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4	 The Global Level
Climate, Submarines, and China

This is the second of four chapters that distinguishes between dif-
ferent levels, or sets, of security dynamics and related practices in 
the Arctic. Here, we look at the global, or systemic, level. These are 
dynamics and trends that are inherently determined beyond the bor-
ders of the Arctic region. Whether price levels for commodities, secu-
rity interactions between NATO and Russia, or China and the USA, 
these issues and the political dynamics related to them are not to be 
confused with how the Arctic states interact in the Arctic region, as 
explored in Chapter 3.

Global Trends, Arctic Impact

At the start of the new millennium, certain developments and trends 
in international politics and global markets helped raise the Arctic 
on the international agenda. First and foremost, awareness of climate 
change and its marked effects in the Arctic spurred an environmental 
agenda concerning the region. The Arctic was promoted as the pro-
verbial canary in the coal mine, showcasing the effects of human CO2-
emitting activities. In tandem, global awareness of the impact on Arctic 
wildlife – such as imagery of drowning polar bears due to loss of ice 
habitat – spurred engagement in how to ‘Save the Arctic’ (Greenpeace 
2012). In contrast, or in addition, to a bottom-up approach to regional 
concerns as was showcased in Chapter 3, a renewed or increased inter-
est in the Arctic – including from outside the region – emerged from 
around 2004–2005 onwards. This is reflected in the range of media 
attention, journalistic in-depth pieces, and scholarly work that looks 
at the Arctic in the early 2000s.1

1	 For an analysis of the media portrayals, see Nilsson and Christensen 2019; 
Christensen 2013; Padrtova 2019; Klimenko, Nilsson, and Christensen 2019.
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In addition to climate attention, another factor spurring global inter-
est in the Arctic was high commodity prices. In July 2008, the price 
of crude oil peaked at USD 147. Coinciding with the high prices for 
resources, the Arctic region was thought to have a resource abundance 
and various numbers about the resource potential were flaunted. In 
2008, the US Geological Survey estimated that the whole Arctic region 
held 13 per cent of the world’s undiscovered oil and 30 per cent of its 
undiscovered natural gas (USGS 2008). These reports have become 
the staple of any media article about the Arctic’s ‘riches’ and resource 
potential, despite their rather limited value to say anything about 
whether this potential is actually realisable. The reports only empha-
sise the probability of petroleum resources being located in various off-
shore parts of the Arctic. Crucially, the emphasis is on ‘undiscovered’.

This book is not about the oil and gas resource potential in the 
Arctic or the impediments to extraction;2 hence, it will suffice to high-
light that the extreme operating conditions in some of these areas, 
the subsequent fall in commodity prices, and the limited ability of 
the Arctic coastal states and companies to develop infrastructure con-
nected to potential offshore fields are factors that have made these 
numbers around the resource potential less relevant. However, in the 
first decade of the second millennium, they helped spur attention and 
interest from large oil and gas companies (and their states) northward. 
And even today, the myth and allure concerning oil and gas in the 
Arctic is alive and well as internationally reputable media publish 
extensive features on the Arctic.3

We also see that at the beginning of the 2020s, the general interest in 
oil and gas has, to some extent, been replaced with an interest in other 
natural resources. However, the dynamics are the same. The region’s 
resource abundance is coupled with global commodity prices and 
demand, prompting speculative statements about its future. Notions 
of a race to the Arctic, a scramble for resources, or an impending con-
flict continue to make headlines despite the situation being much more 
complex and nuanced in the Arctic.

This is not to say that the Arctic does not hold relevant resources, 
be it minerals or petroleum. Several parts of the Arctic are hubs for oil 

2	 See instead Harsem, Eide, and Heen 2011; Keil 2014; Claes and Moe 2018.
3	 See, for example, Deutche Welle’s documentary from late 2022 (Deutsche 

Welle 2022).
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and gas extraction, which reaps profits for the relevant companies and 
regional/local governments. Fisheries, and their link to global markets 
for seafood, are similarly an international market-oriented product 
with enormous regional relevance in parts of Arctic waters. Moreover, 
other types of industry, for example, traditional metals industries that 
rely on parts of the Arctic that have cheap and stable electricity or new 
forms of industry-related battery plants or data centres, are relevant in 
some parts of the Arctic.

In addition, some Arctic countries have been particularly active in 
stoking interest from afar when it comes to the Arctic, working to 
highlight the region’s resource and economic potential. Thus, an argu-
ment that attention on the Arctic is only related to international or 
external factors disregards the agency of Arctic actors themselves. In 
turn, clearly distinguishing between the global, regional, and national 
drivers when it comes to economic prospects and resource develop-
ment, or attention given to the region as part of a larger discussion 
on climate change remains difficult. Ultimately, the ‘Klondike’4 that 
continues to lure one-liner descriptions never took place and will not 
come to fruition. The complexity of the region makes a pan-Arctic 
‘gold rush’ impossible. However, global attention continues to set the 
frame for both the political and the economic discussions concerning 
the Arctic and driving attention northwards.

The Arctic’s Strategic Role for Russia,  
and Therefore NATO

The Arctic’s inherent cooperative spirit or ‘exceptionalism’ as explored 
in Chapter 3 has continued to clash against another global trend, or 
perhaps more accurately a certain effect of structures and develop-
ments in international politics. There are two dimensions to this: (1) 
the region’s role in security relations between Russia and ‘the West’ 
due to its strategic importance for Russian security policies; and (2) 
how the Arctic increasingly plays a role in the global competition 
between the USA and China.

4	 The term comes from the place ‘Klondike’ in Yukon, Canada. It refers 
to the gold rush that occurred in the late nineteenth century, also related to 
the Arctic.
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The Cold War

It is worth taking a quick look at the Arctic’s importance during 
World War II, and since then, to understand why it has regained stra-
tegic importance for Russia (and the world). During World War II, 
the Barents Sea became a central part of Allied relief shipments to the 
USSR in the fight against Nazi Germany with convoys of ships travers-
ing north of the occupied Norwegian Arctic. Nazi Germany occupied 
parts of the Kola Peninsula as part of the larger eastern offensive, 
whereas the Petsamo-Kirkenes offensive from the USSR became part 
of the Red Army’s liberation from Eastern North Norway.

Furthermore, Iceland held a strategically important geographical 
position, leading to its pre-emptive invasion by the UK in 1940 to avoid 
Nazi Germany occupying the island. By 1941, the USA had taken over 
the occupation of Iceland – then part of the Kingdom of Denmark. 
World War II also marked an incident in US history in which a hos-
tile force invaded US soil in a northern or almost-Arctic context: the 
Japanese Empire attacked the Aleutian Islands of Unalaska, Attu, and 
Kiska, which were territories of the USA.

The Arctic played a prominent role in the political and military 
competition between the two superpowers during the Cold War. The 
region was not primarily important due to conflicts of interest within 
the Arctic itself however, but because of its strategic role in the sys-
temic competition between the USA/NATO and the USSR (Åtland 
2008; Huebert 2013a). Key to this was the nuclear arms race and, 
given the geographic proximity between the two states in the North, 
undersea and aerospace capabilities were prioritised in the Arctic, as 
the shortest route of missile attack between the two superpowers went 
over the North Pole.

Related to this, the Northern Fleet in the USSR eventually became 
the largest of the Soviet Fleets. The concentration of bases on the Kola 
Peninsula was, and is still today, largely a result of the fact that the 
southern Barents Sea is ice-free in winter, enabling year-round access 
to the Atlantic for Northern Fleet vessels. During the Cold War, Soviet 
naval strategy in this part of the Arctic revolved around a ‘bastion’ 
concept. This consisted of a maritime domain (a bastion) relatively 
close to Soviet territory, where ballistic missile submarines could linger 
while being protected by various conventional Soviet forces (Breemer 
1989). Two bastions existed – one in the Barents Sea centred around 
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the Northern Fleet and the other in the Sea of Okhotsk centred around 
the Pacific Fleet (Wezeman 2016). After the fall of the USSR, the con-
cept is thought to have survived, albeit in a reduced form. The focus 
also shifted away from the Pacific Fleet and to the Northern Fleet (J. 
Kjellén 2022: 40).

Norway was one of only two NATO member states (the other being 
Turkey, which joined NATO in 1952) that shared a land border with 
the Soviet Union during the Cold War. As a consequence, the North 
Atlantic became NATO’s ‘northern flank’, crucial for monitoring and 
surveillance of Soviet military activity on the Kola Peninsula. Norway, 
with the help of the USA, built up its Armed Forces and force structure 
to be able to hold off a Soviet attack long enough for NATO allies to 
come to the rescue, albeit likely by ceding parts of its northern regions 
bordering the USSR. As is further explored in Chapter 5, Norway also 
imposed certain restrictions on itself regarding military activity and 
presence on its territory to ‘reassure’ the USSR that Norway posed no 
direct military threat (Skogrand and Tamnes 2001).

One prominent geopolitical dimension was the possible role that the 
Norwegian archipelago of Svalbard might play in a large-scale conflict 
involving the Arctic (or parts of it). Since World War II, sensitivities 
concerning the use of the archipelago for military purposes have fluc-
tuated in conjunction with East–West tensions. This possible military 
use of the islands was even discussed during World War II, albeit on a 
limited scale (Holtsmark 1993: 21–22; Dean and Lackenbauer 2017). 
During the Cold War, the USSR was to some degree concerned about 
the possible military use of the archipelago, demanding adherence to 
the Svalbard Treaty’s ban on the use of the islands for warlike pur-
poses or the construction of fortifications or naval bases (Svalbard 
Treaty 1920). When the archipelago was placed under NATO’s 
Atlantic Command in 1951 (Tamnes 1987: 4:25; Baudu 2023), the 
USSR criticised this action as preparation for further Allied activity 
in the High North (Holtsmark 1995: 466–75; Skogrand and Tamnes 
2001: 81). Soviet leaders were concerned with Svalbard being uti-
lised by NATO to hinder Russian access to the wider Atlantic via the 
Greenland-Iceland-UK (GIUK) and Norway gaps.

Norwegian analysts and policymakers thus thought, particularly 
in the late 1970s and onwards, that if war were to break out, con-
trol, and the possible use of Svalbard, would be the primary motiva-
tion for the Soviets – both to limit possible NATO command and to 
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potentially use Svalbard as a forward operating area in order to pro-
tect the maritime domain of their strategic submarines with nuclear 
ballistic missiles (Tamnes 2020: 155).5 The Soviet interest in Svalbard 
expressed through, for example, the 1944 proposal to scrap the 1920 
Svalbard Treaty (see more in Chapter 5) and also a debacle concerning 
the retrieval of the black box from a crashed Soviet reconnaissance 
aircraft in Hopen in 1978 probably contributed to the notion that 
Svalbard held an important position in strategic thinking in Moscow.6

In the wider North Atlantic, the GIUK gap became an operational 
area where the emphasis was on the ability to monitor and deny the 
movements of Russian submarines with strategic nuclear capabilities 
(J. Smith, Hendrix, and Kaplan 2017). Thus, the US presence increased 
markedly throughout the Cold War in both Iceland and Greenland, 
with US bases being established at Keflavik (Iceland) and Thule 
(Greenland). The USA never truly left Iceland after the occupation in 
1941, and by 1949, Iceland became a founding member of NATO on 
the condition that they did not have to establish an army. Instead, the 
USA established the Icelandic Defence Force in 1951, which remained 
in place until 2006 (Ingimundarson 2011). The USA also took over 
the defence of Greenland in 1941, as Denmark was occupied by Nazi 
Germany in 1940. Military usage of the Thule airbase to the north-
west of the island was expanded, which continued after the end of 
World War II. By the early 1950s, Thule Air Base was constructed, 
and it became a crucial component of the USA’s (and NATO’s) strat-
egy to monitor and possibly intercept Soviet nuclear threats.

In Canada, the North – or the Arctic – was seen as a potential liabil-
ity due to its extreme vastness and limited human population. The fear 
was that Russian bombers in particular could quickly reach North 
American cities by taking the shortcut across the North Pole. Given 
this vast, sparsely populated, and often inaccessible region, it perhaps 
comes as no surprise that Canada’s primary Arctic security and foreign 

5	 However, Rolf Tamnes (2020: 149) argues that, during the Cold War, Norway 
had no intention of actively defending Svalbard in the case of outright conflict, 
but would rather seek to evacuate the population.

6	 Sven Holtsmark, Rolf Tamnes, and Jørgen Holten Jørgensen make a distinction 
between Soviet political leadership (and their top bureaucrats) and military 
strategic thinkers, where the latter were less concerned with Svalbard and 
its use. For more on the Hopen incident, see Arlov 2003: 409–10; Børresen, 
Gjeseth, and Tamnes 2004: 42; J. H. Jørgensen 2010: 33–34.
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policy concerns came to revolve around issues of sovereignty (Huebert 
1995). In the words of Rob Huebert (2011: 19–20): ‘The core issue 
of Canadian Arctic sovereignty is control; the core issue of Canadian 
Arctic security is about responding to threats.’

The USA and the USSR also started developing integrated, radar-
based early warning systems, with the USA establishing the Strategic 
Air Command in 1946, installing the Ballistic Missile Early Warning 
and Distant Early Warning Systems and initiating bomber missions 
along the North American Arctic coast to deter the Soviet Union. 
Alaska was in close proximity to the north-east of the USSR – albeit 
separated by the Bering Strait. Thus, Alaska became the location for 
a range of strategic US forces – not only to control possible Russian 
incursions by air and sea but also in terms of ballistic missiles as part 
of nuclear deterrent structures during the Cold War.

Based on their decision to cooperate on mutual defence – the 
Ogdensburg Agreement from 1940 – in response to these new chal-
lenges, the USA and Canada bilaterally established the North 
American Aerospace Defence Command (NORAD) in 1957 to pro-
vide joint surveillance of potential air space threats in North America. 
Over time, NORAD became one of the foundations of defence col-
laboration between the USA and Canada, with the surveillance of the 
maritime domain added in 2006 (Jockel and Sokolsky 2012; Charron 
and Fergusson 2022). However, these arrangements are what Jockel 
and Sokolsky deem ‘remarkably informal’ when framed in the broader 
context of North Atlantic security – namely in contrast to the formal 
structures of NATO (Jockel and Sokolsky 2009: 316–18). An exam-
ple of this collaboration is the joint surveillance infrastructure put in 
place during the Cold War in the Arctic, first and foremost the Distant 
Early Warning line: a 63-point line of radar stations across the north-
ern parts of Canada and Alaska, which was replaced by the North 
Warning System when it became obsolete (Tukker 2022).

In all of these security considerations across the Arctic, from Norway 
to the GIUK gap to Canada and Alaska, the USSR was the primary 
concern. Thus, the Arctic played a significant role as a buffer space, a 
front line of defence in the case of outright conflict, and perhaps most 
importantly, as a domain for surveillance and monitoring of Soviet 
activity and possible air and seaborne threats.

When the Cold War ended, the Arctic moved from a region of geo-
political rivalry and investments in military infrastructure to one where 
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Russia could be included in various cooperative arrangements with its 
former opponents. As discussed in Chapter 3, several regional organi-
sations (such as the Arctic Council, the Barents Euro-Arctic Council, 
and others) appeared in the 1990s to deal with issues such as envi-
ronmental matters, regional and local development, and cross-border 
cooperation (Young 2009). Although the interaction between Arctic 
states and Arctic peoples increased during this period, the region nev-
ertheless disappeared from the geopolitical radar and lost its systemic 
or global significance. Eventually, the narrative of cooperation and 
stable Arctic relations came to dominate at least the foreign affairs 
statements from the Arctic states.

Russia’s Arctic Resurgence

The Arctic holds a particularly central position in Russian security 
policies for several reasons. First, from an economic perspective, the 
region is crucial in terms of resource extraction and exports. The 
Russian Arctic generates approximately 10 per cent of Russia’s GDP 
and 20 per cent of its exports (Almén and Hsiung 2022: 30). Russia is 
boxed along all its western and central borders, with no direct access 
to the world seas in those domains. Russia is less restricted geograph-
ically in the Far East, although this is not where most of the popula-
tion, economic activity, or political leadership are located. Writ large, 
the Arctic serves as a buffer zone for the world’s largest country, and 
it also provides unrestricted access to the North Atlantic and, to some 
extent, the North Pacific via the Northern Sea Route.

Since around 2005–2006 there was a marked resurgence of the 
emphasis placed on the strategic importance of the Arctic region for 
Russia. As in the Cold War, this was because Russia under the Putin 
regime has been committed to revamping its global militaristic and 
political security position, in part with an Arctic dimension (e.g., 
Hønneland 2016). That in turn has led to increased attention north-
wards. Although this book is not about the underlying motivations of 
Russia in the Arctic or the various challenges it faces,7 it is relevant to 
highlight the new security dynamics that have emerged consequently, 
of which there are at least two dimensions.

7	 See instead Hønneland 2016; Wilson Rowe 2009; Konyshev and Sergunin 2014; 
Baev 2018; Wilson Rowe and Blakkisrud 2014; E. Buchanan 2023a; Laruelle 2014.
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The first dimension is that in contrast to the situation during the 
1990s, Russia has wanted to develop capacities in the Arctic itself 
to reap the benefits of resource extraction and increased Arctic ship-
ping. The melting of the sea ice and the increased accessibility of the 
Russian Arctic undoubtedly pose a security problem, and Russian 
authorities have responded with a desire for more presence and con-
trol in their Arctic areas (Baev 2018). In some ways, as highlighted 
by Lackenbauer (2010), this mirrors the debate in Canada, where 
Canadian forces and politicians have stressed the need to increase 
presence and capacity in the North due to the increased accessibility 
of the region.

In this duality between opportunity and challenges, Russia has 
responded by investing heavily in various aspects of its vast Arctic 
area. These investments have come in everything from research sta-
tions to search and rescue and military bases along the Northern Sea 
Route (i.e., with the small uptake in sailings along the Northern Sea 
Route) (Moe 2014; Humpert 2014; Gunnarsson and Moe 2022) to the 
vast hydrocarbon projects on the Yamal Peninsula (Sergunin 2014). 
While other Arctic countries, in particular Canada, the USA, and the 
Kingdom of Denmark, have been slow or reluctant to push for large-
scale Arctic projects, Russia has pursued these with a vigour that bears 
the mark of both symbolic and strategic rationales, in addition to eco-
nomic (Hønneland 2016). In other words, the Arctic has become an 
important area of investment in terms of military capacities.

As Russia placed the Arctic higher on the domestic or national 
agenda, followed by investments with a defence element, the other 
Arctic states as well as international media focused on the potential 
threats emanating from these investments. Despite the Arctic ‘coop-
erative spirit’, calls for other Arctic countries to respond to Russian 
investments were made from the 2010s onwards – often used in vari-
ous domestic contexts to focus attention on Arctic issues in that specific 
setting. In particular, the ‘they-have-more-icebreakers-than-us’ argu-
ment referring to Russia (Byers 2012; Humpert 2020) – without nec-
essarily taking into account geography or icebreaker needs and where 
these are being used and what for – showcases the role of Russia in the 
other Arctic states’ domestic Arctic capacity and investment debates 
(Herrmann and Hussong 2021; Østhagen 2020a, 2023a).

Similarly, notions of Russia ‘militarising’ the Arctic appeared 
around 2007 in conjunction with the flag-planting stunt on  the 
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bottom of the North Pole seabed (Parfitt 2007). However, the prob-
lem with some claims about Russian aggressive militarisation of the 
Arctic was that they seldom made a distinction between the differ-
ent types of military capacities in which Russia was investing and 
the purpose and intent behind these investments (Borgerson 2009; E. 
Buchanan 2023b; Huebert 2013a). There was no doubt that Russia 
was increasing its military capability in the Arctic between 2006 
and 2007 and 2022. Also, politically, the Russian leadership singled 
out the Arctic (Devyatkin 2023). First, in December 2014, a Joint 
Strategic Command was formed at the Northern Fleet headquarters. 
By presidential order in 2021, the Northern Fleet had the status of 
being one of the main military-administrative entities of the Armed 
Forces (Boulègue 2022).

However, a few questions arose: Was this a capability that could 
be used to, for example, stage attacks on the Canadian or Norwegian 
Arctic areas? Or were the capabilities – often consisting of small units 
in reopened or newly constructed bases in remote locations along the 
Northern Sea Route – rather intended for Russia to project presence 
and have the ability to monitor activity and respond to emergencies 
along the Northern Sea Route? Naturally, both dimensions held true 
to varying degrees. Still, confusion or even obfuscation was arguably 
done to serve a purpose, namely raising awareness of Arctic issues and 
drawing attention to Arctic security issues in the domestic debate in 
other Arctic countries.8

The point here is to try to further nuance the image of Russia doing 
only one thing in the Arctic. Pavel Baev, for example, showcases how 
Russia was actually doing different things along three rationales: real-
ist/militaristic, institutional/cooperative, and diplomatic management 
(Baev 2018). Others have explored similar multifaceted approaches 
to unpacking Russia’s Arctic actions (Konyshev and Sergunin 2014; 
Sergunin and Konyshev 2014; Hønneland 2016; Zysk 2013; Boulègue 
2019; Sergunin and Konyshev 2017). Looking at military activity and 
expenditure solely, it is also relevant to note a simple divide between 
assets in the Barents Sea, the central Arctic region of Russia, and 

8	 An example of this is the map produced by a US Senator from Alaska, Dan 
Sullivan, highlighting every single Russian military base in the North, but 
toning down all the NATO/Western military bases on the same map (Gramer 
2017): https://foreignpolicy.com/2017/01/25/heres-what-russias-military-build-
up-in-the-arctic-looks-like-trump-oil-military-high-north-infographic-map/.
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those located close to the Bering Strait/North Pacific (J. Kjellén 2022; 
Boulègue 2022: 8).

In other words, if we unpack the idea of the ‘militarisation’ of the 
Arctic, at least three different strands of Russian Arctic military invest-
ments and capacity development seem to exist simultaneously:

	• To establish or re-establish capacities that primarily serve the pur-
pose of sovereignty enforcement, emergency preparedness, and 
domain awareness. For example, including the bases in Russia’s Far 
East/Eastern Military District (see Figure 4.1).

	• Military defence of Arctic-located important military locations 
(i.e., Severomorsk, the location of the Northern Fleet) and Russian 
northern territory where it borders NATO countries (Norway and 
the USA, and from 2023, Finland). Here, the ‘bastion concept’ still 
holds relevance. For example, this includes the base structures estab-
lished on Franz Josef Land (J. Kjellén 2022: 41; Boulègue 2019: 36).

	• Strategic competition and enhancing the Russian nuclear deterrent 
vis-à-vis NATO/the USA. For example, this includes the rearma-
ment of the Northern Fleet and investments in submarine capabili-
ties such as the new Borei-A class (Nilsen 2021c).

As such, the investments in Franz Josef Land stand out as perhaps 
the most obvious example of Russian militarisation of the Arctic, with 
a clear defence or security purpose in the Arctic. But the ‘aggressive’ 
nature of this can be questioned as its goal is primarily defensive – to 
assert control in that specific part of the Arctic. Still, these capabil-
ities may undoubtedly be used aggressively, and they are part of a 
wider trend, namely increased military activity and installations in the 
Arctic, especially the Russian Arctic.

It is vital to distinguish between these Arctic-specific and Arctic-
intended investments by Russia and the second dimension to the impor-
tance of the Arctic for Russian security policies, namely its strategic role. 
This is also what links this section on Russia to the overarching theme 
in this chapter, namely, the international level and the global security 
dynamics that have an Arctic impact or effect. As mentioned, the Arctic 
is not only, or even primarily, important for Russian security, but also – 
in the eyes of a Russian security strategist – critical to Russia’s nuclear 
deterrence strategy vis-à-vis NATO/the USA. As outlined in the Cold 
War section, this is a result of Russian geography and its reliance on 
the Russian Northern Fleet that houses the state’s strategic submarines.
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The Russian Navy includes four fleets: the Northern Fleet, the Pacific 
Fleet, the Baltic Fleet, and the Black Sea Fleet. Its nuclear-powered 
strategic submarines, equipped with ballistic missiles, are deployed 
with the Northern Fleet and the Pacific Fleet, with the Northern Fleet 
being the most crucial for its strategic deterrence capabilities (J. Kjellén 
2022). The Pacific Fleet’s base in Vilyuchinsk on the eastern seaboard 
of the Kamchatka Peninsula is eastern Russia’s closest permanent 
naval base to Arctic waters. It is primarily home to nuclear-powered 
submarines, in addition to some surface ships.

Increasingly, naval operations in the Bering Strait and the Chukchi 
Sea by the Pacific Fleet are also becoming common, adding to Russia’s 
Arctic presence, although it is still the Northern Fleet and the Barents 
Sea that constitute the primary strategic role for Russia in the North. 
Russia’s strategic posture is weaker in the North Pacific than in the 
North Atlantic: neither Pacific Fleet assets nor Kamchatka installa-
tions are in particularly good condition (Boulègue 2022: 23), while 
climate change is also impacting infrastructure there (Conley et al. 
2021). However, as we will return to in Chapter 7, there are develop-
ing security dynamics involving China that also make the Pacific Fleet 
a central component of Russia’s great power rivalry with the West.

Moreover, in addition to submarines, some of Russia’s long-​
distance bombers that can carry nuclear warheads are increasingly 
forward deployed at various bases in the Arctic as airbases and land-
ing strips have been modernised. These play a role in showcasing 
Russian capabilities, reaching targets across the North Pole in North 
America, or in Western Europe – although some argue they pose only 
limited threat to North America (Lasserre and Têtu 2016).

In other words, this book distinguishes between intra-Arctic mili-
tarisation and Arctic-based militarisation, which is not intended for 
the Arctic. As argued by Jonas Kjellén, ‘although the Northern Fleet 
can be considered a latent Arctic force, in reality most of its vessels 
are rarely, or never, employed on Arctic missions’ (J. Kjellén 2022: 
43). Yet this is perhaps an artificial divide, as investments in one 
capability (the submarines) impact the other (conventional forces 
in the Arctic to protect the submarines). As Kjellén puts it, regard-
ing Russian military investments in the Arctic before the 2022 war 
in Ukraine, ‘All these measures combined have certainly strength-
ened the defence of the Kola Peninsula and the provision for sustain-
ing a Submersible Ship Ballistic Missile Nuclear “bastion” strategy 
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and ensure that surface combatants can safely exit into the North 
Atlantic’ (J. Kjellén 2022: 42).

Key here is again the bastion concept, as it was central during the 
Cold War (Olsen 2017). However, Ina Holst Pedersen Kvam argues 
that the current Russian force posture does not allow for a full-fledged 
‘bastion defence’; instead, a rather limited version where new technol-
ogy has enabled Russia to operate further behind its defensive lines 
(Kvam 2021). The bastion itself is probably a much smaller area than 
the wider bastion defence (see Figure 4.2), something that has become 
more apparent since Russia’s war in Ukraine from 2022. Kristian 
Åtland, Thomas Nilsen, and Torbjørn Pedersen, for example, find that 
after February 2022, Russian naval exercises in the North Atlantic/
Barents Sea have shifted to concentrate on areas closer to the Russian 
Northern Fleet (Åtland, Nilsen, and Pedersen 2024). Nevertheless, the 
fundamental point here is that military investments and activity have 
increased. This is due to various rationales that we must unpack to 
understand so-called Arctic security practices.

Moreover, these military investments have varying degrees of rele-
vance in different parts of the Arctic. Chapter 5 discusses the effects 
of the bastion when looking at one country – Norway. Based on these 
security practices by Russia, it seems apparent that if we truly want 
to understand the complexities of Arctic security dynamics and the 
linkages to geography, it is by including a subregional (i.e., less-than-
circumpolar) lens that we get a full picture of the geopolitical situa-
tion. In this instance, that concerns the Barents Sea/North Atlantic 
region and the Bering Sea/Strait region where we see the effects of this 
increased military attention given to the Arctic, whether for strategic 
(offensive) or defensive purposes.

NATO’s Response

It is clear that Russia’s increased military emphasis on the Arctic 
stems both from the changing Arctic geography, which leads to 
increased shipping and activity, and the importance of the Arctic to 
the Putin regime’s overall strategic plans and ambitions (Sergunin and 
Konyshev 2017; Todorov 2020a; Hønneland 2016). Retaining focus 
on the international level, or the effects of systemic competition and its 
Arctic-specific impact, in response to Russia, other states have looked 
to the North to counter the Russian presence there by increasing their 
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98	 4  The Global Level

Figure 4.2  Map of naval chokepoints in the North Atlantic and European 
Arctic, and typical Russian military activity in this space. Source: Norwegian 
Defence Commission 2021 (Norwegian Ministry of Defence 2023: 8).
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military presence through  exercises or maritime security operations 
in the Barents Sea.

Initially, the much-hyped 2007 flag planting led to concerns over 
Russian expansionist behaviour in the North. (Although, as already 
discussed, the planting of a seabed flag does not achieve anything per 
international law.) After the speech given by Russian President Vladmir 
Putin at the Munich Security Conference some months earlier that 
same year, where he attacked the West and US policies (Government 
of the Russian Federation 2007), coupled with the Russian invasion of 
Georgia in 2008, the fear of a revisionist Russia in the Arctic started to 
emerge. As examined further Chapter 5, Norway took a leading role 
in attempting to bring NATO attention to the Arctic, or more accu-
rately, what it deems the ‘High North’.

However, at the same time, the notions of exceptionalism, coop-
eration, and the Arctic as a relatively peaceful domain were actively 
used by all Arctic countries (and academics (Käpylä and Mikkola 
2019; Hoogensen Gjørv and Hodgson 2019)) to counter ideas of 
an Arctic resource race or scramble. On a practical level, Norway, 
for example, continued to conduct an annual military naval exercise 
with Russia – named Pomor – up until 2014 (NATO-Russia Council 
2013). This duality – on the one hand countering alarmist rhetoric 
concerning the conflict potential in the Arctic, while on the other hand 
increasingly worrying about Russian increased military investments 
and activity in the North – characterises much of the period from 
2007 to 2014 (Łuszczuk 2016).

Although some NATO countries engaged in the Norwegian-led 
exercise Cold Response organised every second year since 2006, 
Allied engagement and interest in the Arctic – or more accurately the 
European parts of the Arctic/the High North – had been relatively 
limited. An exception to this became the NATO-led air policing mis-
sion in Iceland. In 2006, the United States Armed Forces announced 
that it would leave Iceland and dismantle the US Iceland Defence 
Force operating out of Keflavik Naval Air Station. The Defence 
Force, established after a joint NATO decision, had been present 
since 1951. The Icelandic government was vocal in highlighting its 
disappointment with the Americans’ decision (White 2006). The 
USA still had a stated bilateral security responsibility for Iceland 
(Icelandic Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2006); nonetheless, Iceland 
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was left with a security predicament as the country does not have 
armed forces of its own.9

From 2007, Russia started showing more assertive military behav-
iour in the North Atlantic, particularly with regard to Cold War-
style missions with Russian long-range bombers aimed at reasserting 
Russian long-range strike capabilities (Bases 2008). This highlighted 
the strategic role of Iceland in the so-called GIUK gap and as gate-
keeper (geographically) to the North Atlantic and North American East 
Coast. For this reason, it is also used as a ‘practice target’ by Russian 
strategic long-range bombers intent on showcasing Russian military 
capabilities. Since 2008, NATO has thus taken over the responsibility 
of Iceland’s defence and air policing. NATO’s efforts evolve around 
a rotary schedule of two to three joint air policing exercises annually, 
each for a period of three to four weeks. A range of NATO allies 
have contributed to this effort, such as France, Portugal, the USA, and 
Germany. The Nordic allies (Norway and Denmark) have also taken 
a considerable share of the burden.10

With Russian resumption of Cold War-style military activity in 
the North Atlantic, combined with reinvestment in military bases 
and capabilities in the Arctic, the need to address NATO’s relative 
inattention took on a greater urgency (Depledge 2020: 296). The 
reduced ability of NATO to conduct anti-submarine operations in the 
North Atlantic and High North was central to these concerns, follow-
ing years of declining training and exercise activity (Gade and Hilde 
2015). During the Cold War, this capability was seen as critical to 
protecting the Trans-Atlantic Sea Lines of Communication between 
Europe and North America (Olsen 2017). As explained by Duncan 
Depledge (2020: 296):

Starting in 2012, NATO responded by reinvigorating its maritime exer-
cise  programme in the North Atlantic and High North. It did so by 
amalgamating what remained of national and small group training and 

9	 Except the Icelandic Coast Guard (semi-military) and some special forces/
national security teams (Icelandic Coast Guard 2016).

10	 From 2013, NATO renamed the Icelandic mission as Airborne Surveillance 
and Interception Capabilities to meet Iceland’s Peacetime Preparedness Needs 
(NATO SHAPE 2023). In 2013, non-NATO members Finland and Sweden 
also joined the air policing mission, albeit outside of the NATO framework. 
Instead, they participated under the umbrella of the Nordic Defence 
Cooperation, together with Denmark, Norway, and Iceland (Kinnunen 2012).
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exercises into a single NATO exercise involving undersea, surface and air-
borne assets: DYMON [Dynamic Mongoose]. The new NATO-led exer-
cise allowed the Alliance to begin regenerating its joint anti-submarine 
warfare capabilities in the North Atlantic and High North … As such, 
DYMON marked the return of NATO to the North Atlantic and High 
North, although any link to changes unfolding in the Arctic could only be 
inferred by its proximity to the Greenland-Iceland-UK Gap and the focus 
on anti-submarine warfare.

Depledge’s points further underscore the importance of parts of 
the Arctic in wider security concerns, not necessarily linked to the 
‘changes’ in the Arctic (i.e., resource extraction, climatic changes, etc.), 
but rather to the wider relations between NATO countries and Russia 
under Vladimir Putin’s leadership. Norwegian and Icelandic concerns 
over Russian resurgence are part of the explanation; the other part 
relates to Allied concern more generally over the lack of focus on the 
North Atlantic/High North part of the Arctic since the end of the 
Cold War. During Barack Obama’s presidency, for example, in 2011 
the US 2nd Fleet out of Norfolk with responsibilities for the North 
Atlantic (i.e., Russia) was deactivated.

However, a point central to this book, these developments and 
NATO member states’ (slowly emerging) interests in High North secu-
rity affairs were not in unison across the Arctic region. In Canada, 
for example, as an Arctic security interest came to the fore under the 
Conservative government from 2006, the focus was less on coun-
tering the Russian nuclear and naval threat, and more on domestic 
politics and developing adequate northern capacities. Prime Minister 
Harper made Arctic security an important component of his campaign 
and emphasised upholding Canada’s sovereignty (MacAskill 2007). 
Throughout his years in office, the prime minister made Arctic secu-
rity and Canada’s sovereignty central elements of his party’s brand: he 
made yearly visits during Operation Nanook, a ‘sovereignty operation 
exercise’ initiated in 2007 (National Defence 2024); he funded and 
heavily publicised efforts to find Sir John Franklin’s ill-fated Arctic 
expedition; and he ordered Canadian scientists to revise their sub-
mission to the Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf to 
include the North Pole (Byers 2014b).

During Harper’s time in office, potential threats to Canada’s Arctic 
were highlighted. In particular, Russian bombers and fighter jets fly-
ing close to Canadian Arctic airspace were used as an example of an 

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009743358.005
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. UNIVERSIDAD AUTONOMA METROPOLITANA, on 15 Nov 2026 at 04:44:37, subject to the

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009743358.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core


102	 4  The Global Level

imminent threat to Canadian sovereignty in the North (CBC News 
2014; Lackenbauer 2010; Wallin and Dallaire 2011). These flights 
had become infrequent following the Cold War but became more com-
mon after 2007. In response, the Conservative government increased 
the defence budget and initiated procurement projects, including 
stealth snowmobiles, Arctic drones, and Arctic offshore patrol ves-
sels (Huebert 2013a, 2011). The subsequent drop in oil prices com-
pounded the financial strain on the government, however, and several 
of the Arctic projects were put on hold or scaled back (Cox and Speer 
2016: 4). This back-pedalling on Arctic investment led some to label 
Harper’s approach as ‘all talk, no action’ (Byers 2014a).

Others, however, debated the credibility of the threat posed by 
Russian aircraft flying close to Canadian Arctic airspace. A compara-
tive study of Russian flight behaviour by Frédéric Lasserre and Pierre-
Louis Têtu found that those aircraft flying near the North American 
Arctic did not violate Canadian airspace; that the number of intercep-
tions in the North American Arctic was quite small relative to areas 
such as the Baltic Sea, the Sea of Japan, or the North Atlantic; and that 
the behaviour displayed by Russian planes was less aggressive in the 
Arctic (Lasserre and Têtu 2016, 320–21).

Many argued instead that a more pressing concern in the Canadian 
North was the persistent social and economic problems – ranging from 
food security to vulnerability to a changing climate – facing Canada’s 
northern communities (Perreault 2011; Furgal and Seguin 2006; 
Power 2008). If anything, the soft security tasks, or safety-related con-
cerns, were more apparent in the Canadian and wider North American 
Arctic despite Russia’s military resurgence from 2006. For example, 
investing in the Canadian Rangers or the Canadian Coast Guard was 
argued by some to be a more accurate response to Arctic security con-
cerns (Lackenbauer 2013a; Mitchell 2013).

Even the concerns posed by the outstanding boundary dispute 
with the USA and the status of the Northwest Passage were rela-
tively minor when considered in the context of the wider relation-
ship between Canada and its neighbours (F. Griffiths 2011a: 10–11, 
2011b). From 2006 to 2015, the Conservative government’s strong 
rhetoric thus stood at odds with the lack of credible military secu-
rity threats in the Canadian Arctic. Had the threats been more press-
ing, it is unlikely that the proposed investments in Arctic security 
would have been scaled back as significantly as they were, or that 
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the government in Ottawa would have resisted a more pronounced 
role for NATO in the Arctic (Østhagen, Sharp, and Hilde 2018). As 
Whitney Lackenbauer (2011a: 73) surmised it: ‘Anxiety about “using 
or losing” our Arctic inheritance is more revealing of the Canadian 
psyche … than of objective realities.’

These developments in the North American and Canadian Arctic 
stood, at the time, in sharp contrast with the European Arctic. The 
Russian annexation of Crimea in March 2014 and ensuing conflict in 
Eastern Ukraine showcased the willingness of the Russian regime to 
use force and its disregard for international law. These events had an 
Arctic impact. As Depledge highlights in his article ‘Train Where You 
Expect to Fight’, the number of military exercises in the Arctic and 
the number of NATO allies that partake in these exercises increased:

the intensity of exercises in and around the High North has increased since 
2006: from one exercise every one-two years to two or three exercises each 
year, peaking with four in 2019. While this may not look dramatic, it implies 
an increased military presence and a higher tempo of activities involving 
non-Arctic states, which not only raises the costs for those involved, but also 
ties up capabilities that might be needed for military operations elsewhere in 
the world (Depledge 2020: 294).

A feature in this phase (2014–2022) of military response to Russian 
actions and activity was the NATO-led so-called high visibility exer-
cise Trident Juncture in 2018. It became the pinnacle of Allied atten-
tion to the High North, although Norway worked actively to dampen 
antagonistic elements of the exercise, and most of it took part in the 
southern parts of Norway, namely below the Arctic Circle (Østhagen 
2023b). Russia in turn responded with an increasing amount of mili-
tary exercises – both scheduled and so-called snap exercises intended 
to throw Norway/NATO members in the High North off balance 
(Nilsen 2021b, 2022; Danilov 2020).

In fact, in an analysis of where and when Russia issued notice to air-
men (NOTAM) warnings in international waters and airspace in the 
High North in the period between 2015 and 2021, Åtland, Nilsen, and 
Pedersen (2022) found that the number of NOTAMs steadily increased 
to a peak in 2019 and subsequently dropped in 2020 and 2021. This 
drop could be explained by the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic 
and its effects on military activity throughout the world. They also 
found a correlation between Russian NOTAMs and military exercises 
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104	 4  The Global Level

involving a NATO component in 2018, 2019, and 2021, suggesting 
that Russia most likely intended to disrupt these exercises.11

With Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, 
the security environment in the Arctic became even more tense, 
but these fundamental dynamics and practices did not change. In 
an updated study, Åtland, Nilsen, and Pedersen (2024) found that 
‘Russian NOTAM events in the High North now take place in the 
Barents Sea, rather than in the Norwegian Sea. The primary purpose 
of the activity now seems to be to bolster the Northern Fleet’s bas-
tion defense, rather than to send political signals.’ Hopes of restart-
ing security dialogue in the North to reduce the tension that emerged 
around 2019–2020 were dashed, and further sanctions on Russia 
were put in place.

Finland’s and Sweden’s subsequent decisions to join NATO in 2022 
further solidified the divisions and spillover of tensions to the North. 
Moreover, not only has NATO’s role in the Arctic changed with seven 
member states in the North (see Figure 4.3); NORAD modernisation 
has also received fresh attention from Canadian and US decision-
makers (Tukker 2022), with pledges of considerable spending over 
the next decades (Coates et al. 2024: 21). These dynamics are further 
discussed in Chapter 7, where we examine the ongoing developments 
in the Arctic security subregions.

11	 Åtland, Nilsen, and Pedersen (2022) showcase an interesting discussion related 
to these Russian NOTAMs and the exercise Trident Juncture in 2018. US 
Navy Admiral James Foggo – who commanded the NATO exercise – later 
talked about these NOTAMs:

This all came to a head during Trident Juncture, when the Russians … 
designed what we call a notice to mariners or a closure area just outside terri-
torial waters from Norway. A closure area is an intent to conduct an exercise, 
so they overlaid an exercise on top of our big exercise. Very ungentlemanly 
thing to do. And so, the Norwegians were a little upset about this. They 
hadn’t ever seen this before, that close to their waters, with Admiral Bruun 
Hansen and his joint staff, they said, Admiral Foggo, what do you want to do? 
And I said, well, those are international waters. We do the same thing. And 
quite frankly, unless somebody is launching a missile or doing some kind of an 
event that might cause an accident or collision, I’m gonna drive right through 
it. We’re going to continue to do this exercise and we are going to project 
power and presence and keep those lines of communication open. So that’s 
exactly what we did (The General and the Ambassador 2021; Åtland, Nilsen, 
and Pedersen 2022: 74).
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Figure 4.3  Map of naval chokepoints in the North Atlantic and European 
Arctic, and allied military activity in this space aimed at countering Russian 
activity. Source: Norwegian Defence Commission 2021 (Norwegian Ministry 
of Defence 2023: 9).
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106	 4  The Global Level

With all Arctic countries except Russia having joined the NATO 
alliance, there have also been increasing calls for a NATO Arctic 
command (Mottola 2023; Jonsson 2023; Palmer and Gosnell 2024). 
However, this leads to a challenge since, in reality, the Northern 
European and North American parts of the Arctic are only marginally 
aligned in terms of defence concerns and threat perceptions. When 
Canada or the USA talks about ‘Arctic security’, the focus is on the 
Canadian North and Alaska respectively. What happens in Alaska has 
limited, if any, relevance to Finland, Norway, or Sweden. Whereas 
when Norway, for example, talks about the Arctic/High North it 
means the North Atlantic and Barents Sea areas.

Even security concerns related to Russia, as perceived by the seven 
Arctic NATO members, do not completely converge. Canada and 
Finland, for example, have varying threat perceptions and operate in 
different security geographies, even after 2022. Russia also does not 
treat the Arctic seven as one coherent block. Instead, Russia sees its 
vast Arctic coastline as segmented into different theatres of operation 
(J. Kjellén 2022), the most prominent ones being the North Atlantic 
and the North Pacific.

Not only does the Arctic consist of different security spaces with 
limited, if any, overlapping security practices; the seven Arctic states 
that are part of NATO have diverging views of, and interests in, what 
NATO can do for national security. The Nordic countries, particularly 
the three Fennoscandian states that share a Northern European land-
mass with Russia, have viewed NATO as their main security guaran-
tor, as they are unable to ensure adequate security on their own. This 
guarantee, however, does not come from policies set forth in Brussels 
by NATO HQ or because of NATO’s Allied Reaction Force – it comes 
in the shape of US commitment to upholding the territorial integrity 
of all NATO member states. NATO thus becomes the vehicle for US 
security engagement in the Nordics (Hilde 2019).

At the same time, we see that this Nordic engagement with the USA 
occurs, to a great degree, outside the NATO framework. The USA 
has, for example, signed bilateral agreements with Finland, Sweden, 
and Norway as a basis for enhanced defence cooperation. The USA 
actively conducts joint exercises with the Nordic states in the European 
Arctic, alongside other states such as the UK and France. This is in 
stark contrast to what happens in the North American Arctic – there, 
the USA and Canada manage their own security concerns. There are 
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undoubtedly concerns over outdated technology and the need to mod-
ernise Cold-War infrastructure and policies (Charron and Fergusson 
2022). However, Canada and the USA do not need or want German, 
Swedish, or Turkish support to manage these issues. They have their 
own bilateral defence arrangement through NORAD, and NATO is 
not deemed necessary in their Arctic spaces.

In fact, the term High North has deliberately been used by NATO 
to underscore this divergence when it comes to the Arctic. Canada 
has been reluctant to use the ‘Arctic’ in NATO summit statements, 
whereas Norway has wanted NATO attention to go further north since 
2008. The solution was NATO emphasis on deterring Russia in the 
High North, namely what Norway terms its Arctic areas (Østhagen, 
Sharp, and Hilde 2018). Some argue that the Canadian position has 
shifted, partly showcased by former NATO Secretary General Jens 
Stoltenberg’s travel to the Canadian Arctic in 2022 (Brewster 2022). 
That does not discount the fact that within NATO the High North 
means something different to the Arctic. Whereas the former has been 
prioritised as an area that needs attention, the latter is often avoided 
in official statements or linked to wider concerns over climate change 
and general Russian military build-up.

Finally, there has also been a tendency to ascribe too much agency 
to NATO as an organisation in Arctic security debates. NATO HQ in 
Brussels has limited authority and cannot force its members to enact 
policy. NATO is the sum of its members, but its members’ actions can-
not be equated with the whole defence alliance. However, in descrip-
tions of Arctic security and geopolitics, NATO is often referred to as 
conducting independent activity in the North, or we hear statements 
about NATO militarising the Arctic (Little 2024). This is especially 
prevalent in the Russian narrative (Wilhelmsen and Hjermann 2022), 
as a sign of how NATO is aggressive and expanding, whereas Russia 
is the victim – also in the Arctic.

Currently, the sole continuous NATO operation in the Arctic is the 
Air Policing mission conducted over Iceland, as that country lacks its 
own air force. The only NATO-led exercise regularly held in the Arctic 
is Dynamic Mongoose, an annual anti-submarine exercise in the 
North Atlantic. Other exercises are one-offs, such as the 2018 Trident 
Juncture – a high visibility exercise in response to requests from mem-
ber states such as Norway for increased NATO attention and presence 
in the North. Numerous Western-state-led military exercises occur in 
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the region.12 However, these are not NATO-led initiatives. While they 
may involve a NATO component, such as support systems or specific 
NATO reaction forces, they are organised and conducted by individ-
ual countries in response to what they perceive is needed for their 
own security policies. Despite Russian claims to the contrary, these 
activities do not constitute NATO exercising in, operating in, or ‘mili-
tarising’ the Arctic. Rather, they reflect the preferences and activities 
of individual states that are also NATO members. These preferences 
may sometimes even diverge from those of other NATO members or 
involve only relevant regional coalitions.

However, there might be room for more sharing of knowledge, 
competence, and threat perceptions across the North Pole within the 
NATO alliance. This is also fundamentally the point made in many 
of the pieces calling for an Arctic Command, namely better situa-
tional awareness of what happens in the Arctic and better coordina-
tion amongst Arctic states. The solution to this might already partly 
be in place: in 2022, the Nordic Chiefs of Defence recommended 
that all Nordic states join the new Joint Force Command Norfolk 
to enhance their coordination (Gaasland 2024), especially with the 
USA. Meanwhile, the USA and Canada maintain their joint NORAD 
command in Colorado Springs.

The point here is not to argue that the Arctic is not being mili-
tarised. It has been militarised during the Cold War and it started 
anew around 2007. The initial driver for this, both then and more 
recently, has always been Russia’s focus on developing its capacities 
on the Kola Peninsula due to its strategic importance – not because 
of ice melting or resources, but because it gives Russia a sheltered 
platform to operate its nuclear triad from, with relatively open access 
to Western Europe via the North Atlantic, and the North American 
continent writ large. Thus, for security analysts trying to understand 
Arctic developments, knowing where and what ‘Severomorsk’ is argu-
ably matters more than knowing where Arctic shipping lanes might 
traverse or what resources the Arctic holds.

12	 Such as Cold/Nordic Response (in North Norway/Fennoscandia), Operation 
Nanook (in Canada), Northern Viking (in Iceland), Arctic Challenge (in 
Fennoscandia), Formidable Shield (in the North Atlantic), Joint Warrior 
(around the UK), Flotex (off the coast of Norway), and Arctic Edge (in 
northern Canada and Alaska).

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009743358.005
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. UNIVERSIDAD AUTONOMA METROPOLITANA, on 15 Nov 2026 at 04:44:37, subject to the

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009743358.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core


The Arctic’s Role in Global Power Relations	 109

Still, it is not that intra-Arctic issues are irrelevant for Arctic secu-
rity practices. However, global, or at least continental (i.e., European), 
security dynamics are the primary cause for the Russian military 
build-up in the European Arctic, which in turn has led to a response 
from initially Norway and eventually other NATO member states 
such as the USA, the UK, France, and also Finland and Sweden. This 
in turn has caused a security dilemma in the European Arctic (e.g., 
Åtland 2014; Sørensen 2019; Knutsen and Pedersen 2024), where one 
actor’s security practices to increase security create a spiral of subse-
quent actions raising security concerns for all the actors involved. The 
Arctic, or, more accurately, the European parts of the Arctic, has thus 
undoubtedly been increasingly militarised over the last decades. This 
did not, however, start in 2014, or in 2022, but before that, in the 
early years of the Putin regime. Moreover, it is not NATO that has led 
the counter-reaction and the defence response since then, it is individ-
ual NATO member states in the Arctic.

The Arctic’s Role in Global Power Relations

When examining the international or systemic factors related to inter-
national affairs and security that have an impact on Arctic security 
practices, the role of global power rivalry is paramount. As outlined, 
this was central during the Cold War, due to the role of the Arctic 
as a buffer zone between the two superpowers. In contrast to dur-
ing the Cold War, China has also emerged as a security actor in the 
Arctic – due to both concrete functional interests and the wider sys-
temic rivalry between China and the USA (or the ‘West’).

China Emerges

From a systemic perspective, it is generally accepted that Russia is 
not the primary competitor vis-à-vis the West on a global level, due 
to Russia’s limited economy, declining population, and relative lack 
of innovation in society (Mearsheimer 2010; Tunsjø 2018). Instead, 
China’s global rise in recent decades has prompted what is deemed 
a bipolar world order or, perhaps more accurately, if we also factor 
in India, Russia, the EU, and other emerging powers – a multipolar 
one. Of these non-Arctic actors, China is obviously the most central 
one due to its economic size and subsequent rise as a military power. 
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When China asserts its influence on the world stage, the Arctic is 
one of many regions where its presence and interactions are compo-
nents in its expansion of power through scientific research or invest-
ments in Russia’s fossil fuel industries (e.g., L. Guo and Wilson 2020; 
Edstrøm, Stensdal, and Heggelund 2020; Koivurova and Kopra 2020; 
Brady 2017).

Initially, as the Arctic was attracting attention due to economic 
opportunities and the effects of climate change, China’s interests were 
described primarily through an economic lens (Lim 2018), with an 
emphasis on shipping along the Northern Sea Route (Jakobson 2010). 
In the early stages of China’s Arctic interest, its link to polar research 
and the increasingly apparent effects of climate change along the 
Chinese coastal areas were furthermore highlighted as additional driv-
ers for it (Stensdal 2014). China also applied for an observer role in 
the Arctic Council, being accepted alongside Italy, Japan, India, South 
Korea, and Singapore at the Kiruna Ministerial Meeting in 2013. The 
deterioration in relations between the West and Russia after March 
2014 further contributed to concerns over increased bilateral coopera-
tion between Russia and China, and as a result, Russia seemed to allow 
China to play a larger part in the Arctic through those relations, from 
economic investments to science cooperation (Bertelsen and Gallucci 
2016). Still, as many have highlighted, Russia has also been wary of 
giving China too much influence in this strategically and economically 
sensitive area (Røseth 2014; Moe 2021; Stensdal and Heggelund 2024).

China released its first and to date only Arctic policy in January 
2018 (State Council of the People’s Republic of China 2018). In it, 
China describes itself as a ‘near-Arctic state’, which some have inter-
preted as having not only the right to get involved but also a duty 
to do so (Brady 2017). The near-Arctic terminology was used for the 
first time in official Arctic documents not by China, but by the UK in 
2013–2014.13 The Chinese policy paper does not reveal anything note-
worthy. As with most Arctic policy or strategy documents, it highlights 
the importance of the Arctic, the need for research, environmental and 
marine protection, and the legal frameworks governing the region:

13	 The 2013 UK policy states: ‘The United Kingdom is not an Arctic State, but 
we are the Arctic’s nearest neighbour’ (UK Government 2013: ii). The UK 
Parliament’s Select Committee on the Arctic defines the ‘UK as a near-Arctic 
state’ (UK Parliament 2015).
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China maintains that all activities to explore and utilize the Arctic should 
abide by treaties such as the UNCLOS and the Spitsbergen Treaty as well 
as general international law, respect the laws of the Arctic States, and pro-
ceed in a sustainable way on the condition of properly protecting the eco-
environment of the Arctic and respecting the interests and concerns of the 
indigenous peoples in the region. (State Council of the People’s Republic of 
China 2018)

Perhaps one interesting thing – apart from China stating all the ‘cor-
rect’ things about Arctic climate, resource development, and gover-
nance – is how frequently the Spitsbergen Treaty (now usually known 
as the Svalbard Treaty) is mentioned. This book offers a deeper dis-
cussion of Svalbard and geopolitics in Chapter 5; however, it is note-
worthy that the Treaty is mentioned with reference to the rights China 
has in the Arctic.14 This must be, in part, read as a way to legitimise 
China’s Arctic interest and engagement, as an outsider to the region, 
and used as a starting point for Arctic engagement: ‘China has long 
been involved in Arctic affairs. In 1925, China joined the Spitsbergen 
Treaty and started to participate in addressing Arctic affairs’ (State 
Council of the People’s Republic of China 2018). In fact, China was 
amongst the first countries to ratify the Treaty – albeit it was not part 
of the negotiations in Versailles in 1919–1920.

An issue that has drawn particular attention to China’s interests in 
Svalbard has been Norwegian efforts through the Norwegian Polar 
Institute to better coordinate research in Ny-Ålesund (Norwegian 
Research Council 2019), which is a small research settlement on the 
island of Spitsbergen. In Ny-Ålesund, ten different national polar 
institutes have established their research presence, starting with the 
gradual establishment of the Norwegian presence in the 1960s as coal 

14	 As stated in the policy document: 

States from outside the Arctic region do not have territorial sovereignty in the 
Arctic, but they do have rights in respect of scientific research, navigation, 
overflight, fishing, laying of submarine cables and pipelines in the high seas 
and other relevant sea areas in the Arctic Ocean, and rights to resource explo-
ration and exploitation in the Area, pursuant to treaties such as UNCLOS and 
general international law. In addition, Contracting Parties to the Spitsbergen 
Treaty enjoy the liberty of access and entry to certain areas of the Arctic, the 
right under conditions of equality and, in accordance with law, to the exercise 
and practice of scientific research, production and commercial activities such 
as hunting, fishing, and mining in these areas (State Council of the People’s 
Republic of China 2018).
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mining there was declining, and the most recent one being the Indian 
presence through the Indian National Centre for Antarctic & Ocean 
Research (Moe 2020: 118).15 Research access and activity is not 
explicitly tackled in the Svalbard Treaty from 1920,16 but Norway’s 
policy up until the 1990s was one of treating this type of activity as on 
par with other types of activity covered by the Treaty, given that any 
national of the signatory states would have free access to the archipel-
ago (Moe 2020: 120).

Over the two past decades, Norwegian authorities have wanted 
better control over research activity and to counter the impression 
of third-party states that they have their own independent research 
stations based in Svalbard (as they have, for example, in Antarctica) 
(Hanger 2018; Moe 2020: 124–25). At the same time, a goal has been 
to increase international collaboration in Ny-Ålesund to improve 
science quality, economies of scale, and environmental impact 
(Norwegian Research Council 2019). This came to the fore with a 
government White Paper on Svalbard in 2016 (Norwegian Ministry of 
Justice and Public Security 2016) and a new strategy for research and 
education on Svalbard in 2018 (Norwegian Government 2018). In the 
words of the director of the Norwegian Research Council, Norway 
wanted to ‘underscore that Svalbard is Norwegian’ (Hanger 2018).17 
Tiril Vold Hansen showcases how these efforts by the Norwegian gov-
ernment were indeed undertaken to support Norwegian sovereignty 
on Svalbard, but there were also idealistic and practical motivations 
and interests behind the policy changes (Vold Hansen 2024).

The response from some research institutions, such as the British 
Natural Environment Research Council, was negative, indicating disap-
pointment and fears that this coordination effort could undermine the 
British symbolic presence in the Arctic (Hanger 2018; Moe 2020: 128). 
However, it was the Chinese response that attracted the most atten-
tion. Norwegian efforts to improve research coordination in 2018 led 

15	 The others in addition to those of Norway (1960s) and India (2008) are 
research institutes from Germany (1990), Japan (1991), United Kingdom (1991), 
the Netherlands (1995), Italy (1997), France (1999), South Korea (2002), and 
China (2004). It is important to note that it is not a state that establishes a 
research ‘station’ or presence, but rather its various research institutes.

16	 For a debate about whether research activity is covered by the Treaty or not, 
see (Pedersen 2021; Ulfstein 2021; Molenaar 2022).

17	 Author’s translation.
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to Chinese research actors expressing concerns over whether Norway 
was extending its reach too far (N. Liu 2021: 4; Hanger 2019). In an 
official note from the Chinese Arctic and Antarctic Administration, it 
was argued that these matters should have been decided through an 
international process and that they violate the principle of equal access 
and right to certain activities – despite acknowledging that research 
does not constitute any of those (Moe 2020: 128–29).

As Arild Moe highlights (Moe 2020: 129), Norwegian leniency 
since the start of the international research presence in Svalbard might 
have been to blame for these counter-reactions, as the idea of Svalbard 
research as an international ‘common good’ had taken root in pub-
lic discourse. This mirrors Rolf Tamnes’s argument (Tamnes 2020: 
140, 147) about Norway’s passive role when it came to governance of 
Svalbard in the first decades after the Treaty came into force, which in 
turn might have left an impression amongst other states’ citizens that 
they have special privileges in Svalbard.18

We return to Svalbard and security practices there in Chapter 5. 
Here it is used as an example of a concrete, or functional, Chinese 
interest in the Arctic, which the Chinese government apparently also 
places a certain degree of weight on in order to legitimise its Arctic 
engagement. Other examples range from Chinese investments in the 
Yamal LNG-project in Russia to research interests in Iceland or min-
ing interests in Greenland. However, that general engagement and 
interest into the Arctic policy realm has elicited counter-reactions, 
especially in the USA.

Reactions to China in the Arctic

China’s Arctic interests have led, as per a systemic or global outlook, 
to the Arctic’s becoming relevant in the increasing global power com-
petition between China and the USA. In 2019, US Secretary of State 

18	 A related and interesting point is how to explain why Svalbard was left alone 
by the authorities in Oslo and deemed important only by a small group of 
security analysts concerned with Soviet military plans. Perhaps, as explored 
by, for example, Ingrid Medby (2014) and Medby and Beate Steinveg 
(Steinveg and Medby 2020) in a wider Arctic context, the answer lies in 
Norway’s relationship to its Arctic ‘identity’ (or lack thereof), and Svalbard’s 
distance from the rest of Norway – geographically, but also politically, 
economically, and psychologically.
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Mike Pompeo gave a speech in Rovaniemi, Finland, just before an 
Arctic Council Ministerial Meeting, where he lambasted both Russia 
and China for their ‘aggressive’ actions in the Arctic. China was obvi-
ously the main target in this speech: ‘Beijing claims to be a “Near-
Arctic State,” yet the shortest distance between China and the Arctic 
is 900 miles. There are only Arctic states and non-Arctic states. No 
third category exists, and claiming otherwise entitles China to exactly 
nothing’ (US Department of State 2019).

The fact that the speech was held just in advance of the Arctic 
Council Ministerial meeting, where the main keywords were ‘coop-
eration’, ‘peaceful’, and ‘sustainable’, caused concern in the Arctic 
community over where the Arctic Council, and Arctic cooperation 
at large, was going (Koivurova 2019). China also had, and still has, 
a seat around the table, being granted observer status to the Arctic 
Council in 2013. However, this speech was perhaps the final blow to 
the efforts made by all Arctic states – including the USA and Russia – 
to focus primarily on the region’s cooperative traits and downplay, or 
ignore, the parallel increase in military activity and build-up.19

This was also quite in line with the Trump administration’s ‘America 
First’ foreign policy (Council on Foreign Relations 2024). The 2019 
warning about Beijing’s Arctic interests highlighted how the USA saw 
the Arctic as yet another arena in which the new systemic competi-
tion between the two countries was sharpening (US Department of 
State 2019).20 Arguably, this was linked to a lesser extent to Chinese 
actions in the Arctic; it was more about the United States wanting to 
stop China’s global growth in as many areas as possible (Østhagen 
2021b). However, questions about China–Russia cooperation in the 
Arctic and the effects this could have on regional tension are increas-
ingly on the agenda after the sanctions placed on Russia in 2022.

19	 In the EU-focused Arctic Futures Symposium in Brussels in November 2019, 
the author was the chair of a session discussing security and safety in the 
Arctic. The statements made by Arctic Security Officer Kathleen Larkin, from 
the US State Department, made clear that there had been a shift in the official 
line from the USA concerning Arctic security. The tone concerning China and 
Russia was much harsher, calling out aggressive behaviour and the need to 
combat these. See Arctic Futures Symposium 2024.

20	 Other political leaders followed suit – the most extreme might perhaps be 
the French defence minister in 2019, Florence Parly, quoting Michel Rocard 
saying that ‘The Arctic? It’s a second Middle East!’ (French Ministry of Armed 
Forces 2019: 3).
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With its harsh tone and the rather inaccurate comparisons to the 
South China Sea,21 the 2019 speech also seems to have led to, or been 
part of, a resurgence of the ‘new-cold-war-conflict-is-imminent’-style 
articles from large media outlets. While the first wave of such sto-
ries in 2007–2010 focused on Russia, climate change, and resource 
conflicts (for an analysis, see Nilsson and Christensen 2019; Padrtova 
2019), this time, the main antagonist was not only Russia, but 
increasingly China.22

We can question what China has done in the Arctic to warrant this 
focus. Some of the Chinese economic interest had already disappeared 
with the fall in commodity prices in 2014 (Koivurova and Kopra 2020: 
26). By 2024, Yamal LNG represented the majority of Chinese mar-
itime activity, in that there are Chinese ownership interests in four-
teen of the fifteen ice-breaking LNG transport vessels delivered from 
South Korea (Moe and Stokke 2019). Nevertheless, as Christopher 
Weidacher Hsiung (2016) as well as Oscar Almén and Hsiung (2022) 
point out, Chinese interest in economic projects in the Arctic is mod-
est, and the engagement in both the Nordic countries and – to some 
extent – Russia is limited. Moreover, ‘[m]ajor obstacles to further 
development relate not only to the harsh physical environment that 
the Arctic represents, but also to the response and willingness of Arctic 
states to welcome a greater Chinese economic presence’ (Almén and 
Hsiung 2022: 92). As Anders Edstrøm, Iselin Stensdal, and Gørild 
Heggelund also argue (2023):

In particular, transport and energy are areas where China has expressed 
interest. Nevertheless, activity in both areas is relatively low. At present, 
we see few concrete Chinese Arctic projects, and we have also seen the side-
lining of projects due to cost levels. Whether the number of projects is due 
to low interest, a poor commercial basis under current conditions, or other 
factors is difficult to conclude with certainty.

21	 Pompeo stated: ‘Do We Want the Arctic Ocean to Transform into a New 
South China Sea, Fraught with Militarization and Competing Territorial 
Claims?’ (US Department of State 2019).

22	 See, for example, ‘Arctic Rivalry May Shape a New Cold War over Resources’ 
(Anstey 2022), ‘The Return of Great Power Competition to the Arctic’ 
(Saxena 2020), ‘Freezing Cold War: Militaries Move in as Arctic Ice Retreats’ 
(Luhn 2020), and ‘A Battle for the Arctic Is Underway. And the US Is Already 
Behind’ (K. R. Rosen 2022).
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It seems clear that the role of China in the Arctic is far more com-
plex than Pompeo’s 2019 speech made it out to be (Fravel, Lavelle, 
and Odgaard 2022). The effects of the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 
2022 have also impacted Chinese–Russian cooperation in the Arctic 
(and in general) (Hsiung 2022). This has a circumpolar/Arctic and a 
subregional/North Pacific effect, returned to in Chapters 6 and 7.

China’s interests do not necessarily align with those of Western 
Arctic states, although when it comes to specific economic projects in 
the Arctic, Chinese investments and capital might even be sought after 
(Gåsemyr and Sverdrup-Thygeson 2017). At the same time, China’s 
interest in Arctic-specific investments and activity have spurred Arctic 
states into blocking possible activity, or purchasing land, rights, or 
companies, in advance (Edstrøm et al. 2025). Examples of this includes 
fears of Chinese mining activity in Greenland (Andersson, Zeuthen, 
and Kalvig 2018; Jacobsen and Lyngholm Lindbjerg 2024) and fears of 
Chinese acquisition of land on Svalbard (Moe 2020; Østhagen 2024).

However, we must see China’s interests and expansion in the Arctic 
as part of the global expansion of the ‘new superpower’ (Edstrøm, 
Stensdal, and Heggelund 2023), with all the challenges that entails 
for not only the ‘old superpower’ – the USA – but also the various 
European countries. For example, NATO has been increasingly warn-
ing that China is a competitor and rival to the West, with an Arctic 
component. In early 2023, NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg 
warned about becoming too dependent on China for economic pur-
poses and of increasing Russia–China military cooperation (NATO 
2023a). Chinese ‘spy balloons’ notwithstanding (Chotiner 2023), con-
crete military expressions in the Arctic of China’s interests are few and 
far between (Lajeunesse and Choi 2022).

The points made here regarding China and the USA showcase the 
core difference between a regional look at security relations, espe-
cially as showcased at the end of Chapter 3 when discussing secu-
rity cooperation and dialogue with Russia, and the security impact 
of global affairs on Arctic security relations. In the Arctic, Russia 
is undoubtedly the dominant actor along a range of parameters 
(population, size of territory, military investments, or – as used by 
some – number of icebreakers).23 However, globally, China is the 

23	 As explained by the author in a previous piece (Østhagen 2023a) published by 
The Arctic Institute:
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competitor – or adversary – that the USA (and the West, although that 
varies) perceives as the more severe threat in the long term.

Reactions to China in the Arctic also showcase another thing, 
namely the difference between the strategic or systemic dimensions 
as already outlined when it comes to Russia’s military posturing and 
strategic positioning in the Arctic and China’s Arctic interests. Russia’s 
dependence on parts of the Arctic for its security strategies and nuclear 
deterrent triad results in military investments in the Arctic. However, 
China has an outside-in approach to the Arctic, increasingly displaying 
Arctic capabilities – such as its three polar class icebreakers (Humpert 
2024b; Staalesen 2024) – and highlighting Arctic investments but nev-
ertheless remaining firmly on the outside of the region in terms of sov-
ereign territory and sovereign rights (Lamazhapov 2024).

Nevertheless, there is one part of the Arctic that is seeing increased 
Chinese activity beyond symbolic statements, namely the Bering Sea/
North Pacific region. While examining Russian military activity in the 
Arctic and unpacking Chinese security interests and military activity, 
the circumpolar or ‘pan-Arctic’ labels are too loose to accurately fit. 

Arctic-related stories love to count how many icebreakers the Arctic coun-
tries have. This is often done to showcase how Russia is dominating in the 
Arctic and the USA is a laggard. The main problem here is that icebreakers 
are contextual. A range of different factors explain why Russia has the num-
ber of icebreakers it has: the size of its Arctic coastline, economic activity in 
that area, and ice conditions (which is why you have a breaker-of-ice in the 
first place). This is beside the intra-institutional set-ups of each Arctic coastal 
state concerning coast guard/navy tasks and whether icebreakers are even 
useful for the latter. Do not get me wrong. There is no doubt that the USA is 
in need of more icebreakers. It currently has only two operational ones: the 
USCGC Healy from 1999 and the USCGC Polar Star from 1976. Moreover, 
icebreakers are important for a number of reasons, including their ability to 
support ship traffic, keep harbours open in wintertime, and conduct research 
at high latitudes. However, icebreakers are not the ultimate sign of strength 
or military power in the Arctic. Other parameters, such as military expendi-
ture, presence and capabilities (beyond breaking ice), are better suited. In most 
instances, icebreakers are not even operated by the various Arctic countries’ 
armed forces. Why does Finland have four times as many as the USA when 
it is not even an Arctic coastal state? Because the country needs to break ice 
in the Gulf of Bothnia and is attempting to reap commercial benefits from 
icebreaking services. As such, the numbers of icebreakers do not demonstrate 
the Russian Arctic threat – there are other things that are more relevant for 
that, ranging from military capacities (such as subsea or surface naval vessels, 
or airborne capabilities) to patterns of behaviour (such as military exercises, 
troop posture, statements).
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118	 4  The Global Level

Instead, we must also examine the subregional level, focusing on – in 
the case of China – what is happening in the North Pacific. In compar-
ison to the dynamics that take place in Barents Sea/North Atlantic, this 
will be discussed in Chapters 5 and 7.

Other Non-Arctic States: The Rise of India

There are more non-Arctic actors engaged in, or at least showing an 
interest in, Arctic affairs other than China. These include the EU, 
France, Germany, India, Italy, Japan, Poland, Singapore, South Korea, 
Turkey, the UAE, the UK, and others. Yet keeping an eye on security 
dynamics, few of them tend to have much impact on security dynamics 
(even loosely defined to include national interests, governance issues, 
and cooperative elements). Often, a different set of dynamics explain 
their engagement: (1) either with functional interests in the Arctic 
related to research presence (such as being part of the Norwegian-led 
research station in Ny-Ålesund in Svalbard) or economic investments 
(such as Chinese investments in Yamal-LNG); or (2) an interest in 
stating an Arctic interest for partly symbolic or immaterial interests, 
as engaging in Arctic discussions and Arctic governance is increas-
ingly seen as a staple of global politics and a state’s global aspirations 
(Ayaydin 2022; Steinveg 2017; Lamazhapov 2024).

Although these strands have the potential to impact Arctic devel-
opments and related politics, they arguably have limited impact on 
specific security dynamics, unless the efforts involved are considerable. 
Increased intangible interests by non-Arctic actors might also spur 
Arctic states to intensify their rhetoric concerning current governance 
mechanisms, or initiate new efforts, as described in Chapter 3. For 
security-specific actions, however, is has been European non-Arctic 
states such as the UK and France that have engaged militarily the most 
in the region, although this tends to take place in a subregional con-
text. Keeping a focus on the international or systemic dynamics ema-
nating from outside of the Arctic, that might have long-term Arctic 
security implications, one other actor is increasingly relevant to con-
sider, namely India.

India has been active in Arctic affairs with, for example, its research 
presence in Svalbard through the Himadri station since 2008, and in 
2022 India released an Arctic Policy (Government of India 2022). 
However, only in recent years with the deterioration of security 

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009743358.005
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. UNIVERSIDAD AUTONOMA METROPOLITANA, on 15 Nov 2026 at 04:44:37, subject to the

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009743358.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core


The Arctic’s Role in Global Power Relations	 119

relations between Russia and the West, alongside China’s increased 
engagement in the Arctic through its cooperation with Russia, has 
India begun to show an interest in the region’s security and strategic 
dynamics (Sharma 2024).

Starting with the operational perspective, it is obviously difficult for 
India to mount much of a military or security presence in the different 
parts of the Arctic. India does not belong to the NATO alliance, nor 
does it figure in an outright security or defence alliance with Russia, 
meaning that it so far has not partaken in military exercises held by 
either actor above the Arctic Circle. Still, Uttam Sinha, for example, 
muses that increased military cooperation between Russia and India 
might have the ‘potential to grant India access to Russian naval port 
facilities in the Arctic and thereby add to its overall strategic reach’ 
(Rishikesh 2021). Italy, albeit located far away from the Arctic and 
having limited operational security interests there, still participates on 
a limited scale in northern NATO exercises from time to time (Pes 
2020). It is thus not unthinkable that countries located closer to the 
equator than the Arctic Circle might want to engage in some form 
of military exercise or operation, primarily led by an Arctic state, in 
order to both train in an extreme environment and to build diplomatic 
and military relations. An example of this was the US–Indian Yudh 
Abhyas exercise in Alaska in 2023 (Indian Ministry of Defence 2023).

Similarly, showcasing capacity, capability, and – to some extent – 
symbolic interest by sending a state vessel into Arctic waters is not 
uncommon for non-Arctic states such Italy, France, or China. Given 
India’s location, the North Pacific Arctic or subarctic domain is prob-
ably what is within closest reach, although still located at a consider-
able distance. Still, the North Atlantic is the easiest part of the Arctic 
to access due to milder temperatures and limited sea ice, as well as 
the most developed infrastructure. India–Norway relations in partic-
ular have grown exponentially in recent years, with a strong Arctic 
focus also linked to Indian aspirations in the maritime sector, as well 
as India’s foothold on the Norwegian Arctic archipelago of Svalbard 
(Singh and Østhagen 2024).

India’s Arctic ambitions are also influenced by concerns over 
China’s growing presence in the region which India fears could divert 
the USA’s focus away from the Indo-Pacific (Suhag 2022). Indian 
strategists are equally worried that new Arctic sea routes could pro-
vide China with an alternative to the Malacca Strait, thus easing what 
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is commonly known as the Malacca dilemma (Suhag 2022). Although 
this could arguably be questioned as any Arctic route would also be 
contingent on the sailing through the Bering Strait – another potential 
chokepoint.

This links to the second dimension of Indian security engagement 
in the Arctic, namely the symbolic and/or political aspirations that tie 
India to Arctic geopolitics. China’s acquisition of polar icebreakers 
primarily designed for research purposes arguably fulfils several goals 
at once: they perform research tasks, they enable Chinese learning 
and capacity-building for operating in polar environments, and they 
highlight Chinese global reach and interest spheres stretching even to 
the Poles (Lamazhapov 2024; Tatlow 2024a). An Indian polar class 
research vessel is thus rather likely as India’s global aspirations, as well 
as Arctic and Antarctic interests, become more concrete (Sharma 2021).

Although, as described, the Arctic is the polar opposite to Antarctica 
concerning aspects related to population, climate, land/ocean ratio, 
and state sovereignty, the importance of presence and an ability to 
operate in both domains undoubtedly links to perceptions of great 
power status and global influence. India today not only has a research 
presence through the Himadri research presence in the Ny-Ålesund 
research station in Svalbard in Norway, but also has two research sta-
tions in Antarctica, the Bharati and Maitri. Thus, Bipandeep Sharma 
(2021) concludes that ‘icebreaking capabilities will be an important 
requirement for India not only in terms of scientific research but 
equally for economic and strategic interests in the Arctic’.

Coupling apparent interests in research, economic activity, and gov-
ernance questions with a clear sense of what India wants to achieve 
politically can lead to the Arctic being utilised for both domestic and 
international purposes. Notwithstanding the benefits of the scientific 
data and research itself, up-playing, for example, India’s Svalbard 
presence with the first year-round occupancy at Himadri (Srivastava 
2023), showcases to a domestic audience the state’s competence and 
global aspirations. Similar actions (and showcasing of capacity) from 
Indian companies or other government entities operating in the Arctic 
are conceivable in the near future.

For a country increasingly throwing its weight around in global pol-
itics, expressions of its global engagements and interests – as with the 
rise of China over the last two decades – are also likely to have an 
Arctic component. However, how it utilises these interests and what 
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issues India decides to address (and with what tools), remains to be 
seen. Generally, non-Arctic states have been wary of highlighting any 
strong divergence from the interests of the Arctic states. The per-
haps most apparent example of outside interests wanting to challenge 
existing governance mechanisms and/or ongoing activity has been the 
EU’s environmental, economic, and governance statements on the 
Arctic especially at the start of its Arctic endeavour (Østhagen 2013; 
Raspotnik 2018). Fears about China’s interests and role in Arctic gov-
ernance have also been raised, although China seems to have taken a 
relatively muffled approach in the North to sensitive issues that might 
irk Arctic states (Ye 2014; Edstrøm, Stensdal, and Heggelund 2023).

Finally, India’s ambition to be a global power broker – positioned 
somewhere in between the USA, Europe, and Russia, and with an 
ambivalent relationship with China – comes into play in the Arctic. 
As highlighted above, beyond Arctic-specific activity or actions that 
are either directly security-oriented (e.g., sailing a frigate through 
the Bering Strait) or linked to wider political interests and posturing 
(e.g., increasing scientific missions or launching an Arctic policy), the 
Arctic’s role in global politics as an arena for contestation and cooper-
ation became increasingly apparent from 2018 onwards.

For the smaller Western Arctic states, there is a wait-and-see 
approach to what India’s geopolitical ambitions entail for the Arctic. 
Especially given the growing friendship of convenience emerging 
between Russia and China in an Arctic and North Pacific context, 
hopes are that India can play a balancing role vis-à-vis China, and pos-
sibly also Russia, as the latter state might eventually implode due to 
external and internal pressures. Terming itself ‘non-West but not anti-
West’ (Mohan 2024, quoting India’s Foreign Minister Subrahmanyam 
Jaishankar), India could also have a central role to play in the Brazil, 
Russia, India, China and South Africa grouping and its possible Arctic 
endeavours – which Russia is increasingly seeking to utilise as a wider 
alternative to Western Arctic collaboration (Edvardsen 2023a).

In conclusion, the Arctic continues to be on the global political 
agenda both because of its importance for Russia’s strategic depen-
dence on the region and increasing Chinese interest in the region, which 
in turn impact Chinese rivalry with the USA. Security tensions arising 
from issues in other parts of the world (i.e., Ukraine in 2014/2022) or 
global power struggles (i.e., China–USA, or – perhaps – China–India) 
have a spillover effect for the Arctic: on the rhetorical level in the 
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form of bellicose statements and on the operational level in the form 
of increased military presence and exercises by some NATO member 
states and Russia, to some extent China, and – in the future – perhaps 
also other actors. In Chapter 7, how these dynamics might play out on 
a subregional level is further discussed. Yet there is one more level we 
must examine to get the full picture of what is occurring in the Arctic 
when it comes to security and geopolitics, namely the bottom-up per-
spective of specific Arctic states.
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