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Abstract

Climate change is constantly transforming the Arctic region. The melting of
its ice cap creates many opportunities for states, which rather results in
competition among major powers than cooperation. The Arctic has been a
significant political topic since the Cold War, transitioning from a potential
conflict zone to an area of collaboration in the post-Cold War era. However,
the evolving landscape of the Arctic is renewing the geopolitical dynamics
and strategic interests among major powers, especially the US, China and
Russia. Recognizing the Arctic'’s growing strategic importance, both Arctic
and non-Arctic states are redefining their regional policies with a shift from
cooperation to competitiveness and strategic assertion. This article
explores the evolving geopolitical and strategic landscape of the Arctic,
focusing on how climate-induced accessibility and resource abundance are
transforming the region into a potential zone of conflict. It will analyze the
implications of vast untapped natural resources and emerging shipping
routes for global power dynamics. Furthermore, the study aims to assess
how heightened competition and assertive national policies are shaping
new geopolitical alignments in the region, undermining the existing Arctic

governance mechanism, in particular posing challenges to the Arctic
Council and the UNCLOS.

Keywords: Arctic Region, Climate Change, Geopolitical Competition,
Strategic Interests, Mineral Resources, Governance Mechanism
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Introduction

Climate change is a pressing global issue that poses serious
environmental concerns and has far-reaching geopolitical and strategic
ramifications in international relations. One of the most visibly affected regions
is the Arctic, where the rising global temperature is causing dramatic
environmental transformations, particularly accelerating the sea ice sheet
melting of the Arctic Ocean. The Arctic region, long known for its expansive
ice sheets, is now in a constant state of change due to these climate-induced
phenomena.?

The most discernible reduction in Arctic sea ice began in the 20th
century and further accelerated in the 2000s, with changes becoming
increasingly visible through satellite imagery. According to a 2024 NASA
report , the sea ice of the Arctic reached its seventh-lowest extent on record in
summer, covering approximately 4.28 million square kilometers (1.65 million
square miles). This marked a significant reduction of about 750,000 square
miles compared to the 1981-2010 average for that time of year.® The annual
maximum extent occurred in winter 2024, peaking at 15.01 million square
kilometers (5.80 million square miles). While this was the 14th-lowest
maximum on record, it still fell 640,000 square kilometers below the
1981-2021 average.* These shifts have not only reshaped the Arctic’s
environmental landscape but have also altered its strategic and geopolitical
significance.

The significance of the Arctic is not new to global politics; however, the
impact of climate change has added renewed impetus to its relevance.
Historically, global powers have shown interest in navigating the Northwest
Passage (NWP), but thick ice sheets were a major impediment. As early as the
1800s, the British Admiralty received reports of diminishing sea ice near
Greenland, raising hopes of accessing the NWP.?> Similarly, Vilhjalmur

2

ACIA, Arctic Climate Impact Assessment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,

2005).

3 “Arctic Sea Ice Near Historic Low; Antarctic Ice Continues Decline,” NASA Earth
Observatory, September 24, 2024,
https://www.nasa.gov/earth/arctic-sea-ice-near-historic-low-antarctic-ice-continues-declin
e/.

4 “Arctic Sea Ice Maximum 2024,” NASA SVS, March 25, 2024
https://svs.gsfc.nasa.gov/5242/#:~:text=Arctic%20sea%?20ice%20maximum%2C%20Mar
ch,the%20March%2014%2C%202024%20maximum.

> Charles Emmerson, The Future History of the Arctic (London: The Bodley Head, 2010).
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Stefansson, in the early 1900s, projected the Arctic as a hub of economic
activity and questioned who would benefit from its emerging resources.®

Throughout the 20th century, various global leaders demonstrated
interest in creating economic bases in the Arctic. In the 1930s, Joseph Stalin
aimed to secure Soviet bases in the Russian Arctic, while Canadian Prime
Minister John G. Diefenbaker envisioned economic development in Canada’s
Arctic frontiers during the 1950s.” Furthermore, European explorers had long
searched for northern passages, discovering potential trade routes and vast
natural resources, including gas and oil.®

The Arctic has recently transformed into a geopolitical and strategic
frontier due to its ice sheet melting. The region has become more accessible due
to rise of global temperature, opening up the Northern Sea Route (NSR) and the
NWP for global shipping. These newly navigable routes offer significant
economic benefits by reducing travel distances by up to 40 percent between
northern Europe and northeast Asia, compared to traditional routes through
chokepoints like the Suez Canal and the Strait of Hormuz.’

As the Arctic becomes more accessible, competition over its vast
resource wealth has intensified. According to the estimates of the US
Geological Survey, the Arctic holds about 90 billion barrels of oil (13 percent
of the world’s undiscovered oil) and 30 percent of its natural gas reserves, most
of which are located offshore within 500 meters of the Arctic Ocean.'® This
transformation has led to reconceptualization of the Arctic as a “new economic

¢ Vilhjalmur Stefansson, The Friendly Arctic: The Story of Five Years in Polar Regions
(London: Macmillan, 1921).

7 J. G. Diefenbaker, A New Vision (1958), in Arctic Sovereignty and International
Relations, August 3, 2009,
http://byers.typepad.com/arctic/2009/03/john-diefenbakers-northern-vision.html.

8 J. G. Diefenbaker, (2009).

® Hassol, Arctic Climate Impact Assessment, 83; cf. International Northern Sea Route
Programme (INSRP), accessed April 2, 2025,
http://https://www.fni.no/projects/international-northern-sea-route-programme-insrop#:~:t
ext=INSROP%20(International%20Northern%20Sea%20Route,Bering%20Strait%20in%
20the%20east; Clive Schofield and Tavis Potts, “Across the Top of the World? Emerging
Arctic Navigational Opportunities and Arctic Governance,” Carbon & Climate Law
Review 3, no. 4 (December 30, 2009): 473.

10 U.S. Department of the Interior, U.S. Geological Survey, Circum-Arctic Resource
Appraisal: Estimates of Undiscovered Oil and Gas North of the Arctic Circle, by Kenneth
J. Bird et al. (Reston, VA: USGS, 2008),
https://pubs.usgs.gov/fs/2008/3049/s2008-3049.pdf.
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frontier” within global geopolitics.'!

These environmental and economic shifts have sparked both
cooperation and competition among Arctic stakeholders. While the need to
manage environmental risks calls for collaborative frameworks, such as the
Arctic Council, the lure of economic and strategic gains fuels rivalry. The
region maintained a relatively peaceful status in the era following the Cold War,
with Mikhail Gorbachev famously describing it as a “zone of peace” in his
1987 Murmansk speech.'? However, as Francis Fukuyama argued, the end of
the Cold War did not signify the cessation of geopolitical rivalry."* Today, the
Arctic continues to be a stage where global powers pursue their interests in both
cooperative and competitive ways.'*

These ongoing dramatic changes in the Arctic not only bring
environmental concerns but also spark a new geopolitical competition and
strategic manoeuvring within the area. With the ice in the Arctic melting further
and trade routes and resources becoming accessible, the region becomes a key
area in the power politics, including states within and outside the Arctic
claiming their rights on it.

This paper aims to explore the emerging geopolitical dynamics and
strategic interests in the Arctic region due to its evolving landscape as a
consequence of the melting of its ice sheet. It will examine the changing
narrative of the Arctic stakeholders and their regional policies, from
cooperation to competition. It will analyze how the potential of vast unexplored
natural resources and emerging maritime trade routes redefine geopolitical
interactions in the Arctic and increase the chances of great power competition.
Moreover, it will also evaluate how the heightened competition and assertive
policies reshape realignment in the region, owing to the strategic and economic
interests of the Arctic stakeholders and global powers.

11 B. Kaiser, L. Fernandez, and N. Vestergaard, “The Future of the Marine Arctic:
Environmental and Resource Economic Development Issues,” The Polar Journal 6, no. 1
(2016).

12 Mikhail Gorbachev, The Speech in Murmansk at the Ceremonial Meeting on the Occasion
of the Presentation of the Order of Lenin and the Gold Star Medal to the City of
Murmansk (Moscow: Novosti Press Agency, 1987).

13 Francis Fukuyama, “The End of History?” The National Interest, no. 16 (Summer 1989):
3-18.

14 Gustavo Sosa-Nunez and Ed Atkins, eds., Environment, Climate Change and
International Relations (Bristol, England: E-International Relations, 2016),
https://www.e-ir.info/publication/environment-climate-change-and-international-relations/.
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Climate Change and the Transformation of the Arctic Landscape

The Arctic region, once a scientific interest for the world, has now
become an epicenter of geopolitics owing to global climate change. As the
increasing temperature thinned its ice cap, competition for commercial and
strategic interests emerged, emanating dramatic implications for the
international system.!* As per the reports of the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), the average rise in the average
temperature of the earth is measured as 1.46 degrees Celsius above the
pre-industrial levels in 2024.' This increase is notably higher than the 0.6
degrees Celsius rise reported in the initial years of 2000s by the Arctic Climate
Impact Assessment (ACIA)."

The Arctic is experiencing a warming rate above the global average that
is more than the normal worldwide temperature warming rate; it is twice the
average. This warming speed of the Arctic is estimated to increase further as the
disappearing ice cap increases the rate of heat absorption.'® Both the terrestrial
and offshore ice in the Arctic Ocean melted as a result of rising temperatures. '

The rapid reduction in the Greenland ice sheet, along with glaciers and
ice caps of the Arctic, has already led to significant alterations in ice conditions.
Simultaneously, the melting of permafrost in both submarine and subsoil layers
releases carbon in the forms of carbon dioxide and methane, further
accelerating climate change.?

Climate change is described as a “threat multiplier”, and it poses a
significant risk of heightened geopolitical instability in the Arctic, extending

5 Charles K. Ebinger and Evie Zambetakis, “The Geopolitics of Arctic Melt,” International

Affairs 85, no. 6 (2009): 1215-1232.

“2024 was the world’s warmest year on record,” National Oceanic and Atmospheric

Administration, January 10, 2025,

https://www.noaa.gov/news/2024-was-worlds-warmest-year-on-record#:~:text=Climate%

20by%20the%20numbers,F%20(1.46%20degrees%20C).

17 Susan Joy Hassol, Arctic Climate Impact Assessment (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2004), 2.

'8 Alun Anderson, “The Great Melt: The Coming Transformation of the Arctic,” World
Policy Journal 26, no. 4 (Winter 2009): 53.

1 Michael Meredith et al., “Polar Regions,” in IPCC Special Report on the Ocean and
Cryosphere in a Changing Climate, ed. H.-O. Portner et al. (2019),
https://www.ipcc.ch/srocc/chapter/chapter-3-2/.

20 Jonathan Bamber, “Greenland’s Ice Sheet Could Melt at a Rate Not Seen in the Last
130,000 Years,” World Economic Forum, 2020,
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2020/11/greenland-melting-climate-change-worry-envir
onment/.
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beyond threats to human security.?’ The Arctic Ocean’s transformation due to
climate change is creating both opportunities and risks. While economic and
strategic interests drive competition, the need for cooperative governance and
environmental protection remains critical.

Harboring roughly 30 percent of the earth’s untapped natural gas
reserves and 13 percent of its unexploited oil resources, the Arctic has emerged
as a region of increasing strategic relevance in foreign, security and economic
policy domains. The retreat of the polar ice cap is facilitating access to
previously unreachable areas, enabling expanded resource exploration and
maritime transit. Concurrently, unresolved questions concerning authority over
maritime areas and boundary delimitation within the Arctic Ocean and its
neighboring regions are gaining greater prominence in regional and
international discourse due to large deposits of resources and shipping routes.*
The Arctic’s hydrocarbon resources alone can be profound for the global
powers. As per the survey of the US Geological Survey (USGS), the
continental shelves in the Arctic provide an extensive amount of unexplored
gas and oil.

The mineral deposits richness of the Arctic does not end with oil and
gas, but it also includes a large amount of hard minerals. In Russia, Murmansk
and Norilsk contain large deposits of copper and nickel. In Canada, Baftin
Island and Baffin Bay are enriched with high-level iron ore and coal and zinc
deposits are found near Alaska, Nome and in the Bering Strait.**

Besides hydrocarbon deposits, marine living resources, particularly fish
stocks, are affected by shifting patterns of heat transfer, prompting their
migration further north along the Atlantic sector of the Arctic Ocean. As a
result, fishing fleets are increasingly required to shift their operations
northward within the Arctic Ocean. Furthermore, the retreat of sea ice presents
new opportunities for the shipment of these resources to the states with high

2L Dirk Notz and Julienne Stroeve, “The Trajectory Towards a Seasonally Ice-Free Arctic
Ocean,” Current Climate Change Reports 4 (2018): 407—16.

2 Kristian Atland, “Interstate Relations in the Arctic: An Emerging Security Dilemma?”
Comparative Strategy 33, no. 2 (2014): 145-66,
https://doi.org/10.1080/01495933.2014.897121.

3 U.S. Geological Survey (USGS), USGS Arctic Oil and Gas Report: Estimates of
Undiscovered Oil and Gas North of the Arctic Circle.

24 Todd L. Sharp, “The Implications of Ice Melt on Arctic Security,” Defence Studies 11, no.
2 (2011): 297-322, https://doi.org/10.1080/14702436.2011.590318.
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demand.”

The access to Arctic fishing grounds will also increase as the Arctic
water persists longer due to warming. In the Barents and Bering Seas, a large
number of fishing industries exist, which can excessively benefit from the
Arctic waters.?® Ultimately, it will further increase competition among the
stakeholders and can spark disputes. Moreover, the Arctic has become
susceptible to the dynamics of the security dilemma in recent years. Its
low-conflict zone is fading away as the five bordering countries of the Arctic
Ocean have developed Arctic strategies to safeguard their strategic and
economic interests in the region. Their Arctic strategies also include expanding
their military capabilities. However, similar to other global contexts, one state’s
moves to boost its security can unintentionally cause insecurity in others,
prompting them to respond in kind. As a result, the Arctic becomes a part of
global geopolitical competition as the Arctic’s water state continues longer.”’
Conversely, the impacts of climate change are driving new developments that
contribute to escalating geopolitical tensions. As human activity in the Arctic
intensifies, particularly in the harnessing of natural resources, there is a rising
global interest in the region, further complicating the geopolitical landscape
and heightening competition involving both state and non-state entities.?®

Theoretical Framework

The evolving geopolitical dynamics and strategic interests in the Arctic
can be analyzed through the realist perspective. Realism emphasizes the
absence of a central authority in the international system. According to the
realists, the states are primarily motivated by their national interests, power and
security. They tend to pursue these incentives at any cost, often increasing their
military capacities and posturing assertive policies.?’ This theory is relevant in
the Arctic context in light of geopolitical changes occurring there, where states
pursue strategic interests and competition over resources.

2> Tore Haug et al., “Future Harvest of Living Resources in the Arctic Ocean North of the
Nordic and Barents Seas: A Review of Possibilities and Constraints,” Fisheries Research
188 (2017): 38-57.

26 Todd L. Sharp, The Implications of Ice Melt on Arctic Security, 297-322.

27 Kristian Atland, Interstate Relations in the Arctic: An Emerging Security Dilemma,
145-66.

28 Kamrul Hussain, “Climate Change and Hard-Soft Security Nexus: Future of Arctic
Security Cooperation,” International Journal of Politics and Security 3, no. 1 (2021):
25-50.

2 Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley,
1979).
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Neorealism can particularly be used to assess the state’s behavior in the
Arctic. Acknowledging the international system to be anarchic, with no central
authority governing state behavior, states primarily pursue power and security.
Therefore, the enhanced access to the Arctic’s vast, unexplored resources and
maritime trade routes has intensified competition in the region. States endeavor
to maximize power and ensure their security in case of any other state’s
aggression. Every state tries to pursue its national interest and maximize power
in case of accessibility to a region of strategic significance. For instance, Russia
enormously expanded its military footprint in the Arctic to assert its
dominance. This militarization aligns with the neorealist notion that states will
enhance their capabilities to secure their national interests.*

Furthermore, the integral perspective of realism is the concept of
self-help and relative gain in the international system. States engage themselves
advancing their status in the international system through increasing military
capabilities, assertive territorial claims and undertaking strategic actions.’! In
Arctic geopolitics, the key powers of the international system are ensuring such
actions to assert their control over critical areas and expand their operational
activities.*?

Russia’s assertive Arctic policy to consolidate its power in the region
and dominate the resource exploitation exemplifies the realist approach. This
Russian approach aligns with the realist emphasis of power politics and
security concerns.”® The country’s approach to heightening military
deployment and strategic infrastructure in the Arctic reflects its efforts to
enhance its relative power.

30 Ryan Burke, “Fear, Honor, and Interest in the Arctic: The Case for Realism and
Transactional Balancing - Modern War Institute,” Modern War Institute, December 21,
2022,
https://mwi.westpoint.edu/fear-honor-and-interest-in-the-arctic-the-case-for-realism-and-tr
ansactional-balancing/; Dominik Stojkovic, “The Race for the Arctic: A Neorealist Case
Study of Russia and the United States,” E, May 17, 2021,
https://www.e-ir.info/2021/05/17/the-race-for-the-arctic-a-neorealist-case-study-of-russia-
and-the-united-states/.

3t John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W. W. Norton,
2001).

32 E. H. Carr, The Twenty Years’ Crisis, 1919—1939: An Introduction to the Study of
International Relations (London: Macmillan, 1946).

3 Steve Smith, “Realism,” in The Globalization of World Politics: An Introduction to
International Relations, 7th ed., ed. John Baylis, Steve Smith, and Patricia Owens
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 82-97.
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Similarly, the US and its allies reciprocated by expanding their military
infrastructure to counterbalance the Russian presence. Thus, reflecting the
neorealist notion of balancing, where states align against a perceived threat to
establish equilibrium in the international system. Moreover, the entry of China
into the Arctic scenario further complicates the situation in the Arctic. China is
a key power in the international system and it cannot distance itself from a
strategic region. Though China is not an Arctic state, it declares itself a
“near-Arctic state” and takes an active role in the Arctic region. China pursues
a “Polar Silk Road” and has increased its Arctic activities, which reflect its
strategy to expand its influence in the region, leading to tensions among the
Arctic states. These developments underscore the realist view that states act
unilaterally in the absence of a central authority, leading to heightened tension
and conflict.*

Realism also positions the Arctic as a geopolitical arena where the
absence of effective governance allows the pursuit of national interests by the
states. As Keil (2014) argues, neorealism perceives states’ actions as motivated
by the pursuit of power and security, particularly in terms of hydrocarbon
exploration and territorial claims. Neorealists believe that competition over
resources and sovereignty prevails as the melting of ice makes Arctic more
accessible. Keil points out that this perspective is apparent in military
advancements of countries like Russia, the US and Canada, which seek
enhanced influence over the potentially resource-rich areas of the Arctic.*

Similarly, Dr Vahid Nick Pay and Harry Gray Calvo (2020) assess the
Russian foreign policy in the Arctic through the realist lens, highlighting the
long-term objectives of Russia. They argue that Russia’s Arctic policies reflect
a realist approach to pursue national interest and security dominance. Structural
realism explains how the Russian advancements in the Arctic region compete
with the Western powers. The authors argue that the primary driving force for
states is always national interest and the pursuit of power, regardless of the
presence of institutional frameworks.*

3 Hans J. Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace (New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1948).

35 Kathrin Keil, “The Arctic: A New Region of Conflict? The Case of Oil and Gas,”
Cooperation and Conflict 49, no. 2 (2014): 162—-190,
https://doi.org/10.1177/0010836713482555.

3 Vahid Nick Pay and Harry Gray Calvo, “Arctic Diplomacy: A Theoretical Evaluation of
Russian Foreign Policy in the High North,” Russian Politics 5, no. 1 (2020): 105-131,
https://brill.com/view/journals/rupo/5/1/article-p105_5.xml.
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Moreover, the realist principles can also be found in Canada’s Arctic
policies, which have emphasized security and national sovereignty in the wake
of emerging geopolitical dynamics. The Canadian government increasingly
invests in its military infrastructure to assert its control over the northern
territories. Its purchase of a Canadian USD 6 billion Over-the-Horizon Radar
system signifies its commitment to territorial control in the Arctic region.*’
These actions align with the realist perspective that states prioritize power and
security, especially in regions of strategic importance. Furthermore, Canada
also participates in joint military exercises, such as the Nanook, demonstrating
its proactive approach in safeguarding its interests in the Arctic.*®

China is also actively involved in the Arctic region. Its involvement can
be analyzed through realist principles, particularly neoclassical realism.
Neoclassical realism considers systemic pressure and domestic factors in
shaping foreign policy. In 2018, China represented itself as a “near-Arctic
state” in its Arctic Policy White Paper. It asserted its interests in resource
exploitation, scientific research and participation in Arctic governance. This
strategic position reflected China’s interest in the Arctic’s potential benefits.
These endeavours emphasized China’s desire to expand its influence in the
Arctic region. Neoclassical realists explain China’s strategic behavior to be
motivated by economic interests and perception of international status. China
aims to secure its global status and strategic advantages by integrating itself
into the Arctic framework.*

Emerging Geopolitical Dynamics and Economic Interests in the Arctic
Region

In recent years, the Arctic region has emerged as a critical arena for
strategic rivalry among major powers, especially China, the US and Russia.
This growing interest stems from the Arctic’s wide ranging natural reserves and
its potential to serve as a vital maritime corridor linking the Atlantic and Pacific

37 Rob Gillies, “Canada’s New Leader Announces $4.2 Billion Australian Radar Purchase on
Visit to Arctic Circle,” AP News, March 19, 2025,
https://apnews.com/article/canada-carney-arctic-circle-greenland-d44e557453bc402a8c4e
617041e262b0.

3% “Canadian Military Flies the Flag in Frozen North as Struggle for the Arctic Heats Up,”
The Guardian, March 9, 2025,
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/mar/09/canada-arctic-military-exercise.

% Nicholas Poulson, China's Arctic Policy: A Neoclassical Realist Approach, Master’s
thesis, Aalborg University, 2021,
https://vbn.aau.dk/ws/files/460093895/FINAL THESIS.pdf.
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Oceans. Russia has maintained a stronghold in the region through its
geographical presence and investment in Arctic infrastructure. Although the US
national security strategy treats Russia and China as distinct strategic
challenges, their converging interests and cooperation in the Arctic present a
new geopolitical reality.*’

Political scientist Rob Huebert introduced the concept of the “New
Arctic Strategic Triangle Environment” (NASTE), describing the Arctic as a
central arena for triangular security interests involving the US, Russia and
China.*' These converging interests increase competition and geopolitical
tensions in the region.

Russia has established its geopolitical foothold in the Arctic through
military and infrastructural development. It has rebuilt old Soviet bases and
constructed new ones to secure its interests in oil, gas and territorial
sovereignty.*? After the US Geological Survey (2009) projected the Arctic as a
mineral-rich region, the US sought more cooperation in the region; however,
Russia had already placed a flag on the seabed beneath the North Pole to
demonstrate its claim, shifting the Arctic discourse from cooperation to
competition.*

Russia’s strategy in the Arctic combines cooperation and competition.
While it engages in governance and environmental discussions, it
simultaneously protects its strategic interests through militarization and
territorial claims.** Russia’s takeover of Crimea in 2014 exemplifies its
assertive posture in strategically valuable regions, including the Arctic.®
Additionally, Russia utilizes a mix of incentives and coercive tools in its Arctic

4 Rebecca Pincus, “Three-Way Power Dynamics in the Arctic,” Strategic Studies Quarterly
14, no. 1 (2020): 40—63, https://www.jstor.org/stable/26891883.

41" Rob Huebert, “The New Arctic Strategic Triangle Environment (NASTE),” in Breaking
the Ice Curtain: Russia, Canada, and Arctic Security in a Changing Circumpolar World,
eds. P. Whitney Lackenbauer and Suzanne Lalonde (Calgary: Canadian Global Affairs
Institute, 2019), 76, https://www.academia.edu/.

4 Natalia A. Serova and Valentina A. Serova, “Critical Tendencies of the Transport
Infrastructure Development in the Russian Arctic,” Arctic and North 36 (2019): 35-46,
https://doi.org/10.17238/issn2221-2698.2019.36.42.

4 T. Parfitt, “Russia Plants Flag on North Pole Seabed,” The Guardian, August 2, 2007,
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2007/aug/02/russia.arctic (accessed April 9, 2025).

4 Elana Wilson Rowe and Stina Torjesen, The Multilateral Dimension in Russian Foreign
Policy (London: Routledge, 2008).

4 “The Russian Arctic Threat: Consequences of the Ukraine War,” CSIS | Center for
Strategic and International Studies, accessed April 6, 2025,
https://www.csis.org/analysis/russian-arctic-threat-consequences-ukraine-war
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diplomacy.*® It maintains dominance in the Arctic energy sector through
state-controlled enterprises like Gazprom and Rosneft, which support
Moscow’s energy politics.*” Climate change-induced ice melting has opened
new maritime routes, triggering strategic competition between the US and
Russia.*®

The post-globalization era and China’s rise have also transformed the
geopolitics of the Arctic. Although China is not an Arctic state, it has developed
a formal Arctic strategy and integrated a Polar Silk Road into its Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI). The strategy aims to undertake developmental projects and
trade through the region. Moreover, the Trump administration’s interest in
buying Greenland highlighted the Arctic’s geopolitical and economic
significance.® The European Union also recognizes the strategic and economic
importance of the Arctic. It actively seeks to enhance its Arctic presence, with
Denmark, Sweden and Finland representing its interests.® The US recognizes
the Arctic’s strategic importance, particularly through Alaska, and aims to
expand its influence both economically and militarily.’! Other Arctic states like
Denmark and Norway are also pursuing greater involvement. Denmark focuses
on Greenland’s geopolitical significance, while Norway emphasizes energy
exploration.

During the Cold War, the Arctic was a strategic frontier between the US
and the Soviet Union. Today, the “Arctic Five”, which are Russia, Canada, the
US, Denmark and Norway, along with other stakeholders like Finland and

4 “Kennan Cable No.24: Russian Foreign Policy in the Arctic: Balancing Cooperation and
Competition,” Wilson Center, accessed April 14, 2025,
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/kennan-cable-no24-russian-foreignpolicy-the-ar
ctic-balancing-cooperation-and.

47 “The Russian Arctic Threat: Consequences of the Ukraine War,” CSIS | Center for
Strategic and International Studies, accessed April 6, 2025,
https://www.csis.org/analysis/russian-arctic-threat-consequences-ukraine-war

“  M.E. Goodsite, R.G. Bertelsen, S. Cassotta Pertoldi-Bianchi, et al., “The Role of Science
Diplomacy: A Historical Development and International Legal Framework of Arctic
Research Stations under Conditions of Climate Change, Post—Cold War Geopolitics and
Globalization/Power Transition,” Journal of Environmental Studies and Sciences 6
(2016): 645-661. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13412-015-0329-6; Elana Wilson Rowe,
“Analyzing Frenemies: An Arctic Repertoire of Cooperation and Rivalry,” Political
Geography, October 8, 2019, 1-9, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2019.102053.

4 Matthias Paul, Polar Power USA: Full Steam Ahead to the Arctic [Polarmacht USA: Mit
Volldampf'in die Arktis] (Berlin: German Institute for International and Security Affairs
[SWP], 2019).

%0 “Changing Geopolitics in the Arctic,” Council on Foreign Relations, last modified
September 7, 2023, https://www.cfr.org/report/changing-geopolitics-arctic-0.

31 Changing Geopolitics in the Arctic, (2023).
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Sweden, aim to protect their interests. These states are strengthening their
military presence through surveillance systems, coast guards and naval and air
deployments, which further increase geopolitical tension in the region.>

Meanwhile, Japan, China and South Korea have emerged as influential
states in the region. China’s increasing energy needs have led to major
investments in Arctic resources, particularly in Russian oil and gas. In 2013,
China bought Canadian energy company Nexen for USD 15 billion,
highlighting its strategic intent.”* China has also invested in rare earth minerals
in Greenland.**

China and Russia have partnered to develop the NSR, a key part of the
Polar Silk Road, which is integrated into China’s BRI. This maritime route
reduces travel time between China and Europe by 20-30%, saving fuel costs.>
Although China has not formally declared its Arctic ambitions, its investments
and diplomatic engagement suggest its strategic interests.”® Russia has
welcomed China’s financial and logistical support, which has bolstered both
countries’ Arctic strategies.”” The NSR also opens the region to other East
Asian nations.

Japan, the leading global importer of liquefied natural gas, and South
Korea, a major trading economy, have also joined the Arctic race. Their
involvement reflects both economic interests and concerns over China’s
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expanding influence.”® The expanding China-Russia cooperation has raised
alarms in Washington. The US perceives their cooperation in the Arctic through
the lens of the “China threat” discourse, adding complexity to regional
geopolitics.”

Arctic Governance and Strategic Dynamics

The existing governance structures in the Arctic region become
insufficient as the region transforms into a global strategic interest zone. The
traditional governance mechanism has come under immense pressure as the
region becomes essential for global power politics. The Arctic Council is one of
the main governing bodies in the region; however, it has shortcomings
concerning military security, which limits its effectiveness in warding off
geopolitical competition. Furthermore, non-cooperative behaviour in the
Council raises tension among the Arctic states. For instance, Russia was
suspended from the Council because of Ukraine crisis, which disrupted
diplomatic consensus and raised concerns about future cooperative governance
in the region. As the Council struggles to adapt to new realities, the risk of
unilateral actions and policy fragmentation continues to grow, plunging the
Arctic region into power politics.®

An inclusive and more robust governance mechanism is necessary to
ensure stability in the Arctic. A renewed governance model is required to
engage both Arctic and non-Arctic states and actors to prevent the escalation of
power competition in the region. As Japan, China and South Korea are pursuing
Arctic strategies and interests ranging from energy to maritime shipping, it is
imperative to include them in Arctic governance. Their exclusion only serves to
create ambiguity and render confusion and assertive actions. The Arctic
authority can be expanded and reformed to include these alterations, as these
changes are essential to manage the intersection of climate change, economic
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interests and security in the region. The Arctic risks becoming a conflict zone if
adaptive and inclusive governance structures are not put in place.®'

The legal framework in the Arctic, which is the United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) is highly challenged in its
capacity to manage Arctic disputes. The UNCLOS is responsible for governing
maritime boundaries and claims in the continental shelf; nevertheless, key
Arctic states such as Canada and Russia have managed to bypass its mechanism
of dispute resolution. The freedom to opt out undermines UNCLOS’s authority
and leaves many contentious issues unresolved, such as intersecting navigation
rights and territorial claims. This increases the region’s vulnerability and
susceptibility to political standoffs. Thus, the lack of a binding enforcement
mechanism in the Arctic governance increases its fragility in the already
complicated geopolitical scenario.®

Recently, strategic military exercises have increased in the Arctic,
which reflect its growing significance in great power competition. Russia has
reactivated its Soviet-era bases and developed a multi-purpose structure along
the NSR, demonstrating itself as a dominating military actor in the Arctic.
NATO has increased Arctic surveillance and military exercises. These
developments mark a shift from soft-power scientific cooperation to
hard-power posturing, revealing a fragile security environment that governance
frameworks are ill-equipped to handle.®* Moreover, these developments also
revealed the fragility of the security environment in the Arctic, which could
deteriorate because of the ill-preparedness of the Arctic governance
framework.

Russia interprets its military manoeuvres as a security need, and NATO
find itself bound by its collective defence narrative and deterrence obligation,

¢ Nima Khorrami, “India-Russia Cooperation in the Arctic and the Rising Prospect of
Polarization in Arctic Governance,” The Arctic Institute - Center for Circumpolar Security
Studies, December 4, 2024,
https://www.thearcticinstitute.org/india-russia-cooperation-arctic-rising-prospect-polarizat
ion-arctic-governance/

2 “UNCLOS Is Not Adequate for the Arctic Because States Can Easily Opt out of Dispute
Resolution,” UNCLOS Debate, accessed May 2, 2025,
https://www.unclosdebate.org/evidence/1866/unclos-not-adequate-arctic-because-states-ca
n-easily-opt-out-dispute-resolution.

6 “Russia in the Arctic: A critical examination,” Carnegie endowment for international
peace, accessed May 9, 2025,
https://carnegicendowment.org/2021/03/29/russia-in-arctic-critical-examination-pub-8418
1.

Global Strategic Pulse 2025



70 GSP Volume 11, Issue I Shereen Hashum

leading to tension along the alliance’s northern areas. However, there is a lack
of enough evidence that represents a novel military development. Though it is
tempting to frame the Arctic-centred activities of states through the lens of
great power competition, the region has not yet become a full-blown
geopolitical battle ground. However, the current postures of Russia and NATO
reflect their Cold War era rivalry, particularly focusing on safeguarding their
ballistic missile zones, which are operational to ensure their strategic presence
in the North Atlantic, in case a conflict erupts in Europe.*

The Arctic governance structure rarely integrates climate change as a
security threat in its framework, even though it enormously drives the Arctic
into a geostrategic hotspot. Disputes over sovereignty of the region and
shipping rights are emerging as new pathways are becoming navigable,
particularly the NSR and NWP. Environmental protection is also a contentious
issue in the Arctic among the various stakeholders. For example, the US and
Canada disagree on the NWP’s legal status; while the US insists it is an
international strait, Canada claims it is a part of its internal waters. Such legal
obscurity sparks geopolitical competition and calls for an effective governance
framework that balances environmental management with evolving strategic
importance.®

Meanwhile, the native communities in the Arctic, who are the first to
bear the repercussions of environmental and geopolitical transformation, are
frequently not a part of the dialogue concerning the Arctic region. Albeit, they
are a permanent member of the Arctic Council, they get deprived of their voting
rights, especially in the national-level strategic dialogues. As the Arctic endures
further changes, shipping traffic, military activity and industrial projects
increase, thus threatening their culture, food security and territorial autonomy.
As aresult, an internal conflict could flare up in the Arctic, which could be hard
to control due to the non-existent participation of the indigenous communities
in the Arctic governance system. Without a proper channel of dialogue to
resolve issues and ensure cooperation, the Arctic may become a conflict
flashpoint in the future.®
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Conclusion

The Arctic is no longer a peaceful and cooperative zone but a central
arena for geopolitical contestation, strategic maneuvering and governance
experimentation. The accelerating pace of climate change has dramatically
transformed the physical and political landscape of the region by opening the
routes and resources which were previously inaccessible. These shifts do not
occur in isolation, but they reshape national interests, military strategies and
international relations among states. Hence, the governance system and
international relations in the Arctic must evolve beyond their current
institutional constraints to address the incoming multidimensional geopolitical
and strategic challenges.

Previously, the UNCLOS and the Arctic served as foundational
structures to serve the interests of the Arctic region; however, the evolving
geopolitical dynamics in the region require profound reforms in the governance
structure of the Arctic to maintain cooperation. The contemporary dynamics of
the Arctic in the aftermath of the structural change in the Arctic Ocean due to
climate change have become more complicated for these traditional legal
structures. Legal shortcomings in the Arctic Council deliberations in terms of
clarity on maritime boundaries and security signify a major governance gap in
the Arctic, especially after the region evolved to be a hotspot for great power
competition. As new developments unfold in the geopolitical and strategic
domains of the Arctic, traditional cooperative institutions become obsolete,
risking a vacuum that could be filled by states’ unilateral and assertive policies.

Furthermore, the involvement of non-Arctic nations such as China,
Japan and South Korea signifies global recognition of the Arctic’s strategic and
economic importance. These states are taking interest in the Arctic shipping
routes, energy reserves and infrastructure, which highlight the Arctic’s strategic
importance in the international system and necessitate significant reforms to
ensure peace and cooperation in the region. The current model in the Arctic is
exclusionary, in which observer states have limited influence. It is
unsustainable in the contemporary arena when the Arctic is attracting global
attention and is the center of great power competition. The Arctic needs a more
inclusive, efficient and adaptive governance, which is essential to
accommodate interests of an increasing number of states.
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The melting of the Arctic ice sheet and data-supported evidence of its
vast resources and significant maritime trade routes drive new regional
realignment in the Arctic. The Arctic is likely to become a zone of geopolitical
competition and power dynamics. The changing state of the Arctic will result in
new alliances and rivalries. Russia and China could cooperate in the Arctic to
counter the US in the region. Owing to competing interests of global powers,
cooperation and peaceful exploitation of the Arctic is unlikely.

The native communities in the Arctic cannot be sidelined when the
region is undergoing massive geopolitical and strategic transformation. The
future of the Arctic also lies with these indigenous communities, as they are at
the receiving end of any change and development in the region. Their
knowledge about the region can compound governance reforms, safeguarding
the environment of the Arctic and ensuring peace in the Arctic area. As the
strategic interests of many states unravel in the Arctic through their regional
policies, the path forward for the Arctic requires more focused diplomatic
effort, inclusive of all stakeholders, to ensure the region does not turn into a
conflict zone. A new upgraded institution needs to be formed to ensure peaceful
co-existence in the Arctic because without reimaging the Arctic governance
mechanism, the region risks falling into uncertainty and anarchy. The region
risks becoming a flashpoint of geopolitical rivalry if timely cooperative
measures and effective governance reforms are not undertaken, because
climate change is serving as a geopolitical accelerator in the Arctic that needs
to be curtailed before it spirals out of control.

A new governance framework must be created to include Arctic and
non-Arctic states along with indigenous communities. The governance
framework must focus on environmental sustainability in the region despite its
emerging geopolitical dynamics. The indigenous communities should be
protected and their experiences should be used to protect the Arctic landscape.
All the stakeholders in the Arctic should bear the expenses of climate finance in
the region through a robust governance framework.
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