
Security Policy in the Arctic

Climate change is dramatically altering the geopolitical 
situation  in  the  Arctic.  Recent  studies show  that  the 
Arctic is warming about four times faster than the global 
average1. Melting ice provides access to valuable land  
and seabed resources, potentially lucrative shipping 
lanes, and new fishing grounds, thus opening up new 
areas of possible interstate conflict in the Arctic. The 
Arctic was already highly relevant geostrategically 
during   the  Cold War and  has now become a  region  of  
international   great  power claims  in  a  world that is 
increasingly polarized.

Territorial claims to maritime areas are largely regulated 
by the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 
(UNCLOS) and bilateral agreements2. The only disputed 
issue is sovereignty over parts of the Northwest 
Passage (NWP) through the Canadian archipelago and 
the Northern Sea Route (NSR) off Russia's coast. While 
Canada and Russia each consider these sea lanes to be 
internal waters, the United States in particular, as well 
as China and the EU, do not recognize this. However, 
an escalation of this conflict is generally considered 
unlikely at this time3. Russia sees enormous economic 
potential  in the  Northern   Sea  Route as an  alternative 
to  established   international   shipping   routes.  However, 

experts doubt the short-term potential of the sea route. 
On the one hand, the use of the Northern Sea Route for 
container shipping is considered unprofitable overall, 
and factors such as sea ice cover and extreme weather 
remain unpredictable4. On the other hand, urgently nee-
ded infrastructure is lacking, and expansion requires ex-
pertise and investment from abroad — whereas Moscow 
wants to retain absolute control over the infrastructure. 
As the ice melts, a transpolar route through internatio-
nal waters could also become navigable. This could be of 
interest to many Asian countries, especially China, with 
its concept of a polar silk road5.

The Arctic harbors enormous resources such as oil, gas, 
and rare-earth elements. Melting sea and inland ice will 
make their extraction possible in the future. A 2008 
report by the U.S. Geological Survey6 therefore triggered 
a kind of gold rush with its estimates. However, the 
claims of the littoral states to use the resources overlap 
because the continental shelves also overlap in some 
cases. This harbors enormous potential for conflict. It 
remains to be seen whether a diplomatic agreement 
on this issue, especially with Russia7, will be possible 
— because the export of Arctic oil and gas contributes 
significantly to the Russian national budget8 and is thus
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also highly relevant to its security policy.

On the sidelines of the 2019 Arctic Council Ministerial 
Meeting  in   Rovaniemi,  Finland,   then-U.S. Secretary of
State Mike Pompeo delivered a speech underscoring 
America's  security  interests in the Arctic and criticizing 
unexpectedly harshly  China`s  and  Russia's influence in 
the region9. He thus finally put the Arctic on the radar of 
the major international powers10. China, Russia, and the 
Western Arctic states* are expanding their presence in 
the Arctic. Russia is rearming, to which the other Arctic 
states have so far reacted in a predominantly restrained   
military  manner. As in other regions of the world, China is 
primarily interested in investing in Arctic infrastructure 
projects. In  addition,  the  Chinese  navy  is  increasingly    
sailing through Arctic waters11, underlining China's claim 
to be a near-arctic state. In turn, the North American 
states and the EU, for example, have also significantly 
expanded their investments12. The EU even declared 
Greenland a focus of its new Arctic policy13. The U.S. 
opened a consulate in Nuuk, the capital of Greenland, 
in 202014.

Sea Ice Extent in the Arctic (graphic: seaiceportal)

The current Russian war of aggression against Ukraine 
underscores the fragility of peace in the world and 
thus also in the Arctic. The seven Western Arctic states 
suspended cooperation in the Arctic Council with 
Russia in  March 2022 and terminated all cooperation 
with Russia until further notice (see below)15.  In the 
aftermath of the sanctions against Russia, it was 
disputed whether Russia may deliver cargo to Russian 
settlements that are under Norwegian sovereignty in 
Svalbard. Russia, in turn, has threatened to terminate 
the maritime border agreements with Norway16. Last 
but not least, the accession of Finland and Sweden to 
NATO will shift the balance in the Arctic: Seven NATO 
countries will now face an internationally largely 
isolated Russia. However, it remains to be seen how the 
great power China will react to this change.

* In the following, the term "Western Arctic states" refers to Denmark (with Greenland), Finland, Iceland, Canada, Norway, Sweden, and 

the United States (with Alaska).

Avoiding Escalation: Cooperation and Deterrence

Cooperation and Dialogue
The seven western Arctic states, in particular, are 
fundamentally committed to cooperation to avoid 
conflicts and misunderstandings. To this end, there 
are multi- and bilateral formats on a broad range of 
issues in the Arctic. Cooperation on non-security issues 
contributes significantly to bilateral and multilateral 
confidence building. This is particularly relevant since 
security and military cooperation between Russia and 
the other seven Arctic states has been completely 
abandoned as a result of Russia's war of aggression on 
Ukraine.

Germany in the Arctic
Germany is primarily involved in science and 
research in the Arctic17. It has been scientifically 
active there for over 150 years, and since 1980 
there has even been a German polar research 
institute, the Alfred Wegener Institute (AWI). It 
is also home to the German Arctic Office, which 
began its work in 2017 and plays an important 
role in coordinating German Arctic policy between 
science, politics, and industry through the Arctic 
Dialogue. AWI maintains research stations in the 
Arctic and, in 2019 – 20, led the highly acclaimed 
MOSAiC expedition of the AWI research vessel 
Polarstern to the Arctic ice18. Germany has also 
been an observer in the Arctic Council since 1998 
and, where still possible, is actively involved in its 
working groups19.

For the first time, the German government's 
"Germany’s Arctic Policy Guidelines"20, updated 
in 2019, also address the security policy 
dimension of German involvement in the Arctic. 
It is recognized that potential Arctic conflicts and 
the region's increasing militarization also affect 
German security interests. Germany, therefore, 
wants to make greater use of its expertise as a 
mediator in the future and further strengthen 
multilateral cooperation. However, Germany is also 
clearly committed to its alliance obligations within 
the framework of the EU and NATO. Against this 
backdrop, it also wants to become more involved in 
security policy in the Arctic. This is now even more 
urgent due to Russia's behavior, which has been in 
violation of international law since February 2022.
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Since 1996, the most important multilateral 
cooperation forum has been the Arctic Council, 
consisting of the eight Arctic states, six indigenous 
peoples' representatives, and many observer states  
and organizations. Cooperation takes place in six 
working groups on various topics, such as environ-
mental protection, emergency preparedness, and 
sustainable development19. However, security policy 
issues are explicitly excluded from the deliberations 
by the Ottawa Declaration21, the founding document. 
While some experts and government officials have 
called for expanding the mandate to include security 
policy, others fear that disagreements on these 
issues could negatively impact cooperation on other   
issues3, 22, 23. Russia chairs the Arctic Council until May 
2023. As a result of the Russian attack on Ukraine, 
the seven other states have not participated in 
meetings of the Council since March 2022. However, 
cooperation on projects without Russian participation 
resumed in June 202215, 24.

                                      Arctic Council Gavel (Photo: Arctic Council)

The Arctic Security Forces Roundtable was 
established in 2011 and is the only forum that formerly 
united all eight Arctic states for security cooperation, 
dialogue, and information sharing. Until the exclusion 
of Russia due to the annexation of the Crimean 
Peninsula in 2014, it included representatives of the 
military of all Arctic countries as well as the observer 
nations, Germany, France, the Netherlands, and the 
United Kingdom22. However, the Roundtable has little 
political clout. It serves mainly as an informal military 
information exchange — soon, after the inclusion of 
Finland  and  Sweden,  exclusively between countries 
all belonging to NATO.

* There are five bilateral agreements on maritime boundary demarcation in the Arctic. The one between Norway and Russia on demarca  
tion in the Barents Sea, for example, was concluded in 2010 after almost 40 years of negotiations31.

For over a decade, NATO has viewed the Arctic as a 
future problem area but has long kept a low military 
profile in the region to avoid conflict26. NATO is a 
highly institutionalized forum with its own command 
structure. The NATO-Russia Council, established 
2002, plays a major role in Arctic security.  It initially 
served successfully as a mechanism for exchange, 
cooperation, and consensus building, including on 
Arctic issues, however, remaining primarily on an 
informal level. After the annexation of Crimea in 2014, 
practical civil and military cooperation with Russia 
was suspended, but informal communication channels 
continued until the Russian attack on Ukraine in 
February 202227. NATO's role in the Arctic in the 
future will be based primarily on credible deterrence 
and robust defense against Russia (see below).

The five Northern European Arctic states of Denmark, 
Finland, Iceland, Norway, and Sweden also cooperate 
in the Nordic Defence Cooperation (NORDEFCO). 
With the initiated admission of Finland and Sweden 
to NATO, all NORDEFCO countries will also be NATO 
members in the future. However, since NATO is an 
alliance with diverse interests, close cooperation 
within the small circle of NORDEFCO is expected to 
remain integral to military cooperation and deterrence 
in Northern Europe. NORDEFCO also serves only to 
exchange information, and the implementation of any 
understanding is the responsibility of the individual 
countries28.

The EU is also indirectly represented in the Arctic by 
the Arctic nations Denmark, Sweden, and Finland and 
has been a de facto observer in the Arctic Council since 
2013. Membership in the EU also includes a mutual 
military assistance obligation, including in the event of 
a conflict in the Arctic, if necessary. Arctic actors such 
as Sweden and Finland are even calling for a stronger 
EU contribution to Arctic security29, 30.

Many bilateral agreements have (so far) already 
successfully defused previously contentious issues, 
such as maritime border demarcation*. In addition, 
several forums and agreements address soft security 
issues (such as search and rescue, environmental 
disasters, and social security). These include the Arctic 
Coast Guard Forum, the Barents-Euro Arctic Council, 
and a  2011 search-and-rescue agreement, the  latter 
of   which  is   considered   one  of  the    Arctic Council's 
greatest successes. It is also one of the few remaining 
points of contact with Russia.
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Actor Current Arctic 
Strategy Background of the security interests in the Arctic 

Denmark 201132 

- An Arctic player through geopolitically important Greenland33 
- Maintains a U.S. military base at Thule in northern Greenland since 194133 
- Increasing Greenlandic autonomy: Greenland's right to a say,33 but often converging interests 

in the Arctic, especially regarding armaments and the U.S. military base12 
- Arctic security policy is an important component of the 2022 National Security Strategy34 

Finland 202130 

- The Arctic is considered an integral part of the country30 
- No access to the Arctic Ocean 
- Ties Arctic security closely to the security of the Baltic Sea region and the rest of Europe30 
- Stability and (hard) security are seen as basic prerequisites for economic and socioeconomic 

development in the Arctic30 

Iceland 202136 

- Geostrategically important location: 1951–2006 U.S. military base in Keflavík, still in use for 
NATO missions37, interest in reactivation on the part of the U.S. but domestically 
controversial38 

- State without a Military: Dependent on NATO Partners for National Defense 

Canada 202040 

- National identity strongly linked to the far north of the country41 
- The Canadian Arctic is very large, with few inhabitants, infrastructure, or industry41 
- The focus of Canadian security concern is on maintaining sovereignty over the Arctic portion 

of the country, greatest concerns here long with the U.S., now Russia41 

Norway 202044 

- Security concerns due to land and sea border with Russia in the Arctic45 
- Foreign policy since World War II has been a balancing act between the great powers, despite 

NATO membership since 194945 
- The Norwegian archipelago of Svalbard is considered to be NATO's 'Achilles heel' 46 

Russia 202050 

- The Arctic strongly contributes to Russia's self-definition7 
- Largest Arctic state by area, half of Arctic coastline and Arctic population are Russian   

à  Based on this, raises great power claim to the Arctic7 
- Power-political calculations outweigh economic interests51 
- Militarily strategic region: the melting of the ice caps opens long northern frontier8, two-

thirds of maritime nuclear second-strike forces stationed on the Arctic Kola Peninsula11 
- Arctic Strategy 2020–35 emphasizes interest in Arctic peace and cooperation52 

Sweden 202029 
- No access to the Arctic Ocean 
- Security focus is on the Baltic Sea region and Russia (including outside the Arctic).56 

USA 201357 

 
- Self-definition as an Arctic state fairly new, hardly relevant domestically until 201342 
- Russia is the biggest counterpart in the Arctic in the short term, China in the long term  
- Other priorities, e.g., the Indo-Pacific (China)7   

 

 
China 
 

201860 

- Observer to the Arctic Council since 2013 
- Primarily economic interests: Arctic Silk Road, mineral resources, and fisheries 

à  Ensuring the safety of its own ships 61 
- Power political influence through infrastructure investments, e.g., in Greenland12, 62 (partly 

compared with China's role in the South and East China Seas 61) 
- Interest in helping to shape international standards and rules in the region60 

 
EU  
 

202113 

- de facto observer to the Arctic Council since 2013 
- Sees responsibility for the Arctic with individual Arctic states13 
- Greenland is a focus of the new Arctic policy13 
- Does not want to become a counterweight to the great power claims of the USA, Russia, and 

China63 
- Focus on soft security63 

The following table provides an overview of security interests and actions of the eight Arctic states, China, and 
the EU in the Arctic. 

4



 

Actor Security Policy Action in the Arctic 

Denmark 

 
- The U.S. is historically the largest factor in Danish security policy in the Arctic33 
- Expansion of Danish Arctic policy beyond the Greenland-U.S. axis to maintain its own influence33  

à  Security policy action in the Arctic often without consultation with Greenland34 
- Recently, a tripling of military spending on the Arctic35 
 

Finland 
- High defense capability and operability in the Arctic climate30 
- Stability and (hard) security are more important than for most other Arctic states30 
- Already participation in NATO exercises in the Arctic30 

Iceland 
- Strongly influenced by the relationship with the USA and NATO membership39 
- Focus on soft security36 

Canada 

 
- Slogan “High North—Low Tension”42 
- Until recently, little enthusiasm toward increased NATO engagement in the Arctic42, 43 

Norway 
- Greatest interest in NATO presence and most active military engagement in the Arctic47 
- 2022: Decision to allow US bases on Norwegian territory for the first time48 
- Regular bilateral coast guard exercises with Russia until 202249 

Russia 

 
- Remilitarization of the Arctic (reopening of military bases52, expansion of the Northern Fleet53, 

development of dual-use infrastructure54, military exercises and maneuvers8) 
- Military buildup in the Arctic, but not only for the Arctic25 
- Military presence in the Arctic is not officially primarily offensive: but opportunities for offensive activities, 

threatening gestures55, and rapid escalation8 exist  
- Massive problems in financing infrastructure investments and the military55 
- July 2022: Issuing of an updated maritime doctrine, with a focus on the Arctic53 

Sweden 

 
- For a long time little involvement in Arctic security, likely to change with NATO accession56 
- Two-part approach: Cooperation but also armament (military build-up in the Arctic, military cooperation with 

Arctic partners and through the EU)29 
- Already participation in NATO exercises in the Arctic56 

USA 

- Arctic policy characterized by strong discontinuity 
o 2013 first and only Arctic strategy, focus on international cooperation57 
o Trump Administration:  Turning away from international cooperation, great power rivalry, 

remilitarization of the Arctic, polarization of relations42 
o Biden Administration:  Preliminary national security strategy with little mention of the Arctic (the 

High North)58, a new Arctic strategy is in the works, plans to appoint an Arctic special envoy59 
- Limited military operability in the Arctic (few icebreakers, poor infrastructure, inadequate funding)10 
- Military bases in Greenland, Iceland, Norway 

 
China 
 

- Self-designation as a near-Arctic state in January 201860 
- Military build-up with Arctic capability, e.g., by building icebreakers62 
- Active in Arctic science, results often have dual-use character61 
- Chinese navy voyages through the Arctic11 

 
EU  
 

- Until March 2022, Arctic cooperation with Russia through the Northern Dimension64 
- Wants stronger cooperation with NATO on Arctic security13 
- Wants to strengthen its engagement in Arctic security policy, but especially in soft security63 
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One dilemma currently visibly superimposes all 
cooperation: Most conflicts in the Arctic are currently 
between Russia and the Western Arctic states. Security 
cooperation in the Arctic would thus be most effective 
if it included Russia. However, this is not possible in 
the foreseeable future due to the current Russian 
war in Ukraine, which is also attacking our rules-based 
international world order — not least because it has 
resulted in a complete loss of trust in Russia as a reliable 
cooperation partner. What remains, therefore, is to 
prevent further escalation in the Arctic in the "classical" 
way through deterrence. However, this is a very fine 
line and could easily lead to an expansion of the current 
regionally limited conflict into a worldwide permanent 
conflict.

Deterrence
Deterrence is a concept that attempts to prevent 
existing interstate conflicts from escalating militarily. 
While trust is built through cooperation, deterrence 
serves to deter an opponent from military attacks by 
threatening    retaliation.  Deterrence  has  become     a 
central military policy strategy, especially since the 
invention  of  nuclear  weapons,  but  it  can  also     be 
based on conventional weapons systems65 or non-
military elements such as sanctions. 

Classical military deterrence relies on the expansion 
of one's own military striking power and a showcase 
of one's own capabilities. In the case of the Arctic, 
this includes the expansion of military (military 
bases, weapons with regional reach) or dual-use 
infrastructures (deep-water ports, icebreakers). 
Military presence in the form of freedom-of-navigation 
operations can also be a deterrent, as can military 
exercises, alone or with partners.

Elements of military deterrence are primarily used 
in the Arctic by NATO and Russia66, but China is also 
increasingly resorting to them. Russia relies above all 
on the Northern Fleet, which serves as a deterrent 
for NATO and is intended to secure access to the 
North Atlantic and the Northern European Arctic in 
the event of an emergency52. According to NATO´s 
strategic concept of 202267, this implies a strategic 
challenge. NATO is already conducting regular 
military exercises in the region (e.g., Cold Response, 
with the participation of the Bundeswehr, among 
others), as well as in other regions with the aim of 
sending a signal to Russia and other aggressors (e.g., 
also exercise Trident Juncture 2018). However, an 
expansion of military capabilities in the Arctic has so 
far been based on efforts by individual states. The 
imminent accession of Sweden and Finland to NATO 
will significantly strengthen the deterrence potential 

in the High North, especially if these new members 
coordinate closely with Norway regarding security 
policy. 

The  threat  of  imposing  sanctions  in  the  event   of
military escalation by the other side can also act as a 
deterrent68. The comprehensive sanctions packages 
against  Russia  in  the wake  of  the  February    2022 
attack   on  Ukraine  have    given     this   element   of 
deterrence new credibility. This could also have a 
stabilizing effect in the Arctic. In addition to the 
demonstration and expansion of its own forces, 
credible  deterrence  also includes the demonstration 
of political will at the highest level, for example, 
through the expansion and solid financing of the 
armed forces, as well as a lasting, demonstrated 
defense readiness69. However, an expansion of 
military presence by NATO in response to Russian 
militarization in the Arctic is also fraught with risk, 
risking an arms race in the Arctic and a worsening 
security dilemma as a result22, 25. Moreover, the 
militarization of the Arctic puts a strain on 
coordinated climate change mitigation, which would 
be urgently needed to contain global climate impacts 
with security implications (including famine, severe 
weather, and drought disasters).

             

            

                                              Military Exercise Cold Response 2020 

                                               (Photo: Bundeswehr / Jana Neumann)

 

A Way Forward? 

Cooperation with Russia has been permanently 
damaged since it annexed Ukraine's Crimean 
Peninsula in 2014. Russia's war of aggression against 
Ukraine since February 2022, the accompanying 
disregard for international law and other international 
agreements, and the questioning of the rule-based 
international order have permanently eroded trust in 
Russia. Cooperation, especially on security issues, is 
currently unthinkable. So what is left in the Arctic? 
Where does it go from here?
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Three major areas of conflict are already visible in the 
Arctic: overlapping claims to continental shelves and the 
use of the resources they contain (oil, natural gas, ores, 
etc.), sovereignty over sea routes, and overriding claims 
to great power by Russia, China, and the USA, which are 
now also being demonstrated in the Arctic. In addition, 
conflicts from other regions could spill over into the 
Arctic and be fought out there. The war in Ukraine 
has further hardened the fronts between the major 
powers. A military conflict over the Northern Sea Route 
is unlikely, as the Western Arctic states currently show 
little interest in using the sea route, and China, too, is 
holding back on concrete plans and investments, at 
least publicly. On the other hand, a failure of diplomatic 
negotiations on overlapping seabed claims approved 
by the UN Commission on the Limits of the Continental 
Shelf cannot be ruled out in the current political 
climate. In this case, Russia has not ruled out military 
enforcement of its interests. Military steps against 
NATO countries cannot be ruled out, but the protective 
umbrella over the countries has a high deterrent value. 
An unintentional escalation poses a particular danger 
because of a lack of communication between Russia and 
the other Arctic states. Russia claims great power status 
in the Arctic due to the geographic size of the Russian 
Arctic and the importance of its resources to the national 
budget. NATO enlargement and the accompanying 
loss of Russia's strategic depth in the European north 
will not reduce this claim from Russia's perspective. In 
recent years, China has also been positioning itself in 
the Arctic. The war in Ukraine has pushed this into the 
background for the time being, but in the long term, 
China will become a critical factor in Arctic security.

Cooperation in the Arctic will only be able to continue 
in the medium term without Russia, even if the long-
term goal must remain cooperation with Russia due to 
the numerous challenges (including as consequences 
of climate change). This could be done in existing 
forums to the exclusion of Russia. For example, the 
seven Western states in the Arctic Council are currently 
only pursuing projects without Russian participation. 
The Russian-inflicted breakdown of cooperation is not 
without effect. For example, research on the effects 
of climate change on the Arctic is impaired, for which 
knowledge about half of the Arctic is lacking. Much 
hope is pinned on Norway taking over the presidency 
of the Arctic Council in May 2023, but no real change of 
the situation is in sight.

A security policy repositioning of the seven Western 
Arctic states should also be discussed, either 
by establishing new forums or, for example, by 
strengthening the Arctic Security Forces Roundtable, 
possibly even as a body within NATO. This would not 
involve Russia in cooperation but would have a strong 
political signaling effect. While this would increase 
the patchwork of Arctic cooperation, the potential for 
conflict in the Arctic has increased significantly as a 
result of recent developments. Also, in the future, the 
Arctic must be more fully integrated into the global 
political considerations of major alliances such as the 
EU and NATO. The Arctic has long ceased to exist 
separately from events in the rest of the world in the 
sense of Arctic Exceptionalism.

Germany is not unaffected by developments in the 
Arctic and has a vested interest in actively positioning 
itself in the Arctic. Its self-image as a leading security 
and military actor in Europe has changed significantly 
since February 2022. A strengthening of Germany's 
security engagement in the Arctic, for example in the 
framework of the Arctic Security Forces Roundtable or 
other bodies in NATO or the EU, should be discussed 
more intensively in the near future.

Conclusion

Climate change and changes in the Arctic are almost 
impossible to reverse. The Arctic has thus inevitably 
become a region of high strategic and economic value, 
both for the eight Arctic states and for countries with 
Arctic ambitions, such as China. Conflicts over resource 
exploitation and Arctic sea lanes are gaining enormous 
importance. Russia has also been remilitarizing in 
the Arctic for over a decade. Russia’s current war of 
aggression against Ukraine since February 2022 has 
finally shattered what has been crumbling for years. 
Cooperation between the adversaries in the Arctic has 
been abandoned for the time being and with it the 
hope of avoiding conflict in this way. Thus, credible 
deterrence probably remains the only realistic political 
strategy in and for the Arctic in the long term. However, 
this must be preserved. Otherwise, uncontrollable 
negative effects could occur for all of us.

"The growing insecurity in the Arctic due to 
climate change and militarization is a threat to 
all humanity." (Michael Däumer, Arctic expert, 
formerly of the German Federal Foreign Office)

"The Arctic is no longer a region far removed 
from conflict, but increasingly the site of 
conflicting interests itself." (Michael Paul, 
Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik)
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