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The George C. Marshall European Center for Security Studies’ European Security Seminar-North provided an
opportunity for practitioners and senior policymakers to discuss Arctic security challenges and opportunities. As with
the previous two seminars, this seminar promoted extensive exchanges of ideas and perspectives while the
participants developed strategic recommendations. This third installment of ESS-North was the first to examine case
studies as a focal point for discussions. In three working groups, seminar speakers and participants discussed and
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presented in a result-oriented, outcome-driven environment to assess risks and opportunities and provide strategic
recommendations for economic, environmental, and hard security challenges in Greenland, Yamal, the Svalbard
Archipelago and along the Northern Sea Route that are also applicable to the greater Arctic theater.

cia.gov

Vector illustration of the physical map of the Arctic region. Reference map was created by the US Central
Intelligence Agency and is available as a public domain map at the University of Texas Libraries website.
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/resources/the-world-
factbook/graphics/ref_maps/physical/pdf/arctic_region.pdf
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Arctic Security Environment
The Arctic has reemerged as a strategic space and domain of great power competition after a period of relative

inactivity and demilitarization, thus monitoring Arctic issues and preparing for increased involvement in the region1 is
to be highly recommended. The United States reinstituted its Second Fleet, which also includes Canadian partners

in the Command Structure, in 2018, after a seven-year period of deactivation.2 Further, the U.S. has updated

strategic guidance for the Arctic,3 with the 2018 release of the updated DoD Arctic Strategy, U.S. Navy Strategic

Outlook for the Arctic, and U.S. Coast Guard Arctic Strategic Outlook offering new guidance for the evolving region.4

In 2018, the People’s Republic of China published its first official policy paper5 outlining the ambitions of the newly

self-conceptualized “near-Arctic state,”6 a definition that is not reflected in legal documents nor holds merit in the
Arctic Council. The Russian Federation has taken a robust approach to the region that reflects their significant
interests there, having reiterated seabed claims in 2007 by placing a titanium flag under the North Pole in

international Arctic waters7 and the re-opening of military bases along the Northern Sea Route. Reflecting growing
interest and potential threats in the region, the Kingdom of Denmark prioritized Greenland in its most recent 2018-

2023 Defence Agreement.8 Further, the European Union has now also outlined an Arctic policy9 as have most EU

member states, including the Federal Republic of Germany.10

Strategic (mis-)communication has been a key topic in the discussion of all three case studies. In particular, a gap
between scientific discourse on climate change, its perception in the public, and the political debate as well as its
real impact on local communities was an important topic as was the challenge to balance economic development
and sustainability. The Arctic’s harsh conditions and its sheer vastness require major investments in infrastructure,
production sites, and workforce in order to be able to develop business opportunities, especially in the field of
resource development. Consequently, Arctic economic strategies can only be profitable in the long run and thus
need to be sustainable. Therefore, seminar participants encouraged diversification of Arctic economies, the
promotion of quality over quantity in the tourism sector and the development of resources (such as rare earth
elements, water and ice, and oil and gas) in accordance with applicable standards necessary to protect the local
environment and infrastructure. Melting ice and thawing permafrost are the key environmental concerns in the Arctic,
as they not only contribute to global warming and sea level rise, but also threaten the integrity of the local
infrastructure and operations at production sites.

Another topic was the signaling effects of military exercises and the (dis-)continuation of hard security dialogue
between Arctic states. Overall, it was established that the Arctic region has potential for conflict, yet currently
stakeholders value cooperation over confrontation, especially in search and rescue (SAR) operations and in
research. Working groups agreed that improvement was required both in terms of dialogue and increased domain
awareness in order to benefit from opportunities and to mitigate risks. Participants emphasized that it was advisable
for Arctic nations to share best practices and for partners to enhance knowledge of their Arctic partners both

militarily11 and scientifically to foster mutual understanding.

Finally, participants discussed “the Arctic’s enduring resource,” its people, with a look to intrastate challenges
beyond power competition in the Arctic that include the views of local stakeholders and indigenous communities.
Arctic communities at large are confronted with negative demographic trends as decreasing fertility rates in
combination with brain drain limit the development potential of historically small communities. The lack of skilled
professionals and experts has a direct effect on local healthcare infrastructure, educational opportunities, and
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international representation, as the representation of causes abroad lies with a small group of experts. This is also
visible at international conferences and fora, where representatives of Arctic and indigenous communities can only
be present in limited numbers given the many demands on their time. Investment in education and human security is
vital to address these challenges.

Case Studies: Greenland, Yamal Peninsula/ Northern Sea Route, and Svalbard Archipelago
The case studies included information on the political and economic landscape of the three areas, with a special
focus on the role of indigenous communities, foreign investments, and environmental concerns. Furthermore,
participants evaluated the three regions for their geopolitical and geostrategic significance, including an assessment
of securitization trends. Greenland offered a unique case study to understand challenges and opportunities resulting
from climate change, which enables gradual economic independence and supports political aspirations; Yamal
allowed for insights on state-owned corporations and challenged regional governing mechanisms; and Svalbard
presented a case study in which the international community seeks to maintain—and secure—the status quo.

Greenland

Greenland and the West, Greenland in the West?

The Greenland case study put forth two key questions that were also fundamental to ESS-N: Are economic

development and environmental protection necessarily competing demands? And is there a considerable threat from
militarization and securitization in the Arctic strategic environment?

Greenland is currently incorporated, along with the Faroe Islands and Denmark, in the Kingdom of Denmark, and
also relies on Denmark financially. As Greenland has long sought to become fully independent, the melting Arctic
now offers the opportunity for economic independence, thus enabling an important step on the road to political
independence. The melting of Greenland’s ice sheet offers new potential for resource development. At the same
time, the Arctic has also become an interesting destination for tourists. Both industries could become highly
profitable, but their development could also result in severe negative consequences for the environment and the
local population. Participants extensively debated this challenge and presented recommendations for balancing
economic development and ecological concerns sustainably. Heightened foreign interest in Greenland, however, is
not only a result of economic potential, but also because of its location in the Arctic as a strategic area. The group
undertook discussion of the potential role of Greenland, especially due to its geography, in the belief that such an
analysis provided an excellent opportunity to evaluate the likelihood of different strategic scenarios and to develop
recommendations balancing national security interests while maintaining the cooperative spirit of the Arctic. For
Greenland, the working group offered the following thoughts and strategic recommendations.

Integrate a Sovereign Greenland into the Western Alliance

In accordance with the Home Rule Act of 1979 and Act on Self-Government of 2009, Greenland created a

constitutional commission that shall present its proposal in 2021. With respect to and in support of the Greenlanders’
striving for independence, a key recommendation was to ensure that Greenlanders have the final decision about
their future.

Greenland has had legislative and executive power for fishing and trade since 1979; special status as an Overseas
Territory (OCT) within the EU since 1985; as well as jurisdiction over mineral resources and the ability to manage

economic resources independently since 2009.12 However, Copenhagen maintains authority over Greenland’s
security and foreign affairs. Both the 1979 and 1985 acts are the result of the Greenlanders’ aim to control fisheries
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independently from EU (EC) fishery regulations, as fishing traditionally accounts for more than 90% of Greenland’s

exports13 and more than a third of the GDP.14

While Greenland itself so far has strongly benefitted from the close relationship with its partners in the Kingdom of
Denmark and the European Union, one question—with whom will closer alliances be forged, especially economic
ones?—is intensely debated.

As Greenland moves down the path to independence, the group emphasized how important it is to (further) integrate
Greenland into NATO or the family of western nations. International interest in Greenland results from its geographic

location15 and mineral resources, which could amount to 10% of undeveloped resources around the globe. Along
with its geostrategic location, Greenland has a long-standing U.S. presence with Thule Air Base, which includes a

ballistic missile early warning system and space surveillance.16 While Greenland itself so far has strongly benefitted
from the close relationship with its partners in the Kingdom of Denmark and the European Union, one question—with
whom will closer alliances be forged, especially economic ones?—is intensely debated.

Greenland has expressed interest in investments from the Russian Federation and especially from the People’s
Republic of China. As the example of leaving the EC in 1979 due to fishery regulation shows, Greenland could
choose to pursue a closer relationship with one of those powers and develop its economy using the help of their
foreign direct investment (FDI) once the constitutional gap with Denmark is severed. This risk places the debate on
Greenland within the discourse on the relevance of (contested) western values and cooperation as arguably “The

West against the rest” has made way for a notion of “Westlessness.”17 Given these developments, a deeper
integration of Greenland—specifically through close economic partnerships and educational exchanges—into the
western community was recommended, which should include a clear and united western message strategically
communicated to (potential) allies and competitors alike. To achieve integration, the group recommended drawing on
the close and mutually beneficial cooperation with Denmark by working through the Kingdom of Denmark’s well-
established existing decision-making structures in addition to supporting existing international law and regional
bodies.

Use Western Tools to Create Economic and Societal Opportunities
While Denmark currently remains the most important trade partner for Greenland, new actors have also surfaced: for
instance, there is an active dialogue with the Chinese Ministry of Land and Resources and the Chinese

Development Bank (CDB).18 Greenland has proactively sought to expand its global partnerships and is looking to
establish additional representative offices abroad. New consulates are also opening in Greenland, to include a U.S.

Consulate, the first diplomatic U.S. base there since the 1950s,19 reflecting growing international interest. Chinese
companies are already involved in multiple projects as license-holders, contractors, and investors. Before Greenland
announced in December 2019 that it awarded a contract for cooperating with Tele Greenland Group and Swedish
company Ericsson instead of China’s Huawei to improve telecommunication and the overall connectivity
infrastructure, the decision was discussed both in the context of concerns voiced by the U.S. regarding Huawei’s

involvement in sensitive infrastructure and of Arctic societies’ wish for connectivity.20 This example demonstrates the
urgency to fully integrate Greenland into the western alliance through business partnerships by proposing attractive
and feasible alternatives to Chinese investors, which as of now are not broadly offered by the U.S. and Denmark

(aside from an annual block grant to the Greenlandic Self-government),21 in addition to emphasizing shared history
and values.
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Close the Constitutional Gap with Denmark
A complex contracting process for recent Greenlandic infrastructure projects spotlights how important it is to close
Greenland’s constitutional gap with Denmark, as decision-making authority fell into a gray zone between
Greenlandic self-determination concerning infrastructure development and Danish authority over foreign policy and
security. In 2017, Chinese private company General Nice was denied the opportunity to purchase an abandoned
naval base near Gronnedal, which had been for sale by Greenland. Copenhagen cited security concerns, its close

partnership with the U.S., and the 1951 defense agreement for Greenland with the U.S.22 Instead of selling it, the

Danish government announced its intention to reopen the base as a storage and training facility.23 In 2017 and
2018, Greenland was interested in involving Chinese investors and the Chinese ExIm Bank in the expansion of
Greenland’s airports. This could have resulted in significant debt with a Chinese policy bank and thus held potential
for a debt trap overtake, as witnessed as consequence of predominantly Chinese FDI in infrastructure projects in the

Republic of India or various nations on the African continent.24 The expansion of the airports aims to transition from

travelling by small propeller-driven planes to large passenger jets25 with new landing strips long enough to serve a
dual-use function and allow military aircraft to land. Because of security concerns regarding such potentially Chinese
co-owned landing strips, Chinese involvement in these projects was halted and Denmark agreed to reopen the

debate on airport funding,26 eventually offering to contribute to financing and then co-owing the airports in Nuuk,

Ilulissat, and Qaqortoq.27 As of now, Thule Air Base in Northwestern Greenland does not have any capabilities for

aerial defense.28 Thus a new airport built by Chinese investments and/or a Chinese workforce could pose a security

threat,29 as could be new Russian missile capabilities placing the air base within reach.30 Hence, a key
recommendation was to close the constitutional gap between the Kingdom of Denmark and Greenland by defining
clear authority and responsibilities while the Greenlandic Constitutional Commission prepares a proposal to be

presented to the Self-government on June 21, 2021.31
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U.S. Air Force photo by Staff Sergeant Alexandra M. Longfellow

U.S. Air Force Chief of Staff Gen. Dave Goldfein is briefed by an airman from the 12th Space Warning Squadron at
Thule Air Base, Greenland, on July 20, 2019. Defense News accompanied Goldfein on his first visit to the base.

Competing Demands? Economy and the Environment

Denmark currently provides more than half of Greenland’s budget in the form of an annual block grant of 3.8bn

kroner ($610m), amounting to 20% of the GDP,32 with further significant funding based on its status as an Overseas
Territory of the EU. Thus, realistically, for Greenland to achieve the self-sufficiency necessary to cover social
expenses and state services, it would require realization of mining projects or a real “Arctic scramble” to bring new
foreign investments. Another option is for Greenland to lease or sell land to foreign countries for military bases or
research outposts. The economy is currently export-driven; fishing accounts for more than 90% of exports, mostly

shipped to Denmark.33 Greenland seeks to transform its current single-resource economy into a more diversified
one, drawing on its resources in rare earth elements (REEs), water and ice for consumption, and the potential for
tourism. Climate change opens up new business opportunities for Greenland: As the ice sheet that covers three-
quarters of Greenland, melts, mineral reserves become accessible and water runs off. For instance, the ice sheet is

holding 10% of global fresh water reserves,34 a valuable and marketable resource becoming accessible, as

Greenland’s strategy for the export of ice and water shows.35 Reflecting on the “healthy tension” between economic
development and environmental protection, the working group recommended the following approaches.

https://undefined/node/2077#C32
https://undefined/node/2077#C33
https://undefined/node/2077#C34
https://undefined/node/2077#C35


8/44

Encourage Responsible Economic Diversification
In the case of Greenland, a “healthy tension” between economic development and environmental concerns is
becoming evident. Permafrost thawing and melting glaciers offer new opportunities for establishing businesses and
attracting investors to Greenland while negatively affecting Greenland’s infrastructure and threatening the
indigenous way of life. Glacier runoff has resulted in an annual ice mass loss since 1998, with the rate increasing six

times since the 1980s, and a raised sea level of 13.7 mm.36 Greenland’s widest glacier, “Sermersuaq” or

“Humboldt,”37 has suffered an increased loss from 4.8 ± 1.1 gigatons per year in 1972 to annual 6.4 ± 1gt in 2018.38

These unprecedented transformations will also have a global effect, including global warming and long-term sea
level rise. Consequently, a balanced strategy incorporating the mission of sustainability was recommended:
Economic advancement and environmental protection could be reconciled by building and promoting a multifaceted
Greenland brand based on Greenland’s unique culture and geography. The diversification of the economic sector—
to include the mining industry, tourism, and energy production—can embrace such an approach with a decidedly
green economic strategy by encouraging educational and adventure-based, ecologically-responsible tourism, as
opposed to low-budget offers and short visits by cruise ships. Further, a strong focus should be placed on renewable

energies: For instance, hydropower already contributes 70% to Greenland’s energy mix;39 Greenland could export
its related expertise. For the mining industry, it should be carefully advanced while adhering to international
regulations for resource development to ensure protection of the environment and indigenous communities.

Lessons Learned from Other Arctic Communities
Regarding the advancement of the hospitality industry, strategic recommendations encouraged high-value activities
and cautioned against following the Icelandic model. Following the financial crisis of 2007/08, Iceland successfully
increased tourism flows, yet saw disproportionally little contribution to Iceland’s GDP (as compared to non-
Icelandic travel agencies) due to the prevalence of low-budget tourism. The country is now confronted with the
phenomenon of too much tourism and its impact on the environment. These are important lessons learned from a
similar Arctic community that are recommended for consideration when advancing the Greenland’s tourism

industry.40

High Standards of Environmental Protection and Law Enforcement
The impacts of mining and global warming on the environment are already visible and predicted to accelerate in the
near future. However, what clearly distinguishes Greenland from many other developing economies—such as on the
African continent—is a history of adherence to rather strict guidelines for environmental protection and management
required within the Kingdom of Denmark. Significantly, environmental issues are part of the portfolio of the Premier’s
office. Greenland’s government mandates high environmental standards based on international best practices,
conducting environmental and social impact assessments for mining projects such as the Kvanefjeld

Project.41 Furthermore, the public has protested deregulation of environmental protection such as the 2014

legalization of uranium mining42 in order to allow for REE mining projects that have uranium as a by-product, which
will most likely be stored on Greenland’s soil, as this by-product could contaminate ground and water. The group
strongly recommended that the high standards of environmental protection and law enforcement continue to be

required. This also pertains to the management of historic toxic waste left by the U.S. (thirty sites)43 and Denmark
after the end of the Cold War, for which working group participants recommended the respective parties continue to

assume responsibility.44

No Advancement of Projects that Neglect Environmental Standards
Greenland’s environment is predicted to change considerably in the near future (ten to fifteen years), especially as
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marine traffic is anticipated to increase due to new business opportunities and shipping routes becoming available
as sea ice melts. New industries with likely negative environmental impacts are expected to be established (such as
mining, oil and gas, and heavy industry), all of which will contribute to a rise in plastic and noise pollution. Due to
melting glaciers, permafrost thawing, and global warming, fish stocks will likely migrate, and marine and land animal
behavior may change, which can also pose human security risks. Greenland is home to musk and long-bearded

oxen, Greenlandic reindeer, and polar bears,45 who are strong enough to harm or kill humans should they attack.
Additionally, the traditional lifestyle of Greenlanders might be threatened. In 2019, a third of families acquired at least

fifty percent of their diet from wild foods they collected, hunted, or fished.46A further human security risk is potentially
deadly bacteria and viruses currently contained in permafrost but likely to be released after the permafrost melts.
Given this fragility, it was recommended not to advance any projects that do not meet high environmental standards.

Eric Chretien/Gamma-Rapho via Getty Images

GREENLAND 1997: Husky Hitch on The Frozen Fjord of Sermilik

The Greenlandic people in the east coast of Greenland always travel with their dogs during the long winter seasons.

Maxis’ dream, who lives in the Region of Ammassalik, is to have his own sledge dogs and go hunt.

Human Capital Development and Research Exchanges

A further challenge for the development of Greenland’s economy is the lack of human capital. Greenland is home to

56,672 people according to 2019 estimates. With its expansive land mass, Greenland has the smallest population
density in the world. Almost a third of the population lives in its capital Nuuk; 49,000 Greenlanders live in towns
ranging from several thousand to only about 300 inhabitants. More than 7,000 Greenlanders live outside towns.
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Additionally, human security challenges arise, especially in healthcare, including mental healthcare, and education

infrastructure. Greenland is facing negative demographic trends due to a fertility rate of around 2.047 and emigration,

especially to Denmark and other Nordic countries.48 It relies on foreign experts, mainly from Denmark, to support
education and healthcare. The group’s strategic recommendations included rejecting the idea of primarily focusing
on foreign brain gain, suggesting instead that Greenland promote a national identity based on a shared long history
and traditional culture that would establish national expertise. This would fall in line with Greenlandic Premier Kim

Kielsen’s 2019 statement, “We are open for business, not for sale,”49 highlighting the clear aspiration of
Greenlanders to become a fully sovereign and independent nation exercising their right to self-determination both
politically and economically.

Improve Educational Opportunities
One of the key instruments for developing Greenlandic expertise is the University of Greenland/Ilisimatusarfik, which
was established in 1984 in Nuuk, and has since produced more than 700 graduates and currently oversees the

education of more than 200 students and thirty Ph.D. candidates.50 The university is part of the University of the

Arctic (UArctic), an international cooperative network based in the Circumpolar Arctic region,51 and has already
formed research partnerships and exchange opportunities, including an opportunity to stay in Greenland through the

student exchange program of the European Union, “Erasmus plus.”52 The group strongly recommended improving
educational opportunities with international partners, for example by building on a model that already exists in
cooperation with a Danish university where one program requires studying abroad in Greenland.

Expertise-Building through an International Research Hub
By virtue of its location, geography, and ecology, Greenland is an important research location for monitoring climate
change and its impacts. Thus, strategic recommendations offered for Greenland included increasing expertise
through an international research hub; the first steps toward such an endeavor have already been taken. As of May

2019, the University of Greenland, the Greenland Institute of Natural Resources,53 the Geological Survey of
Denmark and Greenland, and other public and research institutions in Greenland have agreed to start a research

hub together.54

Environmental and Military Security in Greenland
In October 2012, the Kingdom of Denmark established the “Arctic Command,” a joint military command with
approximately eighty-five personnel, headquartered in Greenland’s capital Nuuk and consisting of the previously

separate Greenland and Faroe Island commands.55 Currently, the waters around Greenland are secured with a
small fleet of inspection ships and patrol vessels and very limited aerial capabilities. Daily, three or four Danish

inspection ships of the Thetis class (with a crew of forty-nine)56 and three Knud Rasmussen-class patrol vessels
(crew of nineteen) are patrolling the waters around Greenland and the Faroe Islands. The ships are part of the Joint
Arctic Command and are tasked with environmental monitoring, pollution control, asserting Danish sovereignty,
conducting fisheries inspections, carrying out search and rescue operations, and exercising law enforcement

authority at sea.57 For an average of ten days a month, the Air Group West hosts one of the Air Force’s CL-604
Challenger aircraft that has been transferred to the Arctic Command near Kangerlussuaq. Tasks include sovereignty

enforcement, surveillance, fisheries inspection, transport, and search and rescue missions.58 In addition, the Sirius
Dog Sled Patrol is tasked with conducting surveillance and sovereignty enforcement in the uninhabited Northeast of
Greenland; soldiers also act as police authority and oversee expeditions and ensure conservation provisions in the
Northeast Greenland National Park, the biggest national park in the world. The patrol is headquartered at Daneborg
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station, located on the east coast of Greenland, and consists of twelve men deployed to Greenland for two years at

a time.59 Biannually, SAR joint exercises between the Arctic Command and the Greenlandic police are conducted.60

The following strategic recommendations address the future development of Greenland’s security and safety.

Greenlandic participation in homeland defense should then be increased and partners should assist in developing
the capacity of the Greenlandic security sector.

Develop Greenland’s Security Sector
While the Danish are staunch supporters of NATO, Greenlanders have historically taken a more neutral stance. Yet,
Premier Kielsen stated in January 2020 that Greenland sees itself as a partner in the NATO domain now and in the

future, and that Greenlanders do not seek withdrawal of forces but rather participation.61 Currently, authority over
security and foreign affairs still lies with Denmark, thus the working group recommended to close the constitutional
gap within the Kingdom of Denmark and clearly give Greenland authority to conduct its own homeland defense.
Greenlandic participation in homeland defense should then be increased and partners should assist in developing
the capacity of the Greenlandic security sector. The idea of creating a “Greenlandic Guard,” civilian auxiliary coast
guards or police forces with strictly limited authority, was debated (citing Canadian and Icelandic examples) in order
to address a shortage in personnel and to provide for a potential community-strengthening effort and heightened
domain awareness. Greenlandic participation in SAR and military exercises was also proposed, as was an
investment in enhanced domain awareness both by Greenland and its partners, especially Denmark.

Study and Monitor Consequences of Climate Change
Studying and monitoring biodiversity changes and human activity was further recommended, as was sharing insights
with local communities, thus achieving scientific advancement while ensuring human security. It is important to
highlight that this exchange of knowledge and best practices is understood to be a mutual one, also aiming to bridge
the gap between western science and traditional indigenous narratives. Furthermore, such an exchange can put
individual perceptions and safety concerns in context by communicating consequences of climate change
comprehensively and accessibly, thus also dispersing suspicions about potential dual use of research and
monitoring stations for intelligence and military purposes.

Strategic Communication in and about Greenland
Circling back to the integration in the western family, it was recommended that western military presence should be
tailored to Greenland’s conditions and be mindful of Greenland’s strategic position in the Arctic in order to avoid a
security dilemma. Strategic communication in and about Greenland has been recommended as it is crucial in
avoiding tensions, for instance by announcing exercises as well as clearly defining the scientific scope of research
projects. The expressed Greenlandic aim to be more actively involved in Greenland’s defense also offers an
opportunity to further anchor Greenland in the western alliance.

Conclusion: Need for Increased Domain Awareness
Greenland has potential for development, but also for conflict, both in the soft and hard security realm. Given a
strong national consensus and an excellent relationship with Denmark, Greenland has the opportunity to achieve
independence and develop its economy by drawing on well-established international channels and national
expertise in ecological management. Moving on the path to independence, Greenland will also be required to
develop its security sector holistically. This has to include different domains, e.g. capacities for addressing social and
health security, from training local law enforcement and first responders to establishing a coast guard or auxiliary

coast guard. Such an increase in overall domain awareness62 for Greenland in the Arctic will also be necessary for
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the West should it wish to anchor Greenland in the western alliance. Investments in the partnership are advisable to
be made via FDI, and Greenland should be treated as an equal partner in the military security dialogue and a full
member in international (Arctic) organizations.

Yamal Peninsula and Northern Sea Route

The second case study on the Yamal peninsula and the Northern Sea Route (NSR) offered the opportunity to
examine the sometimes conflicting interests of diverse actors such as indigenous communities, corporations, and
nations representing manifold Arctic identities and allowing for an intra-state lens as well as a wider outlook to the
Arctic theater.

Understanding National and International Strategic Aims for the Yamal Peninsula and Northern Sea Route

The current strategic environment of this Arctic region was assessed to show a slow but noticeable decline of the

U.S. and the American allies’ influence in the Arctic region. This change in balance of power in the region is
characterized by a resurgence of Russia and the emergence of China as a major actor. Strategic dynamics between
the U.S. and Russia have seen an element of unpredictability since 2014 and 2017, yet even though tensions have
increased, the overall Arctic strategic environment is still characterized as low-tension. The working group
anticipated that the low-tension environment, especially in the hard security domain, would remain stable at least for
the next five years at least. The case study focused on the Yamal-Nenets autonomous district or Okrug (YNAO), a
part of Ural Federal District of the Russian Federation with a population of about 536,000 (2015) and encompassing
769,250 square kilometers, which is roughly twice the size of Norway. The district, which became autonomous in

1930,63 is considered the Far North, with more than half of its territory located within the Arctic Circle.64

Energy Production as Russia’s Key Economic Sector and Diplomatic Tool

Reindeer herding and fishing were the only occupations in Yamal until the early 1970s, when exploitation of natural-

gas deposits began. The oil and natural gas fields in the district are some of the world’s largest.65 The natural gas
reserves in Yamal-Nenets account for one-fifth of Russia’s total reserves and is equal to the reserves in the United

States.66 Yamal-Nenets is essential to Russian energy and economic security as the region supplies approximately

90% of Russian domestic gas.67 In addition, gas and oil represent thirty percent of Russia’s GDP and fifty percent of

the state’s budget as of 2018.68 Russia’s economy is dependent on hydrocarbon production and GDP growth or

decline is affected by prices on the world market, thus state stability is also linked to natural resources.69

The oil and LNG market in Russia is controlled by state oil companies.70 Three companies (Rosneft, Novatek,
Gazprom) have a protected monopoly supported by legal requirements for companies to have at least five years of
experience operating in the Arctic. Foreign firms are invited to invest in projects and can enter into partnerships with
the Russian corporations, but holdings cannot exceed fifty percent, as stated in the 2008 Foreign Investment on

Strategic Sectors Legislation.71 There are thirty-two oil and gas fields in the Yamal Peninsula holding an estimated
26.5 trillion cubic meters of gas, 1.6 billion tons of gas condensate, and 300 million tons of oil. 

Gazprom states that its 2018 total gas production from Yamal was 87.4 billion cubic meters.72 Current production is
part of an ambitious state plan for developing and exporting new hydrocarbon resources. President Vladimir Putin

expects all the liquefied natural gas (LNG) plants to produce a combined 60 million tons each year by 2030.73 The
projects involve substantial infrastructure on land and offshore to support the plants. Additional pipelines also
transport gas to Europe from Yamal LNG; land-based pipelines include Nord Stream and now Nord Stream 2, which
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can supply Europe directly from Yamal. The NSR is the preferred route for exports supplying Asian clients in the
summer and western clients throughout the year. After examining the described economic landscape and diplomatic
tools, the working group made the following recommendations.

Sefa Karacan/Anadolu Agency/Getty Images

Yamal LNG Plant in Sabetta

YAMALO-NENETS, RUSSIA: General view of the Yamal LNG Plant in the town of Sabetta, in the South Tambey

Field on Yamal Peninsula, of Yamalo-Nenets autonomous district, Arctic Russia on December 09, 2018. JSC Yamal
LNG is a joint-venture by Novatek, Total, CNPC, and Silk Road Fund; the facility produces gas condensate for Asia-
Pacific and European markets.

Continue Dialogue and Utilize Existing Communication Platforms

Following the illegal 2014 annexation of Crimea, an economic sanctions regime imposed by the United States and

the European Union74 has limited opportunities for foreign investment in Russian energy and drilling technology

transfer.75 The effect of these economic sanctions is serious, as investments in technology from the West cannot be
replaced by Chinese or other Asian investments due to the lack of the necessary experience and competencies for

remote, deep-water drilling. Hence, it involves a high risk that these companies are not willing to take.76 Investment
in infrastructure is crucial in order to meet ever-increasing Asian energy demands. The People’s Republic of China
was predicted to emerge as a key source of FDI, which raised concerns over sustainable energy development and
compliance with corporate social responsibility in Yamal. Given the current sanction regime and Russia’s new
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strategic partnership with China, the continuation of dialogue and utilization of international organizations as
communication channels were highly encouraged by working group participants.

Relevance of Foreign Direct Investment
Not only should international dialogue be continued (or resumed), economic cooperation on the Yamal Peninsula
should also be reconsidered more seriously by western partners. Currently, the People’s Republic of China is
increasing its economic presence within the framework of its China-Russia comprehensive strategic partnership

after China and Russia agreed on expanding their cooperation—especially economic cooperation—in 2014.77 For
instance, the China National Petroleum Corporation holds twenty percent and the Silk Road Fund 9.9% of shares in

Yamal LNG, with 50.1% held by Novatek and twenty percent by French oil and gas company Total.78 Such
cooperation is vital for both the Russian Federation and its partners, as local involvement not only allows for an
insight into and participation in an area as well as a market of geostrategic importance, but also brings foreign
investment and research expertise to Yamal.

Research and development play a major role in the further growth of the Yamal gas fields, yet extremely low
temperatures in Yamal prove to be a challenge for construction companies. Novatek is building a terminal (Sabetta
port) in the east to liquefy gas and export it via tanker on the NSR; this project has the potential to become a major
logistics hub along the NSR given the new state plans and incentives. The project involves a 355-mile railroad to
transport workers, a community for workers, a deep-water port, an airport, and a power plant. In December 2018,

Total announced the early completion of a third train from Bovenenkovo to export LNG.79 However, the fourth train,
which was originally planned to be completed by December 2019, fell behind schedule whereas the last two trains
were operationalized ahead of schedule. The reason for this delay is that the servicing pipelines for the fourth plant

cannot sustain the low temperatures;80 this plant is an exclusively Russian endeavor whereas the other three plants

use foreign technology delivery.81 This example highlights the issues faced by nationalized R&D efforts in Yamal and
affirms the importance of international cooperation in R&D.

Ecological and Social Fragility on the Yamal Peninsula
The Arctic experiences warming at more than twice the rate of global average temperatures, and the average annual

land surface air temperature north of 60° N for October 2018-August 2019 was the second warmest since 1900.82 In

the Yamal-Nenets District, air temperatures warmed between 1 and 2 degrees Celsius from 1980 to 2019.83 Arctic
infrastructure is unstable because of melting permafrost. The melting causes gas release, such as methane
eruptions, as well as holes that open up unexpectedly, threatening the hydrocarbon plants built on pilings over

permafrost.84 Pipelines and ice roads that currently support thousand-ton oil rigs are also all at risk as permafrost

melts and the ground becomes unstable.85

Furthermore, permafrost melting also leads to the release of disease agents such as anthrax, which could infect the

population either directly or through the food chain. Released disease agents also threaten animal populations.86

Another transformation is the terrain: The foliage ground cover has changed from shrub to a graminoid (tall grasses)

majority.87 Another effect of climate change is the increase of wildfires, with ecological consequences that also put

the local population at risk.88

The ethnic composition of the population according to the 2010 census is a Russian majority (61.7%), followed by

Ukrainian (9.7%), indigenous Nenet (5.9%), Tatar (5.6%), and Khanty (1.9%).89 The indigenous population is
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estimated to be around 11,000 people, of whom 6,000 are nomadic.90 There is a substantial influx of industrial shift

workers into the region, representing over ten times the nomadic indigenous population.91 Industrial development in
Yamal-Nenets disrupts traditional reindeer herding migratory routes. Nomadic Nenets reindeer herders have been

directly and indirectly affected by the development of the Bovanenkovo gas field since the 1980s,92 while new
projects continue to be built on the peninsula, perpetuating the problem. Reindeer herding is organized into large
enterprises termed brigades, with herders migrating with their families all year around. According to official statistics
from 2010, the Yamal peninsula has approximately 270,000 reindeer and about 1,000 fully nomadic households,

comprising of about 5,000 people.93 Strategic recommendations to sustainably manage these risks included the
following. 

Encourage Sustainable Economic Development and Responsible Investments
According to local environmental groups, Russian companies spilled more than three and a half million barrels of oil

on the tundra.94 Environmental conservation NGOs are encouraging Russia’s shift to natural gas production over oil
because natural gas spills result in less environmental damage. Arctic conditions may make oil spills more likely. A
U.S. Department of the Interior report predicted a seventy-fiver percent chance for a major oil spill, which was a
deterrent to drilling in Alaska. Spills in this region are also more difficult and expensive to clean up. For instance,
only seven percent of the oil spilled after the Exxon Valdez oil spill in the Prince William Sound off Alaska’s coast in
1989 was recovered due to the remote locations, difficulty in mobilizing spill response teams, and harsh weather

conditions.95 Hence, a key recommendation was to promote economic development that observes high
environmental protection standards. Such responsible and sustainable economic development could be facilitated
by the Arctic Economic Council and its Arctic Investment Protocol.

Abide by International Law
In addition to Russian environmental regulations and Yamal-Nenets Autonomous Okrug (YNAO) regional legislation,
Russia agreed to abide by several international conventions and regulations. However, even though the legal
framework is in place to mitigate environmental damage in accordance with international protocols, formal

institutions for implementation are weak due to the minimal enforcement of existing laws.96 The working group
stated that Yamal economic development and environmental protection cannot be mutually exclusive; instead they
should go hand-in-hand. Therefore, effective regulations should be created, as should efforts to enforce existing
legislation.

Benefit-Sharing with Indigenous Communities as part of the Social Justice Security Dimension
Since in the seemingly flat landscape of the Yamal peninsula even slight differences in terrain can greatly influence
drainage, vegetation, and snow in winter, both herders and industrial developers look for dryer, slightly raised land.
Well-drained ground is suitable for construction purposes and is also important to herders as a travel route and for

the availability of dry campsites.97 The primary problem for herders that comes from the hydrocarbon plants in
Yamal is the loss of territory necessary for grazing and camping, which also results in reindeer overgrazing in the
tundra. Additional concerns are the decrease of the fish population from dredging, as the Nenets rely on fish for food
in the summer months; the increase in feral dogs left behind by migrant workers (which attack reindeer); and

pollution from petrochemicals and discarded trash from industrial sites.98 Constructing the Yamal LNG plant resulted
in removing seventy million tons of ground for dredging a channel to Sabetta port between 2014 and 2017, which

had a negative impact on marine wildlife.99 The loss of fish populations is also due to plant construction that has

either blocked fish migration or pollution that degraded freshwater sources.100 Experts brought by Gazprom to a
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hearing with the local population informed them that the damage occurs when the water is disturbed at the onset of
underwater construction. The fish stocks would eventually replenish; nevertheless, locals fear they will lose their
income and food source for a season. Indigenous leaders considered their objections ignored and appealed to the

UN, with a written address to UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres.101 In consideration of these tensions, the
group recommended that the interests of indigenous communities and the recognition of threats to their lifestyle
should be better reflected in a future (social) security strategy for Yamal.

Focus on Security Dimensions of Gender and Youth
The indigenous population is facing demographic challenges such as the “female flight” which sees women leaving
their nomadic communities for educational opportunities or parental responsibilities (such as settling close to a
boarding school). This female flight has been accelerated by a Soviet-era legacy image of an independent mother
and the social phenomenon of “marrying up.” As a result, the tundra and its traditional activities have a male

imbalance, and could eventually disappear in their traditional form.102 With the female flight also occurs a
problematic brain drain, as the female population tends to seek higher education more frequently. YNAO already
relies on a foreign workforce for temporarily available work as opposed to offering long-term and thus, sustainable
training to local experts. Within the concept of holistic security, the group recommended that Russia pursue
sustainable development, which takes into account the needs of indigenous peoples and their well-being.

Sergey Anisimov/Anadolu Agency/Getty Images

YAMALO-NENETS, RUSSIA: Russia's Nenets Celebrate Reindeer Herders’ Day
Reindeers are seen before the race on the Reindeer Herders' Day celebration in the city of Aksarka, Yamal-Nenets
Region, 2500 kilometers northeast of Moscow, Russia on April 03, 2017. Every year at the end of February and
March, and at the beginning of April many reindeer herding regions in Russia traditionally start to celebrate Reindeer
Herders Day. For the indigenous nomadic Nenets people, Reindeer Herders' Day offers a chance to show their
prowess in wrestling, high jumps and other traditional local sports, but, above all, in reindeer races.
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Mutual Understanding of National Foreign Policy Concerns
There is a narrative that predicts Russia will exacerbate political tensions by using energy as leverage, given it has
historically used natural gas policies to influence its neighbors and the close ties between the Kremlin and the

Russian energy sector.103 The disruption of gas to Ukraine during times of political tension provides some evidence
for the claims that Russia uses its energy exports for political leverage. The new Nord Stream 2 pipeline to supply
the EU is another source of controversy. Although the EU is diversifying its energy supply, Russian gas is still a
necessity as domestic production is decreasing. As Nord Stream 2 could further politicize energy and have a greater
impact on Western Europe, there is political opposition from Poland, the Baltic States, and the European

Commission.104 Russia is the strongest Arctic state (by way of capabilities), with the most at stake in the region
economically. There are theories that Russia’s domestic focus on the Arctic is to resurrect its image and posture as a
great power. In Yamal, Russia has the world’s largest gas reserve, and while it is a finite resource, Russia continues
economic development plans using hydrocarbons by also exploiting unconventional methods and tapping into
offshore reserves. Russian economic ventures in Yamal and the region offer an opportunity for Asian partners, China
primarily, to increase their presence and expand business opportunities for energy and eventually international
shipping. Working group participants extensively discussed the interests and approaches of great power actors in
the Arctic and developed strategic recommendations based on the need for both continued dialogue and improved
mutual understanding.

Broaden Focus and Enhance Mutual Understanding
Because of the strategic importance of Yamal, Russia is building security infrastructure for SAR and crisis response
in order to support its growing activities in the region. Russia is also enhancing its defense posture and military
capabilities, which some perceive to be counter to their otherwise peaceful and cooperative approach in the Arctic.
Further, especially with a look to the Northern Sea Route, Russia is a crucial partner in SAR cooperation. The
potential for conflict there is low, given high Russian capabilities and the dangerous conditions navigating Arctic
waters. Russia is the key actor for Arctic maritime security. As long as icebreakers are still needed to operate in

Arctic waters,105 Russia can utilize its icebreaker fleet, which is the largest in the world106 and includes the world’s

most powerful icebreakers.107 In 2019, the icebreaker fleet made a total of 231 voyages or

movements.108Reflecting on this, it was highlighted throughout ESS-N that it is important to improve mutual
understanding and awareness of interests and activities of different actors involved. Furthermore, as the economic
activities in the Arctic continue to increase it is important to understand the logic determining Russian foreign policy

as well as the complex nature of Russian-Sino relations109 in order to minimize tensions in the Arctic.

Uphold the Rules-Based Order in the Arctic
ESS-N participants highlighted how the harsh climate, long distances, and high costs constrain military operations
and presence in the Arctic. Russian military activity in the Arctic was emphasized to be understood as an indicator
for global strategic aims rather than for immediate regional readiness. The rules-based order in the Arctic should be
upheld. A broadened focus of western partners should include international organizations important to Chinese and
Russian stakeholders such as the Eurasian Union, the Belt and Road Initiative, or the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization in addition to traditional (western) mechanisms for soft security and safety dialogue (e.g., the Arctic
Council, the Arctic Circle, the Arctic Coast Guard Forum, or the Arctic Frontiers Conference).

(Limited) Potential of the Northern Sea Route
The Russian Federation’s new development plans for the NSR span fifteen years and were approved in December
2019. The plans are a response to President Putin’s decree in May 2018 to increase annual shipments along the
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NSR to eighty million metric tons by 2024. The government estimates that the proposed tax preferences will bring in

up to fifteen trillion rubles (€216 billion) of new investments in the Russian Arctic over the next fifteen years.110 It is
expected to be challenging for international corporations to develop the potential of the NSR as insurance, if offered

at all, comes at very high rates.111 In 2019, the number of calls to the port of Sabetta amounted to fifty-five percent
of the total shipping traffic on the NSR, of which the majority was for gas plant construction (1485 voyages out of

2694).112 In 2018, twenty-seven vessels used the NSR for transit.113 Between 2009 and 2018, twenty-six ships were

lost in the region of the Russian Arctic and Bering Sea.114 For the future of the NSR, the following strategic
recommendations were presented.

Ensure Freedom of Navigation
For the Northern Sea Route, Russia favors keeping closed governance structures, protecting the sovereignty rights
of Arctic states, and preferring the “Arctic 5” as a cooperation body. Russia claims the NSR goes from Novaya
Zemlya to the Bering Strait and asserts that straits within the NSR are historic inland waterways and therefore under
Russian exclusive jurisdiction. However, to be legally classified as historic waters by the United Nations Convention
on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), other states must acknowledge its sovereignty. Consequently, sovereignty rights
in the Arctic are one of the main interests at play for all Arctic states. Currently, Russia enforces national laws on
vessels passing through the NSR. The rules of navigation on the water area of the Northern Sea Route published in
2013 require a Russian ice pilot for navigation. In February 2018, a law requiring all oil and gas shipments to be
carried on vessels under the Russian flag entered into force by amendment to the Russian federal shipping code
following President Putin’s announcement that all shipments of oil and natural gas along the NSR would be

nationalized,115 thus discouraging international interest.116 In light of these developments, recommendations
addressing the NSR emphasized the importance of ensuring freedom of navigation according to UNCLOS.

Relevance of Scientific Diplomacy
The new development plan for the NSR covers eleven areas and includes plans for safety and communications
network development. The aim is to create continuous satellite communication by launching four geostationary
satellites by 2024. There are presently limited search and rescue and communications platforms along the NSR, a
significant problem given the increased activity on the route. Rescue infrastructure and communications are limited
by insufficient hydrographic mapping and navigational aids, limited NSR infrastructure, a lack of modern
communications, and the inability to observe the Arctic from space. To address this, the launch of six space modules
by 2024 will secure a high-speed automatic identification system (AIS) on the NSR. The density of meteorological
stations is expected to increase to provide more precise weather forecasting, and by 2025 the hydrometeorological

data would be available via GEO satellites.117 The construction of described infrastructure and eventual data yield
could be used as an opportunity for continued dialogue in the scientific realm.

Conclusion: Yamal as a Learning Case for Sustainable Development
Yamal can be seen as an example of many Arctics: the Arctic of international power competition and of international
cooperation in Arctic waters, the Arctic of economic potential and environmental disasters, and the Arctic of many
national and local communities. Low tension is an essential precondition to sustainable development. In order to be
profitable, economic investments in the Arctic need to be high. Hence, there is a mutual interest in pursuing
sustainability and cooperating on Arctic issues. Building on recommendations made for balancing the interests of
indigenous peoples and corporations as well as for promoting mutual understanding to maintain stability, the working
group eventually suggested that Yamal could serve as a learning case for future development and a demonstration
for managing risks and opportunities in the Arctic.
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Svalbard Case Study
Geopolitical Anomaly with Legal Ambiguity


The case study on the Svalbard Archipelago drew attention to a geopolitical anomaly in the Arctic facing both
regional and local challenges. Challenges cover the spectrum of adapting local enterprises, political and legal
contestation, climate change, and growing regional securitization. What is similar to the other case studies and the
region at large are pressures felt from rapidly warming force adaptation as well as new activity and economic
opportunity. What differs is the ambiguous legal situation that has political, economic, and potentially security
consequences. The Svalbard case study working group examined these issue areas in depth and prepared
recommendations that can be applied by all stakeholders. The diversity of professions, expertise, and nationalities
present in the working group created a balanced presentation of perspectives that informed the recommendations
discussed here. This synopsis will cover major themes discussed, but with an emphasis on seminar results and the
future outlook for Svalbard.

To start with, what makes the Svalbard Archipelago so unique, the Spitsbergen Treaty, commonly referred to as the
Svalbard Treaty, has now reached its one-hundredth anniversary. The treaty remains open with forty-six signatory

parties currently.118 Citizens of any signatory state have equal access to the islands and their resources, yet must
respect Norway’s sovereignty. The maritime delimitations established in the treaty are no longer consistent with
international maritime law such as the UNCLOS. As modern application of maritime law changes, Norway’s
interpretation of the treaty is increasingly contested by multiple treaty parties. Norway considers the continental shelf
surrounding Svalbard to be a sovereign part of the Kingdom of Norway and exempt from the equal access
provisions of the treaty. Likewise, the Fisheries Protection Zone (FPZ), 200 nautical miles around the islands, is
contested by Russia, many European signatory states, and the EU’s fishing management organization,

Europêche.119 The disputes are becoming increasingly relevant as new fish populations move to the region and
hydrocarbons are discovered on the continental shelf. Ongoing disputes over fishing rights resulted in cases of
European vessels arrested by Norwegian authorities, as well as disagreement over continental shelf exploration
rights. Additionally, Russia complains of NATO presence in meetings on Svalbard, the Svalbard Satellite Station,

Norwegian taxes, and restrictions to its use of helicopters.120 The disagreements surrounding the application of the
Svalbard Treaty was a key topic of discussion because of its future implications if tensions rise.

Maintaining the Status Quo

Interestingly, the Svalbard working group assessed that a renegotiation or modern adaptation of the Svalbard Treaty

was not in the interest of the primary stakeholders. The recommendation concerning legal mechanisms was to
maintain the status quo, as Norway, Russia, and European signatory states all benefit from continuing with their own
interpretation of the Svalbard Treaty. They all agree that Norway is sovereign. The disagreement is with specific
Norwegian laws they determine to be in conflict with treaty provisions, such as those that limit their operations, or
those that grant Norway special access to the continental shelf. Yet, all states concerned continue to assert their
rights and views on how the Svalbard Treaty should be applied. This occasionally results in Norway arresting or
fining fishing vessels, neither of which is provocative enough for states to raise the issue to an international court.
Furthermore, the working group surmised that Russian and Norwegian relations are not actually worsening over
Svalbard. There are several reasons for the official complaints made publicly over how Svalbard is managed.
Primarily, these complaints target and aim to influence the domestic audiences that follow Svalbard issues.
Secondly, all parties involved see the importance in keeping a consistent position. No state wants to lose access that
could limit future economic opportunities, so it is in their interest to continue to defend their interpretation of the
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treaty for access rights to resources. A renegotiation of the treaty would be problematic for several reasons. The
forty-six signatory states that would have to be involved, making any amendments practically very difficult.

Additionally, all primary stakeholders risk losing what they currently have. If maritime delimitations favor Norway,
European states and Russia could no longer defend the activities that Norway considers illegal. If the continental
shelf becomes open to all signatory states to exploit, then Norway loses substantial Arctic resources and would have
to manage far more international economic activity offshore. The status quo allows all actors to pursue activities
aligned with their historic claims risking occasional friction, which has more political than security consequences.

Climate Change Risks and Economic Opportunities
Effects from the Greatest Air Temperature Rise
The Svalbard Archipelago is rapidly warming, causing physical transformations. Currently, Svalbard is experiencing
the greatest air temperature increase of any populated area in the world at an average increase of four degrees

Celsius (7.2 degrees Fahrenheit) which is five times the global average.121 The physical effects of climate change
are manifest in rapid ice melt triggering avalanches and floods, permafrost melt, migration of indigenous animals and

wildlife adaptation.122 The Norwegian government and local government have closely followed the situation, and
have plans in place to mitigate risks to the population of Svalbard, and protect the environment to the greatest extent
possible. To that effect, the Council Chief of the largest city of Longyearbyen, Arild Olsen, aims to make the city
carbon neutral within ten years. He plans to achieve this with solar power during summer months and a hydrogen

power plant.123 Additionally, the Norwegian government closed their coal mine, expanded environmental
protections, and is promoting green economic development initiatives. Most economic initiatives center around
sustainable tourism.

An Example of Green Economy in the Arctic
The wider global challenge of balancing economic development with environmental conservation is less of a
compromise in Svalbard because Norway is proactive in setting and enforcing environmental protections, while
encouraging green economy growth. Although Russia continues to operate a coal mine in Barentsburg, it is a minor
operation. Russian economic plans for Svalbard are to promote tourism to historic Russian settlements, build a fish

processing plant, and increase scientific research.124 In the FPZ, fish populations are kept at healthy levels, and so
far, all party actors are compliant with protections in place. Two potential future challenges that were discussed stem
from increased tourism and industrial activity that increase pressures for Norway to improve both its ability to provide
search and rescue and also to monitor adherence to national regulations for conservation. Another future economic
issue will arise if Norway choses to drill for oil or natural gas on Svalbard’s continental shelf because signatory
parties will want the same opportunity and right. A recommendation for mitigation is to use existing bilateral and
multilateral fora to resolve disagreements over resource usage.
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Jan-Morten Bjoernbakk/AFP via Getty Images

NORWAY-RUSSIA-ARCTIC-ACCIDENT

This photograph taken on September 28, 2016 shows the ship “Polarsyssel” at Barentsburg, Svalbard. A Russian

helicopter with eight people on board crashed at sea in Norway’s Svalbard archipelago in the Arctic on October 26,
2017, Norwegian rescue services said.

The Security Dilemma

The case study working group considered Svalbard low risk for military conflict. However, the possibility for a conflict

spillover to have an impact on Svalbard cannot be excluded. The buildup of military assets in the Arctic, the
increasing frequency and scope of military exercises in the High North, and growing international activity around
Svalbard all mean that it could become a hotspot for a future incident. Multiple factors weaken the security situation.
Both Russia and Norway encourage media campaigns that popularize legal and political disputes in Svalbard. In
February 2020, Russia published its most recent official complaints against Norway’s management of Svalbard and

restrictions on Russian companies.125 The political rhetoric repeated by Norwegian and Russian authorities does
not lead to real conflict, yet it could fan the flames given a spillover scenario. The working group revealed that
bilateral relations between Russia and Norway concerning Svalbard are productive. It is mostly for domestic
audiences that both states maintain their positions and assert their grievances against one another. The reason cited
for peaceful relations in Svalbard, is that both Norway and Russia do not consider Svalbard worth the consequences
of direct conflict.

A Regional Risk

The security dilemma aspect is more of a regional than a localized phenomenon. As larger, more complex military

exercises occur in the High North by NATO (such as Exercise Trident Juncture 2018) Russia responds with GPS
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jamming and larger exercises of its own. During and particularly after exercises, there was a sharp increase in

incidents of the Norwegian Air Force intercepting Russian planes flying towards Norwegian Airspace.126 As Russia,
Norway, the US, and other Arctic states build up military capabilities, old Cold War terms like the GIUK (Greenland,
Iceland, United Kingdom) gap are again discussed as strategic waterways. The narrative of great power competition
is gaining ground in the Arctic with Arctic states. The increase in military activity, specifically exercises in the region,
elicits a response from the party who feels threatened, creating an escalation and a classic security dilemma.
Additionally, decreased communications with Russia over security matters only increases misperception and
distrust. The working group recommended that signatory states should counter misinformation through greater
transparency and with open communication on shared security concerns.

Till Rimmele/Getty Images

NATO Holds Trident Juncture Exercises

ELVAL, NORWAY: The members of a Norwegian Leopard 2A4 in defensive posture waits for an order to advance

against British and Danish troops during the live exercise on November 3, 2018 in Elval, Norway. Over 40,000
participants from 31 nations are taking part in the NATO ‘Trident Juncture’ exercise to test inter-operability between
forces, and is the largest exercise of its kind to be held in Norway since the 1980s.

NATO Article 5 and Svalbard Treaty Article 9

The Svalbard Treaty also addresses militarization. Article 9 forbids military bases and warlike activity, yet Norway

states NATO Article 5 can be invoked to defend Svalbard.127 From seminar group discussions, it is not in Norway’s
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interest to raise the NATO alarm if an incident can be handled at the national level. Norway’s regular military patrols
are to normalize the presence of Norwegian armed forces and to exercise sovereignty in the Archipelago. Russia
regularly contests Norway’s interpretation of Article 9 of the Svalbard Treaty. One possible impact is an escalation of
tensions related to opposing interpretations of the Svalbard Treaty, which could be manipulated to drive a wedge
between Norway and its European and NATO allies. Manipulation would be in the form of information campaigns to
influence public opinion in an effort to create political pressure through strategic miscommunication. Existing
disputes over fishing or drilling rights could be exacerbated, although it is not currently very likely. Another risk is the
exploitation of domestic politics in Norway, where perceptions of Russia differ between residents of the northern
county of Finnmark and Oslo.

The working group explored possible scenarios involving media campaigns and hybrid threats and determined that
the best countermeasure is greater transparency by governments and media outlets. The same outcome applies to
questions over the use of scientific research on Svalbard. Enforced transparency agreements will prevent dual use
for military purposes and other suspicions. The group consensus was that human security remains at greatest risk
on Svalbard. Arctic conditions combined with heightened commercial activity and tourism will challenge Norway’s
search and rescue capabilities.

Conclusions on Svalbard
The results of this case study were informed by Arctic experts and practitioners from various Arctic states, several
with experience in Svalbard. The small group setting allowed for productive discussions covering economic,
environmental, human, and hybrid security risks. Svalbard differs from the other two case studies in that there are no
indigenous communities, only historic communities. Nonetheless, populations on Svalbard face similar risks that
other Arctic communities face with rapid permafrost melt, endangered wildlife, flooding, and other environmental
risks. However, Norway and the governor of Svalbard are investing to mitigate risks while promoting ecotourism and
green economy initiatives. Russia also plans to increase tourism. Green economic initiatives should also be explored
by investors from other signatory states represented on Svalbard. For more environmental protection, the group
advises signatory states to respect Norway’s national regulation concerning black carbon emissions.

Other actors are drawn to Svalbard because of easier access to ports, healthy fish populations, and scientific
research opportunities. International research is being encouraged and greater transparency will address doubts
about purpose. As interest and activity rise, ongoing disputes over fishing rights and continental shelf access will
continue. Since the most involved parties do not want to seek a legal compromise nor revisit the treaty, the solution
proposed was to settle disputes as they arise through bilateral or multilateral agreements, citing the 2010 Maritime
Delimitation Zone Agreement between Russia and Norway as a successful example. Misinformation campaigns
should be approached with direct communication and transparency in order to limit hybrid security risks and
spillover concerns. Hard security risks in Svalbard are still considered minimal, whereas human security is a greater
concern currently. A final note is that Svalbard is an interesting case study to continue following as its unique status,
strategic location, and changing regional setting make new developments likely.

Summary and Strategic Recommendations

In conclusion, ESS-N 2020 marked a turning point in how Arctic security was analyzed from previous seminars. As
global powers show increased interest in Arctic affairs, there is growing competition over regional presence and
economic opportunity. Competition has supplanted conflict in a paradigm where cooperation is increasingly
challenged. However, the risk of a regional conflict cannot be completely disregarded. A consequence of hindered
dialogue and strategic miscommunication is the potential to escalate if tension between competing powers rises to
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cause a spillover effect. Arctic states and non-Arctic global players make claims and investment plans in the Arctic
as melting ice unveils opportunities. Arctic warming enables new economic opportunities, especially in shipping and
resource development. Yet, the risks and costs of operating in the Arctic are still high. The harsh weather conditions
threaten search and rescue efforts, seafarers, workers, and local communities. Although competition is growing, it is
unlikely to be a cause of conflict currently. Low tension is an essential precondition for sustainable development and
to be profitable. Thus, in order to be able to develop the manifold economic opportunities a mutual interest in
pursuing sustainability and cooperating on Arctic issues is shared.

Another challenge that goes hand-in-hand with economic opportunity is the danger of climate change to the fragile
ecosystem. The worldwide implications of climate change make the stability of the region a key concern not only for
Arctic States, but also for the global community. Rising temperatures cause unprecedented melting in the Arctic and
is a motor of global climate change. The assessment of the three case studies has proven that there are either many
different issues to consider in the Arctic or that there are many different Arctics from different perspectives. As
climate change and economic development are the key drivers of change worldwide, the different interests in the
Arctic as shown in the three case studies should be balanced to avoid confrontation and allow for measured
competition that does not hinder cooperation between all Arctic players.

Governance
Arctic governance lies with sovereign Arctic states, which interact and communicate through a system of well-
established existing decision-making structures that should be supported, as should existing international law and
regional bodies. It is key for all partners to respect international protocols and declarations and abide by treaties and
international law, including the North Atlantic Treaty, the Svalbard Treaty, the UNCLOS, the United Nations
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, and the Arctic Investment Protocol. Further, national and regional
legislation on labor law, environmental protection, safety standards, and the rights of indigenous peoples should be
enforced through the appropriate mechanisms.

The Greenland case study working group highlighted the importance of inclusion of the Greenlandic government and
people in all decisions impacting Greenland. The Yamal case study group discussed pressures from the
hydrocarbon industry on the local Nenets population and the environment. The economic importance of Yamal
means that those developments will continue, but should include a greater focus on human development and not
just inclusion, but social justice as well. For Svalbard, conflicting interpretations of the Svalbard Treaty create friction
concerning fishing and shelf resource rights. However, the resulting interstate disputes are preferred to a
renegotiation where all parties risk losing a claim.

Governance of the treaty is managed by Norway. It is not in Norway’s interest to provoke signatory states to the
point that they take the matter to an international court. Norway enforces national regulations and protects its
interests consistently, while assuring equal treatment of signatory state populations on Svalbard. Signatory states
contest Norway’s management, but ultimately accept the status quo because the ambiguity allows them to keep
acting according to their interpretation of the treaty. No signatory party would threaten armed conflict over Svalbard,
so the legal dispute will likely continue unresolved. Regionally, there are many platforms for exchange on Arctic
governance issues and channels to communicate concerns. It is highly recommendable to use these existing
bilateral and multilateral fora to resolve disagreements over issues such as resource usage and thus mitigate the
risk of conflict. Arctic governance should pursue a multi-layer approach considerate of balancing the interests of all
stakeholders involved.
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The regrettable lack of dialogue in the military domain since 2014 could create an Arctic security dilemma, which
should be avoided by re-establishing regional dialogue within the Arctic in all aspects.

Dialogue and Countering Misinformation
The regrettable lack of dialogue in the military domain since 2014 could create an Arctic security dilemma, which
should be avoided by re-establishing regional dialogue within the Arctic in all aspects. A dialogue resulting in the
cooperation of the major players in the region would minimize or even eradicate any risks from a spillover effect.
Further, misinformation campaigns should be approached with direct communication and transparency, to limit
hybrid security threats and spillover concerns. NATO members and the western alliance should be present in the
Arctic with SAR capacities, demonstrate military readiness, and provide long-term investments in developing
economic opportunities. The increase in military activity, and specifically exercises in the region, elicits a response
from the party who feels threatened, creates an escalation and a classic security dilemma. NATO should not
intentionally provoke Russia with weapon system placement that threatens its security. Likewise, Russia should not
respond by aggressively approaching Norway’s borders following an exercise. Additionally, deterioration of
communications with Russia over security matters only increases misperception and distrust. Thus, it is key for all
stakeholders to understand both the geostrategic and domestic policy implications that the pursuit of Arctic interests
has for regional partners and competitors.

In Svalbard, public statements of grievances and challenged claims appeal to domestic audiences. If tensions
escalate due to a situation within or beyond the Arctic, domestic political messaging could turn to saber rattling. It is
highly recommended to counter misinformation through greater transparency and with open communication on
shared security concerns and security gaps for SAR. If an issue is too politically sensitive for open discussion, Track
1.5 and Track 2 dialogue could be the appropriate forum. A broadened focus of western partners in this regard
should include international organizations important to Chinese and Russian stakeholders, such as the Eurasian
Union, the Belt and Road Initiative, or the Shanghai Cooperation Organization in addition to traditional (western)
mechanisms for soft security and safety dialogue (e.g., the Arctic Council, the Arctic Circle, the Arctic Coast Guard
Forum, or the Arctic Frontiers Conference).

Holistic Development of the Security Sector in the Arctic
The narrative of great power competition is gaining ground in the Arctic, with both Arctic and non-Arctic states.
Although there currently is only limited tension in the Arctic, the region has potential for conflict if changing
conditions make it a greater priority economically or geostrategically. Currently, stakeholders value cooperation over
confrontation, especially in SAR operations and in research. As economic involvement and commercial shipping
activities increase, capacities to address security risks in these areas—including in SAR, human security, and
environmental protection—will also need to grow. Thus, the group recommends that Arctic stakeholders develop
their security capabilities holistically. This has to include different domains, e.g. capacities for developing social and
health systems, training local law enforcement and first responders, and establishing a coast guard or auxiliary coast
guard where such institutions do not yet exist, especially in Greenland.

Norway is actively addressing holistic security in Svalbard, with relocations in avalanche zones, security patrols,
environmental monitoring, and protective zoning. Russia has reinforced its military and SAR infrastructure to
increase navigability along the NSR and support investments. Still, an increase in overall domain awareness in the
Arctic has to include preparation for future developments in the regional hard security realm. Furthermore, in order to
firmly integrate Arctic communities such as those in Greenland into the western alliance, increased domain
awareness for the Arctic as a strategic theater should be promoted. Finally, developments in and around the
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Svalbard Archipelago should continue to be closely monitored as its strategic location in a changing regional setting
make new developments likely.

Sustainable Economic Development
The Arctic has significant economic potential in energy production and resource development. To be able to profit
from these emerging business opportunities, however, investments in often remote production sites, infrastructure,
and workforce will need to happen first. Therefore, cooperation between investors, corporations, governing
authorities, and local communities is highly advisable in order to assess strategies that are profitable and
sustainable for all parties. Infrastructure projects especially, provide an excellent opportunity for cooperation.
Connectivity—or the lack thereof—is still a key concern of Arctic communities. Such a strategy of promoting
economic partnerships to improve cooperation also offers another opportunity for dialogue and conflict prevention.

Another area of investment not to be neglected is the Arctic human capital potential, thus investment in educational
opportunities as well as the establishment or expansion of cultural and educational exchanges is highly
recommended. These challenges are approached differently in the three case studies. In Greenland, education is a
national priority and finding emerging markets for human capital will be the next step. Balancing economic
development with environmental protection protocols will continue to be a challenge as politicians push for economic
independence. The working group assessed that Greenland values that balance, so international environmental
agreements and protocols will be respected and incorporated into mining and infrastructure investment plans.
Furthermore, the group advised diversification to include tourism, energy and hydropower, and water collection.

In Yamal, economic development is the priority. Gas corporations include environmental protocols in planning, yet
environmental NGOs and indigenous populations in the area are wary of irregular enforcement. Industrial activity is
increasing the effects of warming, destabilizing infrastructure, and temporarily reducing fish populations upon which
locals rely. The working group recommends regular enforcement of environmental protections and to make
operations more sustainable by incorporating feedback of local stakeholders. Svalbard is already developing
sustainable tourism and a green economy with stringent environmental protections in an effort to preserve wildlife
and maritime zones. Russia continues its coal mining operations, yet plans to increase tourism initiatives. Overall,
economic opportunities will only increase. Arctic states, through the Arctic Council, have a forum to discuss
economic development while mitigating environmental impacts.

Scientific Diplomacy and Benefit-Sharing
In line with the benefit-sharing approach recommended for Arctic economic development and building on human
capital development for R&D expertise, scientific diplomacy is a useful tool to mitigate risks both in economic and
military domains. Studying and monitoring sea level rise, permafrost thaw, and glacier melt are important not only to
understand climate change, but also for early risk detection. All Arctic states need mitigation measures given that
environmental changes threaten the integrity of the local infrastructure and operations at production sites. Thus,
information on ecological developments are vital to all stakeholders and should be shared. Best practices in
mitigation should also be shared to prevent disasters. It is important to highlight that such an exchange of knowledge
and best practices should be mutual between all stakeholders involved, Arctic states and Arctic communities alike.

Furthermore, such an exchange can put national perceptions and safety concerns in context by communicating
research purposes clearly and openly, thus also lowering suspicions about potential dual use of research and
monitoring stations for intelligence and military purposes. Both Greenland and Svalbard have international scientific
centers that would benefit from greater transparency and information sharing. Currently, especially along the NSR,
rescue infrastructure and communications are limited by insufficient hydrographic mapping and navigational aids,
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limited NSR infrastructure, a lack of modern communications, and the inability to observe the Arctic from space.
Building on the long and successful international cooperation in Arctic SAR operations as well as on international
cooperation in space research, the construction of infrastructure put forth in the new development plan for the NSR
(including a safety and communications network, the launch of six space modules to secure a high-speed automatic
identification system, more meteorological stations to provide more precise weather forecasting, and availability of
hydrometeorological data via GEO satellites) and its eventual data yield could be used as an opportunity for
continued dialogue in the scientific realm.

Now competition is the new lens, particularly concerning China and Russia, covering the spectrum of economic
competition, military build-up, research, and resource claims.

Way Ahead
The focus on case studies to discuss local, national, and regional issues in a specific context covering different
locations allowed for deeper discussions and focused recommendations. The case studies also allowed for a
comprehensive look at how social, economic, political, and security interests intertwine. The three case studies are
rapidly evolving, meaning they can be returned to later to track developments that will have strategic implications. An
encompassing theme discussed is the changing rhetoric in Arctic international relations. Now competition is the new
lens, particularly concerning China and Russia, covering the spectrum of economic competition, military build-up,
research, and resource claims. Fortunately, the norm of adherence to international law to resolve competing claims
is a source of stability. On the horizon, there will be more activity in the Arctic and likely increasing competition as a
response to growing investments made by “rival” Arctic players. Military build-up is another recurring topic. The
security dilemma, discussed as an observation of expanding NATO and Russian exercises in the Arctic, will likely
continue until dialogue and trust building measures are established. The way ahead for ESS-N can build upon the
case studies evaluated to make more specific policy recommendations for the key stakeholders involved. Including
participants representing industry interests and civil society will enhance input for effective policy recommendations.
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Personnel aboard the research vessel Nathaniel B. Palmer on March 15 as it moves into the Bellingshausen Sea
enjoy a Sunday morning sunrise. The crew participated in the International Thwaites Glacier Collaboration in the
Amundsen Sea region. The U.S. Naval Research Laboratory’s Global Ocean Forecast System provided valuable
environmental information that helped the ship navigate out of Antarctic’s ice-laden waters.

U.S. Navy
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NORWAY-NATO-DEFENCE-EXERCISE-TRIDENT-JUNCTURE

U.S. Admiral James G Foggo (R), Commander of the NATO Trident Juncture exercise, and Norway’s Chief of

Defense Admiral Haakon Bruun-Hanssen (L) attend a ceremony to mark the end of NATO exercise Trident Juncture
at the Vaernes airport in Stjoerdal, Norway, on 7 November 2018. - Trident Juncture 2018, was a NATO-led military
exercise held in Norway from 25 October to 7 November 2018. The exercise is the largest of its kind in Norway since
the 1980s. Around 50,000 participants from NATO and partner countries, some 250 aircraft, 65 ships and up to
10,000 vehicles take part in the exercise. The main goal of Trident Juncture is to train the NATO Response Force
and to test the alliance’s defense capability.

Ole Martin Wold/AFP via Getty Images
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Partner nation’s flags fly over Ice Camp Seadragon during Ice Exercise (ICEX) 2020. ICEX is a biennial submarine
exercise which promotes interoperability between allies and partners to maintain operational readiness and regional
stability, while improving capabilities to operate in the Arctic environment.
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Russia’s Nenets celebrate Reindeer Herders’ Day

YAMALO-NENETS, RUSSIA: Reindeers are seen before the race on the Reindeer Herders’ Day celebration in the

city of Aksarka, In Yamal-Nenets Region, 2500 kilometers northeast of Moscow, Russia on April 03, 2017. Every
year at the end of February and March, and at the beginning of April many reindeer herding regions in Russia
traditionally start to celebrate Reindeer Herders Day. For the indigenous nomadic Nenets people, Reindeer Herders’
Day offers a chance to show their prowess in wrestling, high jumps and other traditional local sports, but, above all,
in reindeer races.

Sergey Anisimov/Anadolu Agency/Getty Images
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Personnel aboard the research vessel Nathaniel B. Palmer on March 15 as it moves into the Bellingshausen Sea
enjoy a Sunday morning sunrise. The crew participated in the International Thwaites Glacier Collaboration in the
Amundsen Sea region. The U.S. Naval Research Laboratory’s Global Ocean Forecast System provided valuable
environmental information that helped the ship navigate out of Antarctic’s ice-laden waters.
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at the Vaernes airport in Stjoerdal, Norway, on 7 November 2018. - Trident Juncture 2018, was a NATO-led military
exercise held in Norway from 25 October to 7 November 2018. The exercise is the largest of its kind in Norway since
the 1980s. Around 50,000 participants from NATO and partner countries, some 250 aircraft, 65 ships and up to
10,000 vehicles take part in the exercise. The main goal of Trident Juncture is to train the NATO Response Force
and to test the alliance’s defense capability.
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Partner nation’s flags fly over Ice Camp Seadragon during Ice Exercise (ICEX) 2020. ICEX is a biennial submarine
exercise which promotes interoperability between allies and partners to maintain operational readiness and regional
stability, while improving capabilities to operate in the Arctic environment.
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YAMALO-NENETS, RUSSIA: Reindeers are seen before the race on the Reindeer Herders’ Day celebration in the

city of Aksarka, In Yamal-Nenets Region, 2500 kilometers northeast of Moscow, Russia on April 03, 2017. Every
year at the end of February and March, and at the beginning of April many reindeer herding regions in Russia
traditionally start to celebrate Reindeer Herders Day. For the indigenous nomadic Nenets people, Reindeer Herders’
Day offers a chance to show their prowess in wrestling, high jumps and other traditional local sports, but, above all,
in reindeer races.
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Personnel aboard the research vessel Nathaniel B. Palmer on March 15 as it moves into the Bellingshausen Sea
enjoy a Sunday morning sunrise. The crew participated in the International Thwaites Glacier Collaboration in the
Amundsen Sea region. The U.S. Naval Research Laboratory’s Global Ocean Forecast System provided valuable
environmental information that helped the ship navigate out of Antarctic’s ice-laden waters.
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