receive approximately 25 million euros per year from the European Union, 

despite the fact that it is not even one of its members? At the same time, the government of 

Greenland continuously threatens to prioritize China over Europe, regardless of the generous 

money it receives from Brussels under the Partnership Agreement between the EU, Denmark and 

Greenland. And why was the European Union‘s application for observer status at the Arctic Council 

deferred this spring?  

At first glance, the European Union almost seems to be losing its grip on the Arctic agenda. 

Although a key supporter of the region, the EU‘s effort to play any key role in the Arctic has fallen 

short of expectations.  

As stated in the EU Arctic Strategy, the Arctic is an area of growing strategic importance and also an 

example of successful international cooperation contributing to peace and security in the region. 

Russia and Norway, for instance, were able to conclude a maritime treaty on cooperation in the 

Barents Sea and the Arctic Ocean after some forty years of negotiations in stalemate. The European 

Union is also the world‘s strongest proponent of international efforts to fight climate change. 

As global warming opens up sea routes and prospects for mining in the Arctic, there has been a 

global rush to secure a share of the looming profits. In connection with the last parliamentary 

elections in spring, Greenland has signalled that it is open for foreign investments, particularly in the 

mineral and oil sectors. Several of the mineral deposits in the Arctic are perceived as crucial for 

European industries. Greenland has been extremely eager to see investments begin to pour in. 

Consequently, the leadership of Greenland has continuously urged the EU to follow up a recent 

memorandum of understanding concerning Greenland's raw materials and to start investing. Last 
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spring, Greenland‘s former Prime Minister reiterated that he was tired of waiting, saying that he has 

come back empty handed from all too many trips to Brussels. In light of the new circumstances, it is 

significant that the new Prime Minister of Greenland and her party have been involved in an internal 

debate in Denmark on the definition of ―strategic raw materials‖ and about who should define what 

the term means.  

From an EU point of view, the memorandum has been seen as a way to ensure that Greenland will 

not commit itself to mining contracts with, for example, solely China. The European Union is, in 

plain language, paying Greenland off in order to secure a non-monopoly in a bid to guarantee that 

other countries, among them hopefully also European players, also have a say.  China is strongly 

interested in mining investments in the Arctic in order to obtain valuable minerals, including iron, 

zinc and rare earth minerals crucial for high-technology production. To the dismay of European 

politicians, Greenland has been leaning towards Asia in its efforts to secure rapid investment deals.  

Moreover, the European Union has no significant role to play in the Arctic Council, the body that 

has become the de facto institutional battleground for Arctic players and competitors. What used to 

be mainly a research body has rapidly become an important gateway to the Arctic. The EU 

application for observer status was deferred last spring, whereas India, South Korea and Singapore 

were taken on board. The formal reason stated for the rejection was that the EU Commission, as a 

supranational organisation, does not meet the criteria for membership in the Arctic Council and is 

considered to erode the importance of state sovereignty in the Arctic.  

One of the unofficial obstacles to observer status is the EU‘s ban on seal fur import, a ban that has 

been challenged especially by Canada based on the claim that the rights of the indigenous people in 

the Arctic must be preserved. In this regard, it is a shame that co-operation in the Arctic area is 

complicated as a result of the EU‘s animal protection policy. The issue will not be easy to settle as 

the ban is part of EU legislation. However, EU legislation and policy have growing relevance not 

only for the EU member states but also for third countries.   

It is also worth considering that the EU provides a significant amount of funding to initiatives 

supporting indigenous groups and local populations. As stated in the EU Arctic Strategy, funding 

programmes during the last seven co-financing years have amounted to 1.14 billion euros (1.98 

billion euros, if we include member state co-financing).  

An overall solution to these dilemmas could be a moratorium, an agreement to stop using the Arctic 

resources until we can find sustainable ways of utilization. Environmental groups and the European 

Parliament have supported this policy, but the official EU stance has been to find a balance between 

economy, environment and a potential moratorium. 

A situation must be avoided where disputes in fact accelerate the use of Arctic resources. The 

European Union has built its Arctic policy around three main objectives: protecting and preserving 

the Arctic in unison with its population, promoting the sustainable use of resources and 

international cooperation. It is essential that environmental and social sustainability are prioritized in 

the EU‘s Arctic policy and that, for instance, mining projects are carried out in a responsible 

manner.  
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From a security point of view, the Arctic is already complex; involving actors from the region and 

from beyond. Peaceful development of the Arctic requires security arrangements capable of 

managing the transformation of the region in a stable manner. The best option would no doubt be 

to demilitarize the area, as is the case in the Antarctic, in order to pave the way for better framework 

conditions for Arctic co-operation and sustainable Arctic governance. Developing joint 

environmental governance and maritime search and rescue are also important policy options.  

Managing competition, promoting cooperation and developing security arrangements could be a 

task to be taken on by the European Union in close cooperation with all actors in the Arctic. There 

are Arctic insiders and outsiders and their interests should be integrated. Needless to say, the 

measures to be taken require EU financing. But how far should the European Union – as a non-

member of the Arctic Council – go in offering financial means to a region without having a say in 

actual decision-making?  
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Greenland‟s State-Building Process:  

Still a Long Way to Go  

 

Damien Degeorges  

 

 

In 2009, Greenland got Self Rule within the Kingdom of Denmark. This upgraded status from Home 

Rule is seen as the last stage before a possible independence from Denmark. Time shows however that 

there is still a long way to go before thinking about independence: amongst other challenges, 

Greenland‘s economic situation is not going well, unemployment is high and expected large scale 

projects take time to be concretised.  

In the most optimistic forecast, it would require several decades before Greenland can seriously think 

about becoming a state. That said, the longer Greenland will wait to develop and make necessary reforms 

such as an important reduction of public expenses, which in a report from 2010 accounted for about 

75% of Greenland‘s GDP (NIRAS, 2010), the more difficult it will be for Greenland to ‗safely‘ take the 

Arctic ‗motorway‘ (where things go fast) alone [without the Danish ‗driving instructor‘ or ‗co-driver‘ as 

the Self Rule Act talks about ‗equal partners‘ (Lov om Grønlands Selvstyre, 2009)], as an independent 

state. Simply because the Arctic will have become too important to take the risk of being a weak, or at 

least a too vulnerable state, by going faster in the state-building process.  

As self-ruled territory, Greenland has a unique chance to experience sovereignty in some key areas and 

feel some realities experienced by states, without being a state. Being a state requires not only incomes, 

something Greenland would have to think about on a long term perspective and not just to become 

independent, but also a significant number of highly educated persons.  

Putting defence aside, as it is clear that an independent Greenland would not be able to have its own 

defence forces if a country such as Iceland doesn‘t, capabilities regarding foreign affairs is and will be 

one of Greenland‘s key challenges. The Greenlandic Department of Foreign Affairs, made of a main 

office in Nuuk and two representations (Copenhagen and Brussels), counted in 2013 about 15 persons, 

including the minister and interns. In comparison, a micro-state such as Monaco, less inhabited than 
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Greenland and with much fewer issues to deal with, had at the same period about 36 persons, including 

the minister, at the main office of its Department of External Relations.  

Looking at the case of Iceland, formerly part of the Danish Kingdom, is more than interesting with 

regards to some dimensions of Greenland‘s future and its challenges. Iceland manages to run a foreign 

service which counts 25 diplomatic representations (including Consulates General), with most of the 

time two or three diplomats in each of them to deal with all issues, from consular affairs to politics, 

economics and culture, while being in a key country with a number of side-accredited countries and 

sometimes international organisations to follow. With some acknowledging that in the case of Iceland it 

can appear under-staffed to properly deal with foreign affairs, Greenland‘s capabilities would then seem 

particularly challenging, if not symbolic, at a time where the territory is experiencing a new reality. 

Greenland has talents, but too few to handle the growing international interest it is experiencing.  

Education and a greater internationalization of Greenlanders‘ minds, notably through the media, are 

therefore absolute key challenges that Greenland needs to face with regards to its state-building process.  

In a few years‘ time, Greenland, an island of 2,166,086 km² inhabited by less than 57,000 persons, has 

experienced rapid changes when it comes to its external relations. It has been and still is receiving an 

unprecedented amount of international interest due to the territory‘s strategic assets, notably in terms of 

natural resources; and due to the growing importance of the Arctic region. When global powers such as 

China meet Greenland, things get further intensified.  

In the context of a global raw material sector, and because Greenland‘s development takes place in a 

rapidly changing Arctic region, it is also critical for Greenland to have more global-oriented politicians, 

especially when it comes to the lobbying related to foreign investments, which are at the core of 

Greenland‘s development. It takes only 28 persons, including ministers, mayors and the majority of the 

Parliament, to politically run the territory.  

A single project such as the Kvanefjeld one in South Greenland (one of the largest deposit of rare earth 

elements and uranium in the world) could make Greenland‘s GDP rise by more than 20% (Søren Duran 

Duus, 2013).   In the case of an iron ore mining project outside Nuuk (Isua project), the potential offered 

could simply double (Krarup, 2013) Greenland‘s GDP. It gives one an idea of the weight such projects 

could have on Greenland, its economy and its few decision-makers.  

As the financing for major projects in Greenland will probably come from Asia, and given Greenland‘s 

characteristics, the self-ruled territory needs to strengthen its political ties with its direct neighborhood 

and historical partners: the Nordic region, an area to which it belongs, the European Union and the 

United States.  

Following the 2013 parliamentary elections in Greenland, a major challenge appeared for Greenland‘s 

development: ensuring stability during changes of government. Stability is needed in terms of regulatory 

framework, which is critical for attracting the foreign investments that Greenland needs; but also with 

regards to Greenland‘s dialogue with Denmark and the Arctic Council. In other words, domestic politics 

is one thing, but credibility is needed for Greenland‘s image on the international stage. Disregarding 

realities, the main one being that Denmark is in charge of the Kingdom‘s foreign and security policy, 

may be counter-productive for Greenland in its relationship with Denmark.  

2014 will continue to be interesting to follow when it comes to the relationship between Greenland (in 
charge of managing its natural resources) and Denmark (in charge of the Kingdom‘s foreign and security 
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policy), particularly on the outcome of the Greenlandic Government‘s willingness to remove a zero-
tolerance policy on extracting radioactive elements, which includes uranium, in Greenland. 
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Rendez-vous at Reykjavik 

 

Klaus Dodds 

 

 

The first meeting of the Arctic Circle grouping (or more accurately a ‗new assembly for international 

co-operation on Arctic issues‘) will take place in the Icelandic city of Reykjavik in October 2013. I 

won‘t be able to attend so will have to console myself with a more virtual presence. Looking at the 

official website (http://www.arcticcircle.org/), and monitoring the tweets from the official twitter 

site of the Arctic Circle grouping (https://twitter.com/ArcticSummit), it would appear that 

preparations are mounting for this autumnal meeting. What might this ‗assembly‘ achieve and why 

might it matter? This short commentary offers some tentative answers. 

We should remind ourselves, firstly, of the published mission statement of this grouping before 

reviewing the background to its creation. The rationale for the ‗assembly‘ is described in the 

following terms: 

The mission of the Arctic Circle is to facilitate dialogue and build relationships to address 
rapid changes in the Arctic. With sea ice levels at their lowest point in recorded history, the 
world is waking up to the challenges and opportunities this presents for all of us. We aim 
to strengthen the decision-making process by bringing together as many international 
partners as possible to interact under one large ―open tent‖. 

When this mission statement first emerged it did cause some alarm because of the direct inference 

that ‗decision making‘ and ‗international partners‘ need to be both improved and brought into 

contact with one another in the context of the Arctic. The reference to an ‗open tent‘ remains an 

intriguing one – an analogy that does not quite work as well as it might in English. While an open 

tent might suggest greater possibilities for access, it might paradoxically be more susceptible to being 

blown away in inclement conditions. 

The integrity of a tent needs to be monitored and the mission statement is rather vague about who 

or what might control access and stability of the said ‗open tent‘.  

On April 17, 2013, the President of Iceland came to the National Press Club in New York to discuss 

this initiative further.1 President Grímsson is a veteran politician. He is serving a fifth term as 
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president, and holds a PhD in political science. Previously he was a Finance Minister and a member 

of the Icelandic Parliament. The timing was significant. Iceland had signed a free trade agreement 

with China (15th April 2013) and entered into various negotiations with Chinese and Icelandic 

organizations including oil exploration and shipping. The presidential talk also coincided with 

Iceland‘s growing interest in being understood by others as an Arctic Ocean coastal state.2  President 

Grímsson‘s talk was significant as he told his audience about the growing ‗visibility‘ of what he 

termed a ‗global Arctic‘. Significantly, he told his audience about his private meetings with South and 

East Asian political leaders who all mentioned their interest in the Arctic, and desire to obtain 

Observer status at the Arctic Council. The Arctic Circle initiative was, as he concluded, driven by 

recognition that ‗the Arctic is not just our Arctic, it is a global Arctic and what happens there will 

have fundamental consequences for every nation in the world‘.  

In the question and answer session, President Grímsson was asked about the difference between the 

Arctic Circle and the Arctic Council. His answer, significantly, made reference to the fact that 

Observers to the Arctic Council are not allowed to contribute to the formal debate of the Council. 

In contrast, the Arctic Circle would facilitate debate and dialogue, which would not privilege some 

actors more than others. He spoke of the Arctic Circle being a democratic ‗open tent‘ and was 

intended to be a facilitator for others to participate including the Northern Research Forum and 

Polar Law Symposium.  

The timing of this New York-based event was of course significant. Delivered approximately a 

month before the Arctic Council ministerial meeting in Kiruna, the press coverage in the aftermath 

of the presidential address explicitly linked this initiative as a clarion call for a broader recognition of 

the extra-territorial interests of other states and business corporations. On May 15th, under the 

chairmanship of Sweden, the Arctic Council membership admitted six new states, China, India, Italy, 

Japan, Singapore, and South Korea, to join the six states, nine intergovernmental organizations, and 

eleven non-governmental organizations that already had ‗permanent‘ observer status in the Arctic 

Council (AC). Swedish foreign minister and meeting host Carl Bildt told The New York Times (16 

May 2013) that the expansion ‗strengthens the position of the Arctic Council on the global scene‘.3 

The decision to admit all the prospective states to observer status took its toll on other applicants 

including non-state organizations such as Greenpeace and the Association of Oil and Gas 

Producers. The candidature of the European Union was postponed. At the Kiruna meeting, 

Greenpeace staged a protest against Arctic oil and gas drilling and has committed itself to continue 

its high profile campaign.  

So what has the Arctic Circle initiative achieved at this stage? One conclusion would be that the 

timing of this initiative contributed to the increased likeliness of new observers such as China and 

Japan being admitted in May 2013 to the Arctic Council, a result of President Grímsson‘s public 

championing of these new states (he never once mentioned Italy in his speech) and willingness to 

engage with business organizations. Indeed, the admittance of these new observers in some ways 

consolidates a privileging of states regardless of their geographical relationship/location to the 

Arctic. Moreover, the Arctic Council has committed itself to creating a Circumpolar Business Forum 

(to be launched in 2014). In a speech delivered by Patrick Borbey, chair of the Senior Arctic 

Officials (SAOs), it was noted that, ―the goals of the Forum include bringing circumpolar business 
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perspectives to the work of the Council, advancing Arctic-oriented business interests, sharing best 

practices and engaging in deeper cooperation. The initial focus of the Forum will be on the 

extractive industries sector and related sectors such as shipping and infrastructure‖.4  Would this 

have happened had not the Icelandic president made it clear in his speech that 

businesses/corporations would be welcome in a new Arctic Circle?  

Looking ahead to the October meeting, I think the significance of this inaugural event (it is hoped it 

will be an annual affair with a rotating Arctic location) is that it is simply happening in the first place. 

Depending on the attendance list and the scope of the event, we might garner further clues to its 

longer-term future. The UK government has confirmed, for example, that there will be an official 

British presence. More substantively, we may well see that the Arctic Circle initiative contributes to 

new pressures on the Arctic Council to grant further recognition to observer states such as China, 

UK and Japan in ministerial meetings and elsewhere. Giving observers greater scope to contribute to 

the formal debates of the Arctic Council might prove a decisive issue. The Circumpolar Business 

Forum‘s emergence in 2014 will also be interesting to observe to assess whether this will give greater 

recognition to the interests of corporations in the formal business of this inter-governmental forum. 

Paradoxically, perhaps, the Arctic Circle initiative has done considerable ‗work‘ in Arctic politics 

even before the inaugural meeting – recent applicants such as China are no longer ad hoc observers 

of the Arctic Council after all.  
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1. Icelandic President Ólafur Ragnar Grímsson address at a National Press Club Luncheon 

April 15, 2013 available at: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wW0p_Eh94PI  

2. K. Dodds & V. Ingimundarson. (2012). Territorial nationalism and Arctic geopolitics: 

Iceland as an Arctic coastal state. Polar Journal 2: 21-37. 

3. P. Steinberg & K. Dodds. (2013). The Arctic Council after Kiruna. Polar Record. Published 

online 13 August 2013. Available at: 

http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayAbstract?fromPage=online&aid=8970062  

4. Presentation by Patrick Borbey, Chair of the Senior Arctic Officials. Pacific Northwest 

Economic Region (PNWER) Conference. Anchorage, Alaska  Thursday, July 18, 12:00. 

Available at: http://www.arctic-council.org/index.php/en/document-archive/category/454-

canadian-chairmanship-representation?download=1800:patrick-borbey-sao-chair-speech-18-

july-2013. 



 

Heather Exner-Pirot & Joël Plouffe are the Managing Editors of the Arctic Yearbook. 

343 

 
 
 

Commentary 

  

A Proliferation of Forums:  

A Second Wave of Organizational Development in the 

Arctic 

 

Heather Exner-Pirot & Joël Plouffe 

 

 

 

Circumpolar relations have been nothing if not trendy in recent years. First came the domino 

sequence of Arctic strategies from each of the Arctic states between 2008-2011. This was succeeded 

by a rash of Arctic Ambassadorial appointments, with Japan‘s appointment of Masuo Nishibayashi 

in March, 2013, making eleven (click here for Arctic Yearbook 2012‘s list of Arctic/Non-Arctic 

ambassadors). But the most recent inclination has been to establish pan-Arctic forums, focusing on 

the ‗future of the Arctic‘, and open to a global audience of self-appointed Arctic stakeholders. 

The most high profile launch of this new breed of circumpolar organization is the Arctic Circle, 

Icelandic President Ólafur Ragnar Grímsson‘s vision of an open, global platform by which to 

address the region‘s most pressing issues. Uniting a motley crew of oil and shipping executives, 

climate advocates, Asian scientists and a European monarch – Prince Albert II of Monaco – the 

Arctic Circle is a response to the perceived parochialism of the Arctic Council and an attempt to 

create a space for a diverse range of interested voices (see Klaus Dodds‘ commentary in this 

volume).   

Then there are the burgeoning Arctic economic conferences, including the World Arctic Forum 

(Canada); the Arctic Energy Summit (Iceland); the Arctic Imperative (United States); the Arctic Summit 

(Norway); the Arctic Exchange (Sweden); the Arctic Business Forum (Finland); the Arctic Policy and 

Economic Forum (Denmark); the Arctic – Territory of Dialogue (Russian Federation), and last but not 

least, the Arctic Council‘s own, as yet unlaunched, Circumpolar Business Forum, under the auspices of 

http://arcticyearbook.com/ay2012/#/62/zoomed
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the Canadian Chairmanship. Significant new oil plays may be a decade away, but the Arctic looks 

open for business.    

Add to these the scientific, such as the International Conference on the Arctic Ocean Acidification and the 

Circumpolar Agriculture Conference; the pragmatic, such as the World Snow Forum and the 5th Symposium 

on the Impacts of an Ice-Diminishing Arctic on Naval and Maritime Operations; and the obscure, such as the 

Nordic Theoretical Archaeology Group conference. Finally, we would be remiss to omit the growing 

number of Arctic-themed conferences held by and for the EU organization and its members, such 

as the EESC‘s public hearing on the European Union and Arctic Policy; the French Arctic Initiative; the 

Alfred-Wegener-Institut‘s Arctic Dialogue; or the very euro-themed Arctic Frontiers. The effect is one 

of intensification and momentum in all things Arctic, where the future of the Arctic is being actively 

constructed (click here for our *40-page* inventory of this year‘s Arctic meetings, conferences and 

events.) 

Plus Ça Change…  

There is nothing new about the development of regional organizations and forums in the Arctic. 

The post-Cold War era saw a proliferation of Arctic bodies, from IASC and IASSA to the Northern 

Forum (NF), the Northern Research Forum (NRF), the Arctic Environmental Protection Strategy 

(AEPS), and the Calotte Academy; and 2013 marks the 20th anniversary of a host of circumpolar 

organizations, such as the Barents-Euro Arctic Region (BEAR) and the Sami Parliament of Sweden. 

But the preponderance of outside interest, and investment, in Arctic affairs is a conspicuous 

reflection of the breadth and depth by which the region is globalizing. The regionalization that took 

place in the early 1990s was very much an insider affair, composed of career scientists, indigenous 

leaders and the northern political elite. Now it is not just the Chinese that are demanding a voice in 

the region‘s affairs: garden-variety environmentalists, mainstream journalists and even the Swedes 

have discovered they care quite a bit with what happens in the region (see Doug Nord‘s article on 

the Sweden Chairmanship in this volume). 

For Better or For Worse 

It has been said of globalization that it is neither inherently good nor inherently bad, but a process to 

be managed for the betterment of society. The Arctic is particular in that the interests and values of 

different actors are often wildly competing, and the globalization of the region seems to have 

exacerbated many differences.  

Misperceptions and romanticisms about what the Arctic represents and promises abound.  The 

Arctic Council‘s Permanent Participants were probably right in their hesitancy to invite new actors in 

as Observers when their own seats were so hard won. But one must appreciate the extent to which 

newcomers to the region are attempting to become informed about the region‘s rich culture, politics 

and history.  And if all the attention on the Arctic seems a little bit much, consider how it has also 

been productive: we are many times more likely to see stricter environmental regulations in the 

Arctic in the next five years then we are to see major conflict, something that would not have been 

said in 2008.  High-quality information from a variety of sources and perspectives are being 

www.arcticyearbook.com/files/thearcticlist.pdf
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generated, communicated and used in policy-making, at a rate fast enough to have impact, but slow 

enough to ensure stability and consensus. If pro-development interests think progress in the Arctic 

is too cold, and pro-conservation forces think it too hot, then it is probably just right. 

In that respect, the proliferation of new organizations can be seen as a positive development, and 
one, like all waves, that is likely to crest and retreat.  But what they leave behind in their wake will 
have lasting impact.   
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Future Prospects for Petroleum Development in the 

Arctic  

 

Rúni M. Hansen 

 

 

It has been an interesting few years for our industry and interests in the Arctic. Many deals have 

been done, new areas have been opened and discoveries have been made. The whole industry is 

positioning itself for the future. We are dealing with complex regulatory and stakeholder concerns. 

We are driving technology to enable us to develop Arctic resources, safely and economically. At the 

same time we see that development is going slower many would have thought only a short time ago. 

And this might be a good thing. 

The world's eyes are on the Arctic region - a region that signifies large opportunities and resources, 

but is also a unique and harsh operating environment. 

The Arctic is also a region that ranges from ice-bound areas, to ice-free areas such as the southern 

Barents Sea. It's not a question about one-size fits all, not for our industry and not for the 

communities within the Arctic. 

Our task is to carry out our operations in collaboration with industry, government, regulators, and 

not least the communities our activity affects – providing shared value. But we in industry must not 

mistake legal permissions for permanent access. In a new frontier, access must be earned – again and 

again. 

This is no easy task, and the Arctic poses specific challenges with regards to distance, weather, 

logistics, environmental stewardship and technology needs. Our strategy is to approach this in a 

stepwise manner – learning from each step and taking that experience with us when we plan future 

operations. But why be there at all, one might ask? 
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Future Prospects for Petroleum Development in the Arctic 

Statoil is working across the Arctic because we believe its resources will be a critical source of energy 

for a growing world. Economic growth and rising standards of living will result in a more than 30 

per cent increase in global energy demand over the next 30 years. In order to replace existing 

production and meet increases in future demand, the world will need an ―all of the above‖ energy 

strategy – one that includes the Arctic resources. 

But it's not only a question of filling an increasing demand. Most of the fields that will produce in 

2030 and 2040 have not yet been discovered. In fact we have been producing more oil than we have 

discovered every year since the early 1980s. It is a huge task for our industry to fill the gap that is 

certain to appear. 

2012 and 2013 has seen some areas move ahead and others pause. This is the nature of our industry. 

Rising costs and technical complexity also means we take our time to fully evaluate the risks and 

rewards. 

This gives us time to do things right. There is no room for mistake in the Arctic.



 

Magnús Jóhannesson is the Director of the Arctic Council Secretariat. 
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Arctic Council Secretariat Established 
 
 

Magnús Jóhannesson 

 

 

The Arctic Council was established in 1996 as a high level intergovernmental forum to promote 

cooperation, coordination and interaction among the Arctic states with the involvement of Arctic 

indigenous peoples and other Arctic inhabitants. The Arctic Council Chairmanship rotates every two 

years amongst the eight Arctic States. The work of the Arctic Council is conducted between the 

Ministerial Meetings by the Senior Arctic Officials (SAO) in consultation with Permanent 

Participants, which represent the indigenous peoples of the Arctic.  

In order to strengthen the capacity of the Arctic Council to respond to the challenges and 

opportunities facing the Arctic, it was decided at the 2011 Ministerial meeting in Nuuk to establish a 

standing Arctic Council Secretariat. The Secretariat enhances the work of the Arctic Council through 

the establishment of administrative capacity and by providing continuity, institutional memory and 

operational efficiency.   

The Arctic Council Secretariat is located in Tromsø, Norway. It was formally established in January 

2013, when the Norwegian Minister for Foreign Affairs, Mr. Espen Barth Eide, and the Director of 

the Secretariat, Mr. Magnus Johannesson, signed the Host Country Agreement. By signing the 

agreement, Norway formally agreed to host the Secretariat. The Secretariat became operational in 

the following February when its new director, Mr. Jóhannesson, started his work.  It assumed its full 

responsibilities on 1 June when other members of staff started work and Canada had taken over the 

Chairmanship of the Arctic Council from Sweden. 

The Secretariat provides administrative and organizational support, such as arranging and servicing 

meetings as required; transmitting reports to and from Arctic states, Permanent Participants and 

subsidiary bodies; assisting the Chair in drafting meeting documents including final reports; 

providing services to Permanent Participants and Working Groups without a secretariat; providing 

administrative services concerning general correspondence; and archiving of records. 

Communication and outreach is also an important part of the Secretariat‘s duties. This means 

operating the Arctic Council website, including web pages of those Working Groups without a 
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secretariat; facilitating and improving the quality and availability of information on the Arctic 

Council; recording, maintaining and posting, as appropriate, the records of the Arctic Council; 

facilitating the exchange of information among the Arctic states, Permanent Participants and 

Observers; and, at the request of Senior Arctic Officials and Permanent Participants, developing 

strategic communication and outreach plans and other documents under the direct supervision of 

the SAO Chair, in support of the Arctic Council. 

The Secretariat has seven employees in its office in the Fram Centre in Tromsø.  

 

 
  



 

Steven R. Myers is the Arctic Caucus Program Manager for the Pacific Northwest Economic Region 
(PNWER).  
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The Importance of Public & Private Sector 

Engagement in the Arctic 

 

Steven R. Myers 

 

 

 

It is significant that Prime Minister Stephen Harper has chosen the Honourable Leona Aglukkaq as 

Chair of the Arctic Council for Canada‘s two year term which began this May.  The Harper 

government has a clear focus on the importance of the Arctic, and the U.S. should work closely with 

the Canadian Chair to support Canada‘s initiatives, and be ready to assume the Chair in 2015 with a 

cohesive approach to leadership in the Arctic Council. 

Over the past four years, the Pacific NorthWest Economic Region (PNWER) has been engaging 

public and private sector stakeholders from Alaska, Yukon and the Northwest Territories on a 

number of sustainable economic development issues through the PNWER Arctic Caucus. To ensure 

local people are included in the discussion about the Arctic, the Caucus established a coordinated 

approach of shared solutions to address common challenges. The Caucus has been a valuable tool 

for PNWER to bring sub-national concerns to national Arctic decision makers, especially in the U.S. 

PNWER also works to ensure the voice of the Arctic is heard across the rest of the region that 

includes the U.S. states of Washington, Oregon, Idaho, Montana, as well as Alaska, and the 

provinces of British Columbia, Alberta and Saskatchewan. The goal has been to develop action 

items for the region that will lead to specific solutions for common challenges. 

Because the PNWER Arctic Caucus is a cross-border forum, the differences between the U.S. and 

Canada on Arctic policy are evident. Canada has a long established connection to the Arctic.  The 
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majority of Canadian people identify themselves as an Arctic Nation. The Canadian federal Arctic 

Strategy was developed in close coordination with people that live in the Arctic. 

Conversely, the U.S. federal government has several agencies looking at Arctic issues but no one 

agency coordinating the federal strategy. Also, the majority of U.S. citizens do not identify the U.S. 

as an Arctic Nation. In comparison to other Arctic nations and even non-Arctic countries that want 

to do business in the region it has been noticeable in how little the U.S. invests federal dollars in the 

Arctic for search and rescue, icebreakers, and environmental protection. At a recent PNWER 

meeting, Alaska‘s U.S. Senator Lisa Murkowski spoke to the PNWER delegates and stated: ―we in 

Alaska recognize that we [U.S.] are an Arctic nation, but it‘s tough to get that recognition from some 

of our colleagues in other states. The senators from Iowa don‘t necessarily think that they are in an 

Arctic nation, but they are by virtue of the state of Alaska.‖ 

The Senator went on to say, ―the disconnect between the interest of the United States in investing in 

the Arctic compared to other nations was made all the more clear at a recent Arctic Council meeting 

in Sweden. While other nations with no Arctic coastline but plenty of interest jockeyed for a place as 

observers to the Council take action, the United States was only just putting forth a policy for future 

investment in the region.‖ 

The Canadian government has called for the development of a Circumpolar Business Forum, which 

has been initially identified as an entity that will be a conduit for businesses to engage the Arctic 

Council. This proposal by the Canadian government is a movement towards increasing the 

discussion about how to improve the lives of citizens in the Arctic through sustainable economic 

development, recognizing that the private sector needs to be at the table in some of the policy 

discussions. 

As opportunities emerge for private sector engagement, the PNWER Arctic Caucus will continue to 

bring the state and territorial governments together with the private sector and Aboriginal 

communities to promote best practices for peoples of the North. The work of the Caucus will 

highlight the strong partnership between the respective regional governments and bring people 

together to communicate community interests and to influence policy. The objectives of the Arctic 

Caucus are to: 

·     Increase the visibility and priority of Arctic issues in PNWER activities 

·     Build cross-jurisdictional support to achieve shared goals 

·     Identify areas of opportunity for mutual sustainable economic development in the Arctic 

·     Provide support to member jurisdictions to help them achieve their individual goals 

Alaska, Yukon and the Northwest Territories can be viewed as a network of communities with 

interests and priorities vital to the well-being of the people that live and work in the region. As the 

Arctic becomes more of a focus for development, collaboration is an essential component for those 

who live in the Arctic and everyone who does, or desires to do, business in the North. It is also 

important to ensure that any development in the North is done with the highest environmental 

practices and is supported by the people that live there. In some cases, research done in the North 

has not been shared with the residents who live there. The Caucus will encourage new research in 
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collaboration with local inhabitants, and urge that the findings are shared within those 

communities. As conversations about the Arctic continue, the PNWER Arctic Caucus is a 

framework for lasting dialogue that develops a shared, cross-jurisdictional voice. 

It is important to look at the Arctic as a place where people live and work, rather than only as a 

place for study and research. As the Canadian government leads the Arctic Council, PNWER will 

work with its jurisdictions to ensure the interests of the local people are presented. The PNWER 

Arctic Caucus will also continue to be a voice for the region‘s needs to our federal partners in both 

countries. As the U.S. federal government implements and develops a policy for the Arctic, it must 

formally engage people in Alaska and learn from the best practices that the Canadian federal 

government has implemented in close partnership with its northern territorial governments and their 

Aboriginal communities. 

 

PNWER Background 

The Pacific NorthWest Economic Region (PNWER) is a public/private non-profit created by statute in 1991 
by the states of Alaska, Idaho, Oregon, Montana and Washington, the Canadian provinces and territories of 
British Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan, the Northwest Territories and Yukon. PNWER‘s mission is to 
increase the economic well-being and quality of life for all citizens of the region; coordinate provincial and 
state policies throughout the region; identify and promote ―models of success‖; and serve as a conduit to 
exchange information. 

The PNWER Arctic Caucus Forum was initially formed as a group to focus on Arctic issues within PNWER. 
After meeting at the 2009 PNWER Economic Leadership Forum in Regina, Saskatchewan and the 2010 
Annual Summit in Calgary, Alberta, the group decided to meet at the Annual Summit each year, as well as 
hold an annual Arctic Caucus Forum in the North. The first official Arctic Caucus Forum was held in 
December 2010 in Barrow, Alaska. The Caucus is made up of public and private sector PNWER members 
from Alaska, the Northwest Territories, and Yukon.    

Since 2010 the Caucus has held meetings in Yellowknife, Whitehorse, and Anchorage, along with two 
meetings in Washington, D.C. with federal Arctic officials and congressional members. 
 

 



 

Alexander Pelyasov is the Director of the Center for the Arctic and Northern Economies, Council for 
Research for Productive Forces, Moscow, Russia. 
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Russian Strategy of the Development of the Arctic 

Zone & the Provision of National Security until 2020 

(adopted by the President of the Russian Federation on 

February 8, 2013, № Pr-232) 

 

Alexander Pelyasov 

 

 

 

1. To understand properly the context of the Russian document one needs to clarify the 

specificness of the Russian Arctic. Russian polar territories are really vast even in comparison 

with the other Arctic federations like US and Canada. Two third of the circumpolar wealth 

are created in the Russian Arctic (AHDR-1). Because of this fact the whole document is 

concerned with the internal problems of the Russian Arctic and much less with international 

affairs. This is characteristic for the strategies of all Arctic federations. The Russian 

difference is that this internally oriented document is preoccupied with how to answer the 

challenges which face the country and its Arctic zone because of the deep restructuring of its 

industrial economy. 

 The Russian Arctic has the thickest ‗layer‘ of industrial activity; and the scale of industrial 

activity here is much more than that of the other polar states. Here we have the most 

urbanized Arctic community in the world, the maximum amount of monoprofile cities and 

settlements, and the most powerful resource sector of the Arctic economy in the world. Not 

surprisingly then, the imperative of innovative modernization is set throughout the whole 

text of the strategy. Large-scale industrial activity began in the Russian Arctic decades before 

the other polar countries and therefore one can distinguish old and young polar industrial 

territories.   
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2. If we compare the Russian Strategy with previous Russian Arctic documents of the last 20 

years we can distinguish a clear breakthrough:  

i) in new priorities regarding the innovative modernization of the Arctic economy, 

Arctic zone in all directions. What is important is that innovative and economic 

priorities are mentioned more often than defense priorities; 

ii) in a new social agenda – first is development for the Arctic people, then for state 

interests.  Social priorities of Arctic development are declared much more clearly 

than before; 

iii) the topic of international cooperation has never been addressed in the Arctic federal 

documents  in Russia in such a condensed and precise manner. 

3. As we can see in all Arctic strategies of the polar states, Arctic federations understand their 

sovereignty fundamentally different from unitary states, and Russia is not the exception. 

Because of this, a special block of questions in the Russian strategy is related to property 

rights on the resources of the Arctic land and sea, that is Russia‘s sovereignty rights in the 

Arctic region. The document covers the issues of the delimitation of the space in the Arctic 

sea in the region of the Lomonosov Range; issues related to the Russian presence in the 

Svalbard archipelago; and on the utilization of the results of research in history, culture and 

economics prove that Russia does have historic rights of the concrete areas in the Arctic 

seas.  

4. Russia was and is the world leader in issues of the polar navigation. Not surprisingly, this is 

one of the priorities of the Russian polar policy. The Russian strategy mentions 

infrastructural issues connected with the development of the Arctic transportation system 

very broadly understood as the national transportation artery, oriented on the all-season 

functioning and including the Northern Sea Route, meridian river and rail communications 

and airports network; development of the Arctic ports and new logistical complexes; and 

development of the coastal infrastructure in general not only for navigation but also for the 

fisheries. Arctic transportation system and infrastructural mega-projects should provide not 

only lateral integration of the Arctic territories, but also integration in a north-south direction 

with the developed regions of Russia. 

5. Arctic business services are a new phenomenon in the Russian strategy. The document 

mentions Arctic business services as an entity embracing polar hydrographical provision; 

monitoring of the extraordinary natural and social events; industrial safety services to react 

rapidly to emergency situations in exploratory and exploitation drilling activities; marine 

seismic exploration, etcetera. Inside the Arctic Service Strategy is addressed knowledge-

intensive marine service complexes with marine geology, satellite communications, mobile 

telephone networks, Internet wireless access and other elements.  

6. In the period till 2020 the speed of development of the Arctic knowledge-intensive business 

services will be higher than in the rest of the sectors of the Arctic economy.  
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 The theme of energy safety and energy efficiency is covered in the Russian Arctic Strategy in 
a very comprehensive way. In the document this topic is covered at the national level as 
sustainable development of the Russian energy complex (with the help of reserve funds in 
the Arctic deposits, diversification of the main routes of the Russian oil and gas delivery on 
the world markets and other measures); provision of energy independence for remote small 
settlements, including realization of the national and international projects in energy saving 
and efficiency; optimization of the provision of coal, oil and oil products in the remote 
regions; and development of local sources of energy and heat and differentiation of the 
scheme of delivery of energy sources.   

7. New off-shore industrial regions in the Arctic shelf are mentioned in the document many 

times. To expedite the process of their formation, the document mentions how to stimulate 

resource corporations to work in the Arctic shelf, utilizing special taxation and other 

measures. It will be necessary to modernize northern marine sea route and Arctic ports, 

transportation infrastructure, to develop an icebreaker fleet and to train qualified personnel 

in the Arctic marine complex in areas such as navigation, marine geology, extraction and 

processing, and marine biotechnology.  

8. The topic of environmental safety is covered in the document in several instances. These 

include the realization of projects to mitigate the environmental damages that arose from 

past industrial, military, and other activity. The elaboration and realization of measures to 

diminish environmental risks is also connected with the expansion of industrial activity 

including within the Arctic shelf. This includes the utilization of special datasets to control 

the situation and minimize pollution in the environment, and utilizing contemporary means 

of monitoring both land and space. It also seeks to address the consequences of global 

climate changes in the Russian Arctic zone, taking into consideration biodiversity of the 

Arctic flora and fauna, dangerous situations etc. It also describes the development and 

expansion of the network of the Arctic protected federal and regional natural reserves.  

9. To fulfill the very ambitious goals of the Russian Arctic Strategy it is necessary to elaborate 

adequate mechanisms of its realization, aimed at increasing returns from state efforts and 

channeling resources to develop the Arctic. Therefore the theme of improvement in the 

whole system of state governance is very important for the document. Russia as an Arctic 

federation should make progress in the process of inter-agency coordination in the 

elaboration and realization of the measures of state Arctic policy. So it is time to think about 

how a central coordination body could be reestablished under the Russian Government that 

would be responsible for the elaboration of the federal Northern and Arctic policy (like 

Goskomsever of 1990-s).   

  

 



 

 

 
 

 

 

Commentary 

  

The North & the Arctic:  

Québec‟s Interests & Actions  

 

Government of Québec 

 

 

 

Anticipated changes in the Arctic environment due to climate change and global warming will affect 

all circumpolar regions. The impact of these changes, which could directly or indirectly affect the 

equilibrium of the entire planet, raise issues that are at the center of a global debate requiring the 

collaboration and cooperation of all actors, including subnational states. Québec, which partly lies in 

the Arctic and is very active on the international scene, wants to be part of this discussion. As such, 

it seeks to participate in international Arctic forums and strengthen its relations with other federated 

states and circumpolar regions that share Arctic challenges in its particular areas of jurisdiction. 

These are related to sustainable northern development, environmental protection and the 

development of northern communities. 

Northern Québec and Its Development 

Northern Québec is a vast region that encompasses part of the Arctic called Nunavik (meaning 

―place to live‖ in Inuktitut). Nunavik extends over 500 000 sq. km between the 55th and 62nd 

parallels. Although it makes up approximately 30% of Québec‘s land area, it only has about 12,000 

inhabitants, 90% of whom are Inuit living in the 14 villages scattered along its coast. Nunavik is rich 

in mineral resources, including nickel, iron, rare earths, gold and diamonds. The region also has 

strong hydroelectric potential. Given the numerous national parks and protected areas in Northern 

Québec, the government would like to develop this territory responsibly in order to maximize the 

benefits for local communities and for Quebecers as a whole. 
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The impacts on local communities and biodiversity, and the challenges the North faces with respect 

to transportation, adaptation to climate change and civil security require that northern development 

be carried out in accordance with environmental best practices and in partnership with Aboriginal 

nations, northern communities, businesses, scientific experts and decision makers. It is with this in 

mind that the government specifically set up the Secrétariat au développement nordique (SDN; Northern 

Development Secretariat), whose mandate is to coordinate government actions with respect to the 

economic and social development of the North. SDN is also tasked with developing a responsible 

northern development policy based on innovative ideas that will maximize benefits for local 

communities as well as all Quebecers - hence the interest in sharing expertise with other Arctic 

stakeholders. 

Support for Local Communities 

Inuit communities will be the first to be impacted and affected by climate change. For example, 

changes in the distribution of certain animal species caused by modifications to terrestrial and 

aquatic ecosystems could result in major changes to hunting and fishing activities, which are a 

powerful force for social and cultural cohesion and ensure food security for many families in 

Nunavik. Given that their way of life is closely linked to the environment, the direct and indirect 

effects of climate change will have an impact on the health and security as well as on the economies 

and traditional activities of these communities. 

The Québec government established channels of communication and consultation with northern 

communities years ago. Signed in 1975, the James Bay and Northern Quebec Agreement (JBNQA) 

has contributed greatly to the political and administrative autonomy of First Nations and Inuit by 

delegating certain responsibilities, including education and health, and giving them exclusive rights to 

hunt and fish on a large portion of the area. Under this agreement, it took action in Nunavik to 

ensure proper housing for local inhabitants. The already considerable challenges in this area will only 

increase with climate change. Investments in social housing and support for home ownership in 

Nunavik are among the solutions that have been put forward. 

In light of the many difficulties facing the people of northern Québec, the Government of Québec 

also laid the groundwork for a new relationship with the Inuit in 2002 through the Partnership 

Agreement on Economic and Community Development in Nunavik, or Sanarrutik (meaning 

―development tool‖ in Inuktitut). This was followed in 2004 by the Sivunirmut Agreement (meaning 

―toward the future‖ in Inuktitut) to consolidate the relationship and seal a commitment to more 

adequate funding. These two agreements marked the start of a new era of partnership focused on 

creating wealth in Nunavik through a sustainable approach in harmony with Inuit culture. 

A Government That Listens 

Under the 2013–2020 Government Strategy for Climate Change Adaptation, the Government of 

Québec has put forth a number of measures for northern Québec. These include support for 

Aboriginal communities in adapting to climate change, an analysis of the risks and impacts of 

climate change for the mining industry, the strengthening of Nunavik‘s infrastructure management 

and maintenance practices, and the integration of new infrastructure design criteria, especially for 
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infrastructure built on permafrost. To this end, the government has set up a large network of 

gauging stations, meteorological stations and cables to provide continuous data on the evolution of 

the climate and the permafrost. Transports Québec is also playing a part in this effort through 

Nunavik‘s Marine Infrastructures and Climate Change Research Project. This project is also looking 

at northern airport and road infrastructures. 

Conclusion 

The Government of Québec is interested in the Arctic because climate change, which will 

increasingly affect the region in decades to come, is likely to have a major impact on northern 

populations and their ecosystems. There is much thinking and effort going on right now to facilitate 

the adaptation of northern communities to their changing environment and find the best ways to 

capitalize - in an environmentally sustainable manner - on the new opportunities in the North and 

the Arctic. Through its international initiatives, the government is showcasing Québec‘s northern 

expertise and research capabilities and developing new partnerships and new channels of 

communication and dialogue with other Arctic regions. For Québec, it is essential that regional 

actors from all across the Arctic share their knowledge and work together to adapt successfully, 

while at the same time establishing a strong voice on the international Arctic stage.  

 



 

Aki Tonami is Researcher at the Nordic Institute of Asian Studies, University of Copenhagen, Denmark. 

 
 

 
 
Commentary 

 

China, Japan & the Arctic in 2013 

 

Aki Tonami 

 

 

In May 2013, after much discussion and speculation, six states were welcomed to become new 

Observers at the Arctic Council at the Ministerial Meeting in Kiruna. The six states include China, 

Japan, India, Italy, Singapore and South Korea. This commentary will focus on two of the most 

prominent new Asian Observer states: China and Japan. 

China‘s interests in the Arctic have continued to attract much attention in 2013. The Chinese 

government announced that it will boost Arctic research, having acknowledged the role of scientific 

research for evaluating risks and opportunities in the Arctic. A few weeks after the AC Ministerial 

Meeting, the Polar Research Institute of China announced plans to establish a China-Nordic Arctic 

Research Center in Shanghai. The cooperation is based on the existing Icelandic-China cooperation 

on the Arctic, and will include several Nordic institutes such as the Iceland Center for Research, the 

Norwegian Polar Institute and the Copenhagen-based Nordic Institute of Asian Studies.  

China‘s interest in the development of Greenland brought much media attention in 2012, when the 

Greenlandic government passed legislation to allow foreign workers into the country to earn salaries 

below the local legal minimum wage (Araújo & Cardenal, 2013). This was done in order to meet the 

request of the Chinese state-owned banks and companies to modify local regulations to allow low-

wage Chinese workers to work in Greenland. The Chinese intention to invest in Greenland touched 

upon sensitive issues of the colonial past of Greenland and Denmark as well as the future direction 

of Greenland (Sejersen, 2013). The issue of Chinese investment in Greenland was perceived as so 

important that it became one of the central issues of the Greenlandic national parliamentary election 

in March 2013 (Scrutton, 2013). The Siumut party, led by Aleqa Hammond, which has been critical 

of the Greenlandic government‘s willingness to accept the Chinese mining companies as well as 

their investment money, went on to win the election, suggesting that a significant number of 
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Greenlanders are uncomfortable with the Chinese investment money or the conditionality it implied 

(Mcalister, 2013). 

Nonetheless, despite rather reluctant reactions from Greenland, the Chinese government appears to 

maintain its interest to invest in the region. For instance, in early July 2013, a Chinese investment 

delegation visited Nuuk, Greenland to seek business opportunities there. Approximately 20 

representatives from the Chinese National Bank, the CDB, and two Chinese mining companies, 

formed the delegation (Bech-Bruun, 2013). 

Meanwhile, Japan‘s approach to the Arctic has been more low-profile, yet active. On 19 March 2013, 

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs assigned a special ambassador in charge of Arctic Affairs (Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs of Japan, 2013). On 28 March, The Japan Institute of International Affairs (JIIA), a 

private Japanese policy think-tank focused on foreign affairs and security issues, released a report on 

Arctic Governance and Japan's Foreign Strategy. The institute has traditionally had a close 

relationship with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, acting as an external advisor. The report concludes 

with six policy recommendations for the Japanese government: 

 Construct a win-win relationship with Arctic coastal states regarding resource exploration 

and development; 

 Secure appropriate implementation of UNCLOS; 

 Build a closer cooperation with the United States on Arctic issues; 

 Play a leading role in environmental conservation, using Japan's knowledge and 

environmental technology; 

 More active Arctic diplomacy; 

 Strengthen the government system for Arctic policy, such as establishing an Arctic 

Headquarters within the Cabinet Office. 

It remains to be seen whether the Japanese government will implement the recommendations in full, 

but both the commissioning and tone of the report clearly indicate that Japan has finally recognized 

the political importance of Arctic affairs.  

Following this, the Japanese Basic Plan on Ocean Policy was renewed in April. In contrast with the 

previous version effective until 2012, the new Plan mentioned the Arctic eighteen times, referring 

mostly to the natural environment and shipping routes in relation to the Arctic (Cabinet Office of 

Japan, 2013). The Japanese government also included the Arctic in the renewed bilateral science and 

technology cooperation agreements with Germany and Canada (Embassy of Japan in Canada, 2013). 

Idemitsu Petroleum Norge (IPN), a subsidiary of the Idemitsu group, one of Japan‘s largest energy 

corporations, has been in the Norwegian Continental Shelf since 1989 (Idemitsu). IPN has been 

involved in several projects in four oil extraction sites in the region and plans to extract from Knarr 

with having obtained a license from the Norwegian government (NHK, 2013). Oil production is 

expected to start in 2014 (Idemitsu). 



361  Arctic Yearbook 2013 

Tonami 

Chinese and Japanese activities indicate the gradual process of consolidating their Arctic policies. 

China and Japan see the Arctic less as a strategically crucial point from the traditional security 

perspective, but more from the viewpoint of economic security and development. It can be said that 

this is a character of a foreign policy of the ―developmental state,‖ which is defined as the seamless 

web of political, bureaucratic, and moneyed influences that structures economic life in Northeast 

Asia (Woo-Cumings, 1999: 1), whereby the state derives its legitimacy from economic growth and 

seeks to adapt the national economy to changes in the global economy (Low, 2001). For the time 

being, China appears more than willing to invest more in the Arctic and is attempting to lead the 

direction of Arctic development. Japan is willing to build incrementally on the achievements it has 

made so far, maintaining its low-profile position as a non-Arctic state, while at the same time 

emphasising Japan‘s past extensive contributions to Arctic research, and Polar research more 

broadly. 
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Arctic Opportunities: An Alaskan Perspective   

 

 

Mead Treadwell 

 

 

 

For Arctic states across the globe, the accessible Arctic Ocean poses the opportunity of a lifetime.  

Consider the following: the U.S. Geological Survey estimates that 13% of the world‘s undiscovered 

oil and 30% of its undiscovered gas will be found in the Arctic, and six of the eight Arctic nations 

are already engaging in offshore energy exploration. Sea ice retreat has beckoned major new 

shipping in the North. This year, about 1.5 million tons of cargo will be transported through the 

Northern Sea Route, compared with nothing five years ago. Gas condensate, liquefied natural gas, 

and consumer goods are passing right past Alaska‘s front door to our traditional customers in Japan. 

In preparation for this huge opportunity in energy transit, Russia, China, Sweden, Finland, Canada, 

the European Union, Japan and Korea are beefing up their icebreaker fleets.  

The Arctic‘s energy resources, minerals, tourism and shipping potential make this increasingly 

accessible region a classic emerging market. Billions of public and private dollars will be invested in 

its development. New infrastructure will increase our physical access to the Arctic, and commercial 

expansion will follow.  

We are witnessing an exciting Arctic renaissance. Just as the International Polar Year 2007 -2009 

revealed that the Arctic is not static but is constantly changing, Arctic borders are likewise on the 

move. Lingering border disputes, issues regarding new territory, and implementation of the Law of 

the Sea Treaty are among the sovereign challenges we‘re working to resolve in the region. Among 

Arctic neighbors, it‘s an ongoing balancing act between competition and cooperation. 

I‘m most excited about the cooperation. Through my participation in meetings of the U.S. Arctic 

Research Commission, the Russian Geographical Society, the Northern Forum, the Northern 

Research Forum, the Arctic Council and its predecessor, the Arctic Environmental Protection 

Strategy, I‘ve been privileged to see us build a real neighborhood at the top of the world. 
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The Arctic needs outside partners who share our vision of opportunity and respect for the people 

and wildlife that have always lived here. The best partners favor cooperation, transparency and 

respect as we engage in the rulemaking and resource development of our region, and they bring 

science and investment to the table. I‘m especially proud of the Arctic Council‘s Arctic Marine 

Shipping Assessment (AMSA), which was a first-time collaborative effort among eight Arctic 

nations, gathered to discuss cooperation on safe shipping in their region. As a result, further 

cooperation is taking place among Arctic partners on multiple fronts to implement the 

recommendations of AMSA:  

• A historic search and rescue agreement was signed at the 7th Annual Arctic Council 

Ministerial in Nuuk, Greenland in May 2011. The first implementation meeting was a 

Canadian-led search and rescue exercise that took place just several months following. Such 

exercises expose our deficiencies in equipment, mapping, ice forecasting, ports and other aids 

to navigation. They also foster cooperation among military and civil responders in the Arctic 

neighborhood. 

• Arctic partners have advocated that the International Maritime Organization adopt a 

mandatory polar code to set minimum standards for ships operating in polar waters. 

• The Arctic Council has negotiated an international agreement on Arctic marine oil pollution 

and response. 

• Joint discussions on the development and upgrades of common Arctic security 

infrastructure, including deep-water ports, vessel tracking systems, Polar-class icebreakers, 

telecommunications and high-resolution mapping and ice imagery, are underway.  

Let us hope that these developments lead to the kind of coordinated investment that is the hallmark 

of the St. Lawrence Seaway System, a model established between the U.S. and Canada for that 

shared waterway on our common border. 

In addition to the international cooperation taking place, the State of Alaska is doing its part to 

contribute to Arctic infrastructure development and security. The state actively supports the marine 

safety, life safety, and pending Arctic marine and aviation infrastructure work of the Arctic Council. 

The state supports, and has offered funds, to help the U.S. Coast Guard‘s efforts to bring forward 

basing to Alaska‘s North Coast. It participates extensively in research fostered by the U.S. Arctic 

Research Commission at the University of Alaska. The Alaska legislature‘s Northern Waters Task 

Force made recommendations on mitigation strategies, infrastructure, regulatory and research needs 

in the Arctic. With the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, the State of Alaska has conducted a feasibility 

study on the establishment of a deep-water port in Western Alaska. With the Marine Exchange of 

Alaska, the state also supports the Automatic Identification System receiver network which provides 

location data and advanced warning to emergency responders of all ships approaching state waters.  

I am grateful to the Arctic Yearbook for highlighting the historic events in a changing Arctic, and I 

encourage your active engagement in these significant issues. 
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Briefing Note 

 

The West Nordic Council and its Arctic Engagement 

 

Egill Thor Nielsson 

 

 

The Arctic is undergoing rapid changes and has in the last century moved from being a largely 

unknown part of the world to a global hotspot. In recent times the Arctic region has started to carry 

more weight in geo-economic terms than before, due to its promises of vast amounts of attainable 

mineral resources and feasible Arctic shipping routes. These discourses have mainly emphasised the 

larger and more powerful Arctic players, while sparsely populated places such as Iceland, Faroe 

Islands and to some extent Greenland are seldom in the foreground. This briefing note seeks to 

explain how West Nordic cooperation has grown in the past 30 years, both internally and externally, 

and how the West Nordic council members can influence Arctic developments in a stronger 

manner, by identifying common Arctic interests and goals, which can then be implemented through 

a joint West Nordic Arctic strategy. This opportunity will be looked at through the following 

questions: 

 What is the West Nordic Council and how does West Nordic cooperation work? 

 How can the West Nordic countries increase their Arctic cooperation and the influence they 

hold in a gradually more global Arctic? 

The Origins and Rational for West Nordic Cooperation 

The West Nordic Parliamentarian Council of Cooperation was formed in Nuuk in 1985 and its 

establishment created a formal cooperation between the parliaments of the three West Nordic 

countries, namely: Iceland, Greenland and the Faroe Islands1 (Althingi, 2013a). The council was 

created following political discussions in the three countries during the early 1980s, after home rule 

was introduced in Greenland 1979. Its rational was: 
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to cooperate on common problems and to conduct positive and constructive cooperation regarding 

West Nordic, or North Atlantic, issues with the Nordic Council as well as other organisations 

(West Nordic Council, n.d.).   

The cooperation has strong roots given that the three countries are geographical neighbours and 

share many historical and cultural bonds, as well as basic natural and economic conditions; in terms 

of (often harsh) living conditions in small and isolated communities, highly dependent on adaptation 

to their natural surroundings and especially the use of maritime resources (see Althing, 2011; ibid, 

2013a; Thór, Thorleifsen, Mortensen, &  Marquardt, 2012; West Nordic Council, n.d.). 

 

 

Figure 1 The three countries that make up the West Nordic Council   

Adapted (05.5.13) from, http://www.naturesstrongholds.com/EUROPE/Iceland-Greenland-and-the-Faroe-

Islands.htm 

The West Nordic Council 

In the year 1997 a new charter was agreed upon by the three respective West Nordic national 

parliaments and the council‘s name was changed from the West Nordic Parliamentarian Council of 

Cooperation to the West Nordic Council. Subsequently, the council undertook some changes by 

introducing new working rules and strengthening its goals (Althingi, 2013b). Broadening its focus 

from cultural/social purposes (Bailes and Heininen, 2012: 73), to include amongst other issues 

increased political and economic cooperation (West Nordic Council, n.d.). The West Nordic Council 

meets twice every year, once for an annual general meeting, which constitutes as the council's 

supreme authority, and once for a theme conference. Its work is then realised through 

recommendations approved at the annual general meeting, which are then presented to the member 

countries parliaments and executed by the appropriate minister (West Nordic Council, n.d.a). In 

recent years the West Nordic Council has given recommendations on various issues, including 
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search and rescue, resources and transportation, cultural and environmental affairs, as well as foreign 

affairs – with Arctic issues at the forefront (Althingi, 2013b; West Nordic Council, 2012). The main 

objectives of the West Nordic Council are defined on the council‘s website (West Nordic Council, 

n.d.): 

 To promote west Nordic (north Atlantic) interests. 

 To be guardians of north Atlantic resources and north Atlantic culture and to help promoting West Nordic 
interests through the West Nordic governments – not least with regards to the serious issues of resource 
management, pollution etc. 

 To follow up on the government‘s west Nordic cooperation.  

 To work with the Nordic Council and to be the west Nordic link in Nordic cooperation.  

 To act as the parliamentary link for inter-west Nordic organisations, including Arctic parliamentary 
cooperation. 

A Surge in West Nordic Cooperation 

In the past few years there has been a surge in bilateral cooperation between the three West Nordic 

countries, especially cooperation between Iceland and the two autonomous countries within the 

Commonwealth of the Realm of Denmark. This includes, (1) a comprehensive bilateral free-trade 

agreement between Iceland and Faroe Islands (the Hoyvik Agreement, ratified in 2006)2, which 

―applies to trade in goods and services, movement of persons and right of residence, movement of 

capital and investment, competition, state aid and public procurement‖ (Althingi, 2011: 8). There 

have also been on-going discussions about Greenland joining the agreement (thus creating a West 

Nordic free-trade zone)3; (2) the establishment of a Greenland-Iceland Chamber of Commerce in 

2012 (GLIS, n.d.)4; and (3) in September 2013 Iceland became the first country to set up a consulate 

in Greenland5, 6 (Icelandic Prime Minister‘s Office, 2013). 

The West Nordic Council and its External Affairs 

The West Nordic Council offers the three small countries in question an interesting platform to, 

amongst other things, increase their economic cooperation and conduct foreign affairs, not the least 

concerning Arctic affairs. For Greenland (and to some extent Faroe Islands) it is one of few venues 

where it conducts international cooperation without Denmark‘s supervision, with the only other 

notable exception for such cooperation forums being NAMMCO (North Atlantic Marine Mammal 

Commission) (see Kingdom of Denmark Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2011: 53; Naalakkersuisut, 

n.d.). The West Nordic Council has in recent years started to apply its goals in a broader range of 

West Nordic, Nordic, European and Arctic cooperation than before, formalising such cooperation 

with agreements signed: in 2002, on cooperation between the West Nordic Council and the 

governments of the West Nordics; in 2006, providing the West Nordic Council more influence 

within the Nordic Council through increased representation and recommendations, as well as with 

consideration of West Nordic Council‘s resolutions; and again in 2008, when the West Nordic 

Council made an agreement with the European Parliament on regular meetings for information and 

cooperation (Althingi, 2013a).   
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The West Nordic Council‘s closest collaborator is the Nordic Council, which sees the ―Nordic 

Region‘s neighbours to the west‖ (The West Nordic Council) as, ―actually an internal Nordic body‖ 

(Nordic Council, n.d.). The two councils work together on key issues of the West Nordic Region 

and the West Nordic Council has speaking rights at the Nordic Council‘s sessions.7  The West 

Nordic Council furthermore plays a role in the Nordic Council‘s external Arctic cooperation with its 

North American and North European neighbours (Nordic Council, n.d.). The Nordic Council of 

Ministers has observer status in the Arctic Council (Nordic Council, n.d.), while the West Nordic 

Council and Nordic Council are members of a complimentary forum to the Arctic Council named 

the Conference of Parliamentarians of the Arctic Region (CPAR, n.d.). The importance of Arctic 

affairs has grown in the past few years within the Nordic Council and the West Nordic Council, with 

both councils planning to publish their own joint Arctic strategies to better safeguard their Arctic 

interests8 (Nordic Council, 2012; West Nordic Council, 2012).   

The idea behind the West Nordic Council‘s Arctic strategy is that the three small countries are 

stronger unified than separate and they should increase co-operation on Arctic affairs in fields where 

the member states have shared interests, including a common stance on outside interest in the West 

Nordic region; and to deliver joint recommendations for the Nordic Council‘s upcoming Arctic 

strategy (West Nordic Council, 2012). The Nordic Council‘s Arctic strategy is likely to yield more 

global influence than the West Nordic Arctic Strategy, including within the Arctic Council (see 

Althingi, 2013a). A clear example that the West Nordic Countries do not hold the influence their 

strategic Arctic position could possibly render them was visible at the Arctic Council‘s ministerial 

meeting in Kiruna 2013. Greenland ended up boycotting the meeting altogether, not accepting being 

side-lined from decisions affecting their everyday lives (Nunatsiaq, 2013). The overall weak 

representation of the West Nordic Council countries in the Kiruna meeting underlines the 

importance of a strong common West Nordic Arctic strategy with the ability to influence the Nordic 

and Arctic Councils‘ work in a more persuasive way. The countries may also be able to strengthen 

their Arctic position by contributing to other complimentary initiatives to the Arctic Council, such 

as the Arctic Circle initiative that aims ―to facilitate dialogue and build relationships to confront the 

Arctic's greatest challenges‖ (Arctic Circle, 2013). Such forums can provide a valuable venue for 

both Arctic outsiders and insiders with weaker voices but strategic positions, e.g. the West Nordic 

Countries. 

The West Nordic in Arctic Policies 

The West Nordic countries also have their independent Arctic strategies, the most recent being the 

Parliamentary Resolution for Iceland‘s Arctic Policy (Althingi, 2011) and a Kingdom of Denmark 

Strategy for the Arctic 2011-2020 (Kingdom of Denmark Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2011). The 

latter is a joint Arctic Strategy based on an ―equal partnership‖ between Denmark, Greenland and 

the Faroe Islands. The Kingdom‘s aim is to maintain the Arctic as a peaceful, secure and safe region 

in political terms, whilst promoting both sustainable growth and development economically. The 

strategy has an international outlook with a strong focus on international cooperation and economic 

activities, including a positive notion towards the West Nordic Council and other organisations 

promoting regional or sector-organised interests (Kingdom of Denmark Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
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2011). Both Greenland and Faroe Islands also independently highlight the importance of West 

Nordic Cooperation within their own governments, with the Greenland government‘s website citing 

that its ―[s]pecial cooperation with Iceland and the Faroe Islands is organised through the Nordic 

Atlantic Cooperation and the West Nordic Foundation‖ (Naalakkersuisut, n.d.), while the Faroe 

Islands encourages that ―[a] joint West Nordic approach in Arctic cooperation, together with 

Iceland, Greenland and northern Norway, should be promoted and enhanced‖ in their  strategic 

assessment titled ―The Faroe Islands – a Nation in the Arctic: Opportunities and Challenges‖  

(Faroe Islands Prime Minister‘s Office, 2013). 

The Icelandic Arctic strategy is more specific in its approach concerning its West Nordic partners, 

naming only Greenland and the Faroe Islands9 and the importance of strengthening and increasing 

the cooperation between the three countries with the aim of promoting their interests and political 

position. There is a special emphasis on economic cooperation, and the issues identified for Arctic 

cooperation include trade, energy, resource utilisation, environmental issues and tourism. The 

strategy states that ―increased cooperation between the West Nordic countries will strengthen their 

international and economic position as well as their politico-security dimension‖ (Althingi, 2011: 8). 

Iceland‘s stress on West Nordic cooperation within an Arctic context only seems to be growing. 

This can be seen in the reports of the Minister for Foreign Affairs to the Icelandic Parliament in 

recent years (see e.g. Icelandic Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2011; ibid., 2012; ibid., 2013a) and in a 

political manifesto of the current Icelandic government, which says: ―the Government will work 

towards making Iceland a leading power in the Arctic and an engaged participant in West Nordic 

affairs‖ (Government Offices of Iceland, 2013: 11). 

Strengthening the West Nordic: Cooperation and Clear Arctic Vision 

It is important to keep in mind that there are some fields where the countries do not have aligned 

Arctic interests, the most pervasive issue perhaps being the ―Arctic Five‖ (A5) meetings of the 

Arctic Ocean Coastal States. These meetings are promoted by the government of Denmark while 

Iceland, amongst others, has openly voiced its concern of the A5 exclusive manner by not including 

Iceland, Sweden, Finland nor the Aboriginal peoples of the Arctic but discussing matters that should 

rather be resolved within the Arctic Council (Icelandic Ministry for Foreign Affairs, 2010). Even 

though competition possibilities between West Nordic actors in terms of business opportunities 

such as transhipment-hubs, search and rescue centres, tourism etc. have been making the news in 

recent times, there are greater possibilities for cooperation than conflict between the various 

stakeholders in the West Nordic region.   

Increased cooperation potential is to be found especially in a field such as energy, where all actors 

have sovereign rights over their resources and ideas such as a ―North Atlantic Energy Triangle for 

offshore oil exploration and production, covering East Greenland, to the Jan Mayen Ridge and 

south to the Icelandic Dreki Area‖ has been proposed by Mr. Össur Skarphedinsson, who served as 

Iceland‘s Minister for Foreign Affairs 2009-2013 (Icelandic Ministry for Foreign Affairs, 2013b), as 

well as cooperation on renewable energy utilisation in the West Nordic region that shows great 
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potential with the hydro and geothermal energy in Greenland and Iceland (see e.g. Kingdom of 

Denmark Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2011; Landsvirkjun, n.d.).  

Despite much enthusiasm to get the economies ―on track― with the vast number of economic 

opportunities that lie ahead, the countries can learn from its previous mistakes and not overheat 

their economies (see Gudjonsson, 2010; VIB, 2013). Although the focus is primarily economic in 

this briefing it should not be forgotten who the economies are serving, as the Arctic is first and 

foremost a home for its inhabitants and it is vital that West Nordic cooperation focuses also on 

cultural, environmental and healthcare issues10 etc. (see West Nordic Council, n.d.). These issues 

touch strong common interests and show how important Arctic cooperation between the West 

Nordic countries can be and underline that they have much more to gain from cooperation with 

each other than playing solo, thus strengthening the voice of West Nordic societies and their 

increased influence in the Arctic. An important step in this direction could be for the three 

governments to identify where they can increase their Arctic cooperation, utilising the West Nordic 

Council and other platforms with potential to reach common goals. 

Conclusion 

The West Nordic cooperation has taken significant steps in the past few years, with the West Nordic 

Council establishing itself as a meaningful platform for West Nordic political cooperation - building 

on strong cultural ties and mutual economic benefits. Judging from the West Nordic countries 

governments‘ strong emphasis on the West Nordic Council‘s further development and international 

cooperation, which includes a strong Arctic focus, it is likely that the Council will keep on growing 

stronger. With the Arctic‘s rising geo-economic and strategic importance, as well as the challenges 

the region faces due to stressors such as climate change, it is important that the West Nordic region 

works closer and more intensively together towards becoming a more active player in forming the 

Arctic‘s future development in economic, environmental, cultural, legal and political terms. This is 

no small task and a joint West Nordic Arctic strategy would be an important factor in this process, 

as the West Nordic countries are and will be local stakeholders in a global Arctic with their 

livelihoods depending on the prudent development and good governance of the Arctic‘s resources. 

 

Notes 

1. The two latter countries are part of the Kingdom of Denmark (which is made up by 

Denmark, Greenland and Faroe Islands). Iceland gained independence from Denmark in 

1944, after having gained limited home rule in 1874. For the purpose of this analysis the 

focus will be on these three countries direct cooperation, separate from Denmark. 

2.  ―Relations between Iceland and the Faroe Islands have been close in most areas, particularly 

in the field of culture and business. The entry into force of the Hoyvik Free Trade 

Agreement, which is the most extensive trade agreement ever made by Iceland, has been a 

turning point in relations between the countries for the last three years‖ (Althingi, 2011: 8). 
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3. This possibility has been discussed within the West Nordic Council and during the council‘s 

annual general meeting in Gjógv, Faroe Islands, 3.–7. September 2012, some of Greenland‘s 

representatives declared interest in making Greenland a member of the Hoyvik Agreement 

(Althingi, 2013a). And the parliament of Greenland is currently an observer of the Hoyvik 

Agreement‘s parliamentary committee (Althingi, 2013b). 

4. There have also been some interesting debates recently in Iceland on private investment 

opportunities in Greenland (see VIB, 2013).  

5. ―Relations between Iceland and Greenland have intensified in recent years through more 

frequent political consultation and increased trade. Air services between the countries have 

grown, contracting businesses from Iceland are working in Greenland and cooperation on 

health care issues has been successful.‖ (Althingi, 2011: 8).   

6. All these developments strengthen the possibility of Greenland to join the Hoyvik 

Agreement, as Gunvør Balle, a representative in the Faroe Islands delegation and former 

general consulate of Faroe Islands in Iceland, pointed out during the West Nordic Council‘s 

annual general meeting. Claiming that it is important to open consulates in other West 

Nordic Countries at the same time, or before, Greenland becomes part of the Hoyvik 

Agreement (Althingi, 2013a). Previously, the Faroe Islands and Iceland both have consulates 

in each other‘s capitals. 

7. The Nordic Council of Ministers and West Nordic Council convey their meeting time and 

place. 

8. Per Augustsson (2011) offers an interesting take on a common Nordic Arctic strategy in his 

article: Towards a common strategy for the Arctic: The Nordic countries can lead the way. 

9. Not including coastal Northern Norway as a West Nordic partner. 

10. That was in the foreground of the 2013 theme conference. 
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Themes & Highlights from the 2013 NRF Open 

Assembly 

 

Susan Carruth & Julia Martin 

 
 
 

“Climate Change in Northern Territories” 

Every second year the Northern Research Forum (NRF) holds an Open Assembly aiming to bring 

together researchers, politicians, educators, business leaders and other stakeholders. These 

assemblies provide a space and time for discussion and networking across disciplinary and 

institutional borders. The most recent NRF Open Assembly was held from 22nd – 23th August 

2013 in Akureyri, Iceland. The central themes of the conference focused upon territorial challenges 

arising from the effects of climate change in the Arctic. They invited contributions addressing the 

territorial socio-economic impacts of climate change, new methodologies for assessing socio-

economic impacts, and examples for adaptation strategies responding to climate change in regions 

and local communities. 

The Northern Research Forum has a history of bringing together the arts and the sciences, a priority 

continued at this year‘s assembly.  This commentary, written by authors from the architectural and 

artistic fields, has a particular interest in such cross-fertilisation between conventions and disciplines, 

particularly where such practices can be fruitful in transforming research into action, allowing 

communication with the greatest audience possible. There were two stand-out highlights from the 

assembly that pertain to such interests: 
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The Need to be Interdisciplinary: Working Without Borders  

Throughout the conference it was demonstrated that climate change research in the Arctic depends 

upon interdisciplinary collaboration and knowledge exchange. Projects in this field tend to handle 

research questions of unprecedented complexity, which necessitates opening up entirely new fields 

of cross-disciplinary research, expanding the perspectives and parameters surrounding a topic of 

concern. This kind of research asks for unconventional and experimental approaches, borrowing 

and adapting methods and data from other scientific and non-scientific fields. It crucially involves 

the permanent challenge of finding common languages in order to communicate and collaborate 

between disciplines and stakeholders. The majority of contributions to the 2013 Open Assembly 

actively embraced such blurring of disciplinary and methodological boundaries. This became 

apparent through their wide-angled research approaches and presentation formats as well as in how 

contructively these contributions were taken up and discussed in the plenum from the perspectives 

of other expert knowledges. The value and benefit of interdisciplinarity was never  

questioned, and fear of crossing disciplinary boundaries seemed to be absent, despite an acute 

awareness of its challenges. Instead, the participants of the conference actively invited 

interdisciplinary discourse and sought to connect and compare their key findings to those of other 

researchers beyond their own field.  

Turning Research into Action  

Specialist research projects analyzing and understanding climate change are in abundance, however 

the application and transfer of their scientific findings into plans for action isdifficult and often 

neglected. Translating theory into practice was one of the main points on the conference's agenda. A 

desire to act, to respond to climate change rather than to merely evaluate conditions, was noticeable. 

This was framed by an awareness of the potential danger of ‗falling between two stools‘: broad 

overarching frameworks on one side, and localized, concrete engagement on the other side.  In 

order to ensure that these ‗top down‘ and ‗bottom up‘ approaches meet in the middle, and do not 

eclipse one another, it was reiterated that a shared language, or mode, must be sought that can 

mediate between the natural sciences, social sciences and local communities. To this end it was 

mutually thought important to find agreement on terms of evaluation and shared goals, carefully 

considering the use of rhetorics, images and figures. 

The more thematically structured parallel sessions gave opportunity to dive deeper into particular 

questions currently addressed in highly specialised fields. These specialist findings highlighted areas 

and issues in need of further discussion, evaluation, and action; tasks possibly to be shared with 

other disciplines.  

Socioeconomic Adaptation in Key Sectors: Law, Education, Health and 

Tourism  

Research in the specialist field of Polar Law has brought to light a number of legal blind spots 

regarding the Arctic and Antarctic - territories that until very recently have been so remote and 
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inaccessible that no legal agreements regarding territorial rights seemed to be necessary. In a 

warming world this situation is fastly changing, and a number of potentially dangerous territorial 

conflicts are becoming more likely. Improved legal frameworks are needed regarding fishing rights, 

the territorial rights of indigenous peoples in the North, future Arctic transport routes, and the 

distribution of licences for oil and gas exploration in the Arctic. Law specialists are cooperating here 

with geologists, biologists, community leaders, energy companies, and governments in order to 

develop legal frameworks supporting a geopolitically and environmentally safe Arctic region for all 

the involved interest groups. 

Very detailed sociological surveys have been prepared looking at the state of public knowledge about 

climate change, for example among young people in Iceland. First pilot studies have revealed a 

significant gap between the current state of scientific climate change research and public awareness 

and knowledge about the causes and effects of climate change, pointing towards a serious 

communication problem between institutions of science and education. Measures to improve public 

knowledge about climate change are necessary on a variety of scales ranging from an adjustment of 

education policies to specialist teacher training and governmental information campaigns. 

Current research has pointed out a variety of climate change effects upon human health, including 

the psychological as well as physical impacts of a changing environment. While it can be difficult to 

separate climate change effects from other negative effects on human health, such as socioeconomic 

factors, their close correlation highlights the necessity to look at environmental and socioeconomic 

conditions in combination, and not separately. Mitigating measures likewise must consider the 

socioeconomic reality of people in their communities at the same time as the irreversibly changing 

environmental conditions they live in. The results of climate change related Health research should 

influence policy making for short- and long-term responses and oblige decision-makers to be more 

aware of the complexity of indirect health issues arising from adaptation measures such as 

depression as the consequence of the resettlement of climate change migrants. 

International reporting of climate change has increased attention onto tourism in the Arctic regions. 

Climate change is expected to improve access to previously isolated territories, which is mostly 

positively viewed since tourism infrastructures could bring much needed income to these formerly 

very remote communities. Nevertheless, the problematic impacts of larger-scale organized tourism 

upon Arctic rural communities have also been thematized. The phenomenon of the "climate change 

tourist" meanwhile is a controversial topic: It may be productive to provide opportunities to 

experience the effects and places of climate change first-hand. On the other hand the desire to see 

glaciers and polar bears "before they are gone" does not automatically lead to climate friendly 

behaviour at home or civil action aiming to prevent those effects that are offered and consumed as a 

"now or never more" spectacle.   

Natural Resources  

The exploitation of both living and non-living resources – from fish, reindeer, and seals, to water, 

energy and forests – was comprehensively discussed during the assembly.  Some axioms of natural 

resource research e.g. ecological baselines, geographic specificities, discrete spheres etc. were 
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challenged and a picture emerged of the complexity of natural resource management and response: 

some adaptation measures can contradict one another and indeed even undermine mitigation 

efforts.  Underlined in many presentations was another essential entanglement – that in this ‗Age of 

Diminishing Returns‘ it is very difficult to predict how one change in natural resource exploitation 

will be affected by climatic change as well as by other shifts in natural resource management 

elsewhere and in other stocks, as feedback mechanisms and uneven and emerging socioeconomic 

development unfold in unpredictable manners.   

Emerging Directions: Sustainable Planning 

In order to address the challenges and opportunities outlined above, an interrogation of what is 

‗sustainable planning‘, and how to enable it, was an overarching motive of the assembly, framed by 

two particular conclusions. Firstly, the dismantling of the local/global dichotomy and an 

acknowledgement of the multiscalar nature of sustainability was flagged as critical. Rather than focus 

attention on unpicking and categorizing, drawing lines and frames, there was motivation to see 

beyond classification and beyond traditional armatures and timescales. Secondly, the notion of 

uncertainty, of accepting that the future is unpredictable and unknowable, was prevalent. This 

uncertainty must be taken into account by scientists and researchers. It seems to demand closer 

communication between those on the ground actively experiencing climatic change in the northern 

territories and scientists and other professionals who are looking upon the same sites and issues 

from a distance. Combined these two conclusions – thinking in multiple scales and working with 

uncertainty – point towards a redefinition of sustainable planning: planning as an ongoing, 

reiterative, flexible practice rather than a fixed mechanism. 

Assembling Open Research Networks 

The Open Assembly 2013 was characterised by an open and experimental atmosphere where 

researchers of all disciplines and experience were invited to freely discuss their work framed only by 

the indistinct boundary of the circumpolar north.  In addition to an Assembly dinner, there was a 

chance to participate in an organised excursion in the north of Iceland to experience first-hand some 

of the issues discussed during the conference, specifically the infrastructural and socioeconomic 

challenges for rural communities in the north.  Combined these factors created an inclusive, 

informal, welcoming environment that is especially valuable for early career scientists and young 

researchers. 

The NRF, the YR programme, and the ENECON ESPON Collaboration 

The NRF was launched by Dr.Ólafur Ragnar Grímsson, President of Iceland, in 1998. Based in 

Iceland, the forum is led by a steering committee of international senior researchers since 1999. In 

its function as research platform the NRF cooperates closely with the University of the Arctic. Its 

discourses bring to light the challenges and the opportunities faced by communities in the 

Circumpolar North and the Nordic Region. The NRF acts as a platform for international and 

interdisciplinary exchange of research and experiences concerning topics that are of specific interest 
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for the Nordic countries but also have a distinctly global significance, such as quality of life, 

sustainable use of natural resources, energy efficiency, governance, human and environmental 

security, and climate change.  

They regularly include a group of Young Researchers from various fields, whose research projects 

are concerned with Northern issues and the Arctic, and whose often new and unconventional 

approaches contribute innovatively to the research forum. The Young Researchers program 

provides travel funding for up to 25 PhD candidates and recent PhD recipients, giving them the 

opportunity to present their projects at the Open Assembly, where they enter a dialogue with senior 

researchers, policymakers, and the public, as well as their fellow young researchers. Training Young 

Researchers to negotiate the interface of science and politics is one of the central objectives of the 

NRF. The YRs' tasks during the conference include the presentation of their own scientific paper in 

a plenary session, taking on the role of "rapporteur" on one or more sessions, active participation in 

the discussions and roundtables throughout the Open Assembly, and a final brief oral statement 

reflecting their impressions of the conference. The YR's reports, statements, and scientific papers 

are published in the conference proceedings. This participatory training, with its emphasis on the 

social and political relevance of science, is thought to be of particular importance in today's climate 

of global change, which requires new forms of leadership. The NRF Young Researcher program is 

undertaken in cooperation with the Association of Polar Early Career Scientists (APECS) and the 

University of the Arctic.  

For the first time in 2013 the NRF Open Assembly was held in collaboration with ENECON 

(Evidence in a Northern European Context), a research network of the Nordic states within the EU 

programme ESPON (European Observation Network on Territorial Development and Cohesion). 

Representatives of the ENECON steering group were Professor Grétar Thór Eythórsson, 

(Univeristy of Akureyri, Iceland), Olaf Foss (Norwegian Institute for Urban and Regional Research, 

Oslo, Norway), and Professor Heikki Eskelinen (University of Eastern Finland). 

The Executive Committee of the Northern Research Forum, chaired by Dr. Lassi Heininen 

(University of Lapland, Finland), was in charge of organising the conference.   

 

The next NRF Open Assembly will be held in 2015 – for further information please see 

http://www.nrf.is. 

 

www.nrf.is
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The President of Iceland, Dr. Ólafur Ragnar Grímsson 

 

NRF Young Researchers 2013 and members of the NRF Steering Committee (SC): Amy Wiita (SC), Michal Luszczuk, 
Noor Jehan Johnson, Lassi Heininen (SC), Patricia Cochran (SC), Hanna Lempinen, Julia Martin, Ilona Mettiäinen, 
Steven Bigras (SC), Bianca Tiantian Zhang, Susan Carruth, Marguerite Marlin, Nikolas Sellheim, Sigmar Arnarsson 
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NRF Steering Committee: Steven Bigras, Amy Wiita, Patricia Cochran, Lassi Heininen  
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Coffee break, University of Akureyri 

 

Final panel discussion 

 

Conference excursion 



 

Hanna Lempinen is a Researcher at the Arctic Centre and PhD Candidate at the University of Lapland, 
Finland & Joël Plouffe is a PhD Candidate at the National School of Public Administration in Montréal, 
Québec, Canada. 

 

 

 

 

 

Briefing Note 

 

Calotte Academy 2013 

Natural Resources & Energy Security in the Arctic: 

Geopolitics and Dialogue In, Across & Beyond the 

North Calotte 

 

Hanna Lempinen & Joël Plouffe 

 

 

The Calotte Academy (CA), an annual international roaming symposium traveling across borders 

and communities of the North Calotte (Euro-Arctic/Russia), was organized this year for the twenty-

first time, as part of the Northern Research Forum‘s (NRF) main academic activity. The CA aims to 

foster dialogue among members of the research community, PhD and graduate students and other 

northern experts as well as local stakeholders. By bringing together researchers from different 

backgrounds and countries, as well as regional actors, policymakers and representatives, the 

Academy aims to initiate, produce and disseminate ideas, debates and outcomes into local and 

regional planning and policy-making on issues in relation to the North(s). 

This year‘s CA took place in mid-May (16-23) with a thematic focus on Resource Geopolitics – 

Energy Security. The Academy, with participants from the North Calotte as well as from elsewhere 

in Europe, Russia and Canada, consisted of altogether 12 sessions/workshops held in Rovaniemi 

and Inari (Finland); in Tromsø (Norway); and in Abisko and Kiruna (Sweden).  
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The sessions included about 40 presentations and hundreds of questions and comments and lively 

discussions between participants which often 

continued during the long hours spent travelling 

together in the bus from one location to another 

in the (record) warm spring weather of the 

North Calotte1. Alongside the sessions, short 

field trips and evening cultural events were 

included in the Academy programme. 

For example, the international group of 

participants got a chance to visit a reindeer farm 

and research station in Lapland where they met 

with herders and local scientists; explore the 

stunning nature and landscape of the Abisko 

National Park in Sweden‘s Norbotten; and swim 

in the freezing waters of lake Inari (Finland‘s 

third biggest lake) after bathing/sweating in a 

Finnish sauna by the lakeside after a long day‘s 

work!  

Not to forget the unexpected delay near Tromsø 

where a (small) landslide had halted for several 

hours all traffic coming in or out of Norway‘s 

largest Arctic city and home to the Arctic 

Council Secretariat. As the CA is a very flexible traveling symposium – where unexpectedness is always 

part of the program – the international group took advantage of their layover in this unique Arctic 

traffic jam and setting to meet with local residents who were equally stranded on the road.  

Energy & Resources 

Like every year, presentations in the CA sessions took a holistic view addressing not only the topics 

of ‗resource geopolitics‘ and ‗energy security‘, but also discussing and problematizing the notions of 

energy, resources, geopolitics, and security on their own. In the context of energy issues, both 

hydrocarbons – i.e. oil and gas – and renewable energy sources such as wind were focused on; in 

terms of other natural resources, especially questions related to emerging mining activities in the 

Euro-Arctic were high on the agenda. On this issue, North Americans, Russians and Europeans 

initiated lively discussions on the different mining cultures across the Arctic, and addressed social-

economic and environmental issues relating to mining extractive activities in the North. In general, 

energy and resource questions were addressed on several scales and levels; while some presentations 

took a case study focus on a particular energy project, mine, municipality or region, others looked at 

these questions at the broader state level. Other topics covered debates surrounding the growing 

extractive industries in various areas of the Arctic; social and environmental dimensions of Arctic 

Nowhere to Go: Arctic Traffic Jam (photo credit: Joël Plouffe) 
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development, impacts on rural communities and 

Sámi/indigenous cultures and lifestyles, as well as 

issues linked to availability and affordability of 

natural resources.  

Geopolitics & Security 

While some presentations took an explicit focus on 

more theoretical discussions on notions such as 

security and risk, others adopted a more concrete 

case study approach to the issues. 

One of the main conclusions coming from these 

sessions is the inescapable complex nature of the 

concept of security as well as the need to move away 

from negative understandings of security as freedom 

from fear towards more positive articulations of the 

notion; moreover, the need to look at security issues 

in different local contexts and case studies and in terms 

of practical solutions/policy recommendations was 

underlined. Different case studies that were 

addressed during the geopolitics and security sessions ranged from search and rescue to food and 

health security and oil spill prevention, each providing concrete examples of how security issues and 

different understandings of security and geopolitics are profoundly intertwined into questions of 

resource development both in local, regional and global contexts 

Governance & Knowledge 

It was made clear during the discussions that natural resource developments/projects and security 

questions in the North cannot be addressed independently from broader issues related to Arctic 

governance.  Indeed, impacts from these economic related activities raise increasing concerns locally 

and regionally. Questions related to the roles of different ―traditional‖ actors (i.e. Arctic states, 

Arctic Council) as well as emerging actors such as Asian states like China, state-owned and private 

corporate actors were either explicitly addressed or briefly touched upon in several of the 

presentations. In a similar manner, in the roles and rights of indigenous peoples and local 

populations in decision-making were discussed and addressed at several occasions in the Academy.  

Furthermore, many participants also repeatedly raised issues and questions relating to knowledge. In 

the context of the North Calotte and the Arctic as a whole, knowledge has a crucial role in the 

decision-making process leading to sustainable development in northern communities.  Presenters 

highlighted the need to explicitly acknowledge the existence and value of different forms and 

sources of knowledge, both from the ‗scientific‘ community as well as ‗indigenous‘ peoples. Many 

presentations also implicitly dealt with the question of dissemination of knowledge not only within the 

political institutions and between decision-makers, but also inside and across communities where 

Traveling Symposium: Lassi Heininen (Finland) & 
participants Gleb Yarovoy (Russia) & Igor Shevchuck 
Discussing on the Calotte Academy Bus (photo credit: Joël 
Plouffe) 
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locals are living and experiencing the changes and impacts brought on by a wide range of planned 

resource development (i.e. new windmill projects in northern Sweden or increasing mining activities 

in northern Finland and northern Québec).  

Arctic Dialogue: Method & Conclusion 

As a whole, the presentations given during the 

sessions organized in 4 cities in 3 different 

countries (Finland, Norway and Sweden) 

highlighted the need for continued dialogue 

between different actors and stakeholders, different 

disciplines and different viewpoints in addressing 

the existing and future issues and concerns brought 

up by natural resources, extractive industries and 

economic developments across the changing 

landscapes of the North Calotte and the 

circumpolar north. Sharing knowledge at multiple 

levels and across borders can certainly have 

positive impacts on policy making locally and 

regionally. The Calotte Academy‘s philosophy is to 

foster cross-border/international discussions and 

produce the most suitable environments between 

different stakeholders to produce ideas by 

increased dialogue. This goal was attained once 

again in 2013.  

Next year‘s Calotte Academy will take place in early June 2014 as a travelling symposium in Finland, 

Sweden and Russia with a focus on ―Arctic Sovereingties: Actors, Scales & Concerns‖ (tentative 

title). The call for papers for CA14 will soon be online on the Arctic Yearbook website. 

More information on the Calotte Academy and the Final Report of the CA13 including abstracts of 

all presentations and summaries of all sessions, are available at the Northern Research Forum 

website (www.nrf.is). The CA is an open workshop for participants coming from around the world, 

having different academic or non-academic backgrounds, wishing to contribute to the ongoing 

process of Arctic dialogue.  

Notes 

1. For example, the BarentsObserver had reported that ―It has been the warmest May on 

record in the Barents Region with a peak of 29 degrees Celsius in Kirkenes a few days before 

the Prime Ministers arrives to mark the 20th anniversary of the Barents Cooperation.‖ See 

Thomas Nilsen. (2013, 31 May). ―A very warm welcome to Barents Summit.‖ Barents 

Observer. Retrieved 9.10.13 from http://barentsobserver.com/en/nature/2013/05/very-

warm-welcome-barents-summit-31-05. 

Workshop: Calotte Academy 2013 at the University of 

Tromsø, Norway (photo credit: Joël Plouffe) 

 

www.nrf.is
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Organizers and participants of the 2013 Calotte Academy wish to thank the Nordic Council of Ministers and 
other major sponsors that offered generous financial and logistical support for this year‟s edition. 
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