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A s other nations devote resources and assets in the Arctic region to 
secure their national interests, America cannot afford to fall behind. 
America’s very real interests in the Arctic region will only increase in 

the years to come. The melting of some of the Arctic ice during the summer 
months each year is creating security challenges, but also new opportuni-
ties for economic development. Reduced ice will mean new shipping lanes, 
increased tourism, and further natural resource exploration. This increase 
in economic activity will also mean a larger military presence by more actors 
than ever before. As the U.S. prepares for future security challenges in the 
Arctic region it must continue to invest in necessary military and security 
capabilities, deepen its bilateral relations with friendly Arctic countries, focus 
NATO’s attention on the Arctic, and continue to highlight Russia and China’s 
malign role in the region.

America’s very real interests in the Arctic region will only increase in the 
years to come. As other nations devote resources and assets in the region to 
secure their national interests, America cannot afford to fall behind. The 
U.S. must champion an agenda that advances the U.S. national interest and 
devotes the required national resources to the Arctic region.

The melting of some of the Arctic ice during the summer months each 
year is creating security challenges, but also new opportunities for economic 
development. Reduced ice will mean new shipping lanes, increased tourism, 
and further natural resource exploration. This increase in economic activity 
will also mean a larger military presence by more actors than ever before. 
This is not because of a heightened threat of conflict in the region—on the 
contrary, things are relatively calm.

However, many capabilities needed in the Arctic, such as those for search 
and rescue, can be provided more immediately and, at least for now, more 
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effectively, by the military, especially the Coast Guard. The U.S. must be able 
to exert and defend its national sovereignty in the region, while at the same 
time respecting the national sovereignty of others. As the U.S. prepares for 
future security challenges in the Arctic region it must continue to invest 
in necessary military and security capabilities for the region, deepen its 
bilateral relations with friendly Arctic countries, focus the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization’s (NATO’s) attention on the Arctic, and continue to 
highlight Russia and China’s malign role in the region.

The High North

The Arctic region, commonly referred to as the High North, is becom-
ing more contested than ever before. The Arctic encompasses the lands 
and territorial waters of eight countries on three continents.1 Unlike the 
Antarctic, the Arctic has no land mass covering its pole (the North Pole), 
just ocean and ice. The region is home to some of the roughest terrain and 
harshest weather on the planet.

The region is also one of the least-populated areas in the world, with 
sparse nomadic communities and few large cities and towns. Settlements 
are often very remote, with tiny populations, and lack basic transportation 
infrastructure. When including islands, Alaska has 33,904 miles of shoreline, 
but no deepwater port above the Arctic Circle. In Greenland, no two popu-
lation centers are connected by a road. Norway’s Ny Ålesund, located on the 
Svalbard archipelago, is the world’s northern-most permanently inhabited 
place with 35 inhabitants. Although official population figures are non-ex-
istent, the Nordic Council of Ministers estimates the Arctic’s population at 
four million,2 making it about the size of Los Angeles. Approximately half 
of the Arctic population lives in Russia.

The region is rich in minerals, wildlife, fish, and other natural resources. 
According to some estimates, up to 13 percent of the world’s undiscovered 
oil reserves and almost one-third of the world’s undiscovered natural gas 
reserves are located in the Arctic.3 However, the region currently only has 
an economic output of approximately $450 billion per year, making its 
economic size roughly the same as Maryland’s.4

U.S. Arctic Security Interests. The U.S. became an Arctic power 
on October 18, 1867, at the ceremony transferring ownership of Alaska 
from Russia to the United States. At the time, the purchase was ridiculed 
and known as “Seward’s Folly”—named after then–Secretary of State 
William Seward. However, with a stroke of a pen, Seward ended Russian 
influence in North America, gave the United States direct access to the 
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northern Pacific Ocean, and added territory nearly twice the size of 
Texas for about 2 cents an acre along with 33,000 miles of coastline. In 
his retirement Seward was asked what his greatest achievement was. He 
answered: “The purchase of Alaska. But it will take another generation 
to find it out.”5

So far, the Trump Administration’s Arctic policy has been a mixed bag. 
On the positive side, the Trump Administration has ended the diplomatic 
sanctions that the Obama Administration applied against Iceland over the 
issue of whaling.6 Secretary of State Mike Pompeo’s visit to Iceland was the 
first Cabinet-level visit since 2008 and did much to improve bilateral rela-
tions with an important Arctic and NATO ally.7 Vice President Mike Pence’s 
visit solidified America’s commitment to improving relations with Iceland. 
Secretary Mike Pompeo and his predecessor Secretary Rex Tillerson both 
attended the Arctic Council Ministerial meeting—continuing a trend first 
started under the Obama Administration.

Also on the positive side, there has been a renewed focus on China’s role 
in the Arctic and Secretary Pompeo made this issue his focal point at the 
recent Arctic Council Ministerial meeting. There has also been increased 
funding for the U.S. Coast Guard’s Polar Security Cutter program. After 
years of putting it on the back burner, the Trump Administration recently 
announced that the U.S. will maintain a part-time diplomatic presence 
in Greenland.

However, there have been some shortcomings: The unwillingness of the 
U.S. to agree to a joint statement during the 2019 Arctic Council Ministerial 
strained U.S. engagement in the region. The position of Special Represen-
tative for the Arctic has been left unfilled by the Trump Administration, 
leaving the U.S. as the only Arctic power without a Special Representative or 
Arctic Ambassador. At times there seems to be a lack of cross-government 
strategic thinking about America’s role in the Arctic. For example, the 2017 
National Security Strategy, running a total of 68 pages, mentions the word 

“Arctic” only once, in passing.
Today, the U.S. has four primary security interests in the Arctic region:

1. Ensuring the territorial defense of the United States. This is par-
ticularly true, as it pertains to the growing ballistic missile threat. In 
this regard the U.S. relationship with Canada is essential. This is also 
why it is important for the U.S. to deepen its relations with Iceland and 
Greenland—both serving essentially as the forward-operating bases of 
the North American continent.
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2. Enforcing U.S. sovereignty in the region. In the Arctic, sovereignty 

equals security and stability. Respecting the national sovereignty of 
other countries in the Arctic, while maintaining the ability to enforce 
one’s own sovereignty, will ensure that the chances of armed conflict 
in the region remain low. This is why investment in the U.S. Coast 
Guard is vital to America’s Arctic security interest.

3. Meeting treaty obligations in the Arctic region through NATO. 
Five of the world’s eight Arctic countries belong to NATO. Another two, 
Finland and Sweden, have a very close relationship with NATO. How-
ever, NATO has no agreed common position or policy on its role in the 
Arctic region. This needs to change.

4. Ensuring the free flow of shipping and other economic activities 
in the region. Economic freedom leads to prosperity and security. 
With melting ice creating new economic and shipping opportunities in 
the region, it is in America’s interests that shipping lanes remain open 
in line with international norms.

U.S. Strategic Challenges in the Arctic. While the military threat in 
the Arctic remains low, U.S. policymakers cannot ignore Russia’s recent 
activities to militarize the Arctic region or China’s increasing role in the 
region. Both directly affect America’s ability to meet the four aforemen-
tioned security interests.

The Russian (Polar) Bear. Russia has a long history in the Arctic. In the 
early 18th century, Russia sent a number of large expeditions to explore and 
map the Siberian coastline at crippling cost to the treasury.

The explorers, scientists, and adventurers who partook in the Kamchatka 
expeditions, known as the Great Northern Expeditions, numbered in the 
thousands. Even by today’s standards, these are still probably the largest 
scientific expedition in history.

Almost 300 years later, Russia is still staking new claims in the Arctic. In 
2007, Artur Chilingarov, then a member of the Russian Duma, led a subma-
rine expedition to the North Pole and planted a Russian flag on the seabed. 
Later he declared: “The Arctic is Russian.”8

Today, Russia is motivated to play an active role in the Arctic region for 
three reasons:

1. Low-risk promotion of Russian nationalism. Because nationalism 
is on the rise in Russia, President Vladimir Putin’s Arctic strategy is 
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popular among the population. For Putin, the Arctic is an area that 
allows Russia to flex its muscles without incurring any significant 
geopolitical risk.

2. The economic potential of the region. Russia is also eager to pro-
mote its economic interests in the region. Half of the world’s Arctic 
territory and half of the Arctic region’s population is located in Russia. 
It is well-known that the Arctic is home to large stockpiles of proven, 
yet unexploited, oil and gas reserves. The majority of these reserves 
is thought to be located in Russia. In particular, Russia hopes that 
the Northern Sea Route (NSR) will become one of the world’s most 
important shipping lanes.

3. Russia’s security in the region. Russia has invested heavily in 
militarizing its Arctic region. While the Arctic region remains peaceful, 
Russia’s recent steps to militarize the region, coupled with its bellicose 
behavior toward its neighbors, makes the Arctic a security concern.

It is worth closely examining Russia’s recent steps to militarize its pres-
ence in the Arctic region. In March 2017, a decree signed by Putin gave the 
Federal Security Service (FSB), which controls law enforcement along the 
NSR, additional powers to confiscate land “in areas with special objects for 
land use, and in the border areas.”9 Russia’s Arctic territory is within this 
FSB-controlled border zone. The FSB and its subordinate coast guard have 
added patrol vessels and built up Arctic bases, including a new coast guard 
base in Murmansk that opened in December 2018.10

The Russian national guard, which reports to President Putin,11 is also 
taking on an increased role in the Arctic and is now charged with protecting 
infrastructure sites that are deemed to be of strategic importance, including 
a new liquefied natural gas (LNG) export terminal at Sabetta that opened 
in December 2017.12 The first shipment of LNG from the Sabetta terminal 
to China via the NSR took place in July 2018.13 The national guard was also 
reportedly tasked with security at a floating nuclear power plant, the Aka-
demik Lomonosov, which sailed from Murmask on August 23, was towed 
across the NSR, and arrived at the town of Pevek on September 14.14 Russia 
hopes to export similar floating nuclear power plants in the future.15

The Arctic, in particular the Kola Peninsula, factors heavily into 
Russia’s basing, procurement, and military structuring. As a recent 
report summarized:
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TEXT BOX 1

The Northern Sea Route

The Northern Sea Route (NSR) runs from the 
Barents Sea to the Bering Strait, connecting European 
and Asian markets. There are some who suggest that 
the NSR could become a viable alternative—even a 
rival—to the Suez Canal because it cuts transit time 
and distance from Europe to East Asia considerably. In 
some cases this is true. Using the NSR certainly makes 
a trip between northern European ports and northern 
Asian ports shorter than using the Suez Canal route. It 
must be pointed out that this is not the case for south-
ern European ports like Genoa, Trieste, or Barcelona. 

However, a word of caution is needed. Last year, 
only 18 million tons of goods were shipped along the 
route. By comparison, more than 983 million tons1 
of goods transited the Suez Canal during the same 
period. Of the 18 million tons of goods shipped 
along the NSR, only 491,000 tons made the full jour-
ney from Europe to Asia.2 This is four-hundredths of 
1 percent of the total volume shipped through Suez. 
In 2018, only 27 ships transited the whole route of 
the NSR (down from 28 transits in 2017). During 
the same period, more than 18,000 ships passed 
through the Suez Canal.3  

In May 2018, a presidential degree from Vladimir 
Putin set a target of 80 million tons shipped across 
the NSR by 20244— still well below the amount of 
goods that passes through the Suez Canal. A 2016 
report from the Copenhagen Business School found 
that the “results from the quantitative study on the 
feasibility of liner shipping across the NSR indicate 

that Arctic liner shipping may become economically 
feasible around 2040, if the ice cover continues to 
diminish at the present rate.” 

In March 2019, Russian media reported that the 
government was implementing stringent naviga-
tion rules for the entire length of the NSR outside 
Russian territorial waters. Under these rules, foreign 
navies, for instance, would be required to “post a 
request with Russian authorities to pass through 
the Sevmorput [NSR] 45 days in advance, pro-
viding detailed technical information about the 
ship, its crew and destination.”5 The Department 
of Defense’s June 2019 “Arctic Strategy” notes this 
change as a risk to U.S. National Security Interests, 
stating: “Russia regulates maritime operations in the 
NSR, contrary to international law, and has report-
edly threatened to use force against vessels that fail 
to abide by Russian regulations.”6 So far only the 
French navy has challenged Russian claims, by con-
ducting a Freedom of Navigation operation in 2018.7 

The shipping lanes are a considerable distance 
from search-and-rescue facilities, so safety is a 
major concern. When ships use the NSR, they often 
rely on support from Russia, especially in the form 
of icebreakers, which increases shipping costs.

Considering the additional risks and costs asso-
ciated with using the NSR, it remains to be seen if 
such a small diff erence in distance compared with 
the Suez route is really worth the investment. Right 
now the numbers suggest that it is not.

 1. Jon Shumake, “Suez Canal Has Record-Setting 2018,” American Shipper, February 21, 2019, https://www.americanshipper.com/news/suez-canal-
has-record-setting-2018?autonumber=73415&origin=relatedarticles (accessed October 7, 2019).  

 2. Malte Humpert, “Russia’s Northern Sea Route Sees Record Cargo Volume in 2018,” Artic Today, February 20, 2019, https://www.arctictoday.com/
russias-northern-sea-route-sees-record-cargo-volume-in-2018/ (accessed October 7, 2019). 

 3. Ibid.  

 4. Atle Staalesen, “It’s an Order from the Kremlin: Shipping on Northern Sea Route to Reach 80 Million Tons by 2024,” The Barents Observer, May 15, 2018, 
https://thebarentsobserver.com/en/arctic/2018/05/its-order-kremlin-shipping-northern-sea-route-increase-80-million-tons-2024 (accessed June 20, 2019). 

 5. Pavel Felgenhauer, “Russia Claims Total Military Superiority in the Arctic,” Eurasia Daily Monitor, Vol. 16, No. 36 (March 14, 2019), https://jamestown.
org/program/russia-claims-total-military-superiority-in-the-arctic/ (accessed June 20, 2019). 

 6. U.S. Department of Defense, “Arctic Strategy,” Report to Congress, June 2019, p. 6, https://media.defense.gov/2019/jun/06/2002141657/-1/-
1/1/2019-dod-arctic-strategy.pdf (accessed October 28, 2019).  

 7. Bruce Jones, “French Navy Vessel Becomes First NATO-Flagged Naval Ship to Sail Russia’s Northern Sea Route,” Jane’s 360, October 11, 2018, https://
www.janes.com/article/83754/french-navy-vessel-becomes-fi rst-nato-fl agged-naval-ship-to-sail-russia-s-northern-sea-route (accessed October 7, 2019).  
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Russia’s military leadership accords absolute priority to perimeter defence of 

the Kola Peninsula, to ensure the survivability of second-strike nuclear as-

sets. The Kola Peninsula and its surrounding areas are considered of strategic 

importance for Russian national security. Perimeter defence around Kola and 

the extension of the “Bastion” defence concept are designed to give Russia 

defence in depth.16

The continued importance of the Bastion concept for Russia underlines 
the primacy of the Arctic-based Northern Fleet, which accounts for two-
thirds of the Russian navy. An Arctic command was established in 2015 to 
coordinate all Russian military activities in the Arctic region.17 An Arctic 
brigade was formed in 2015, although plans for a second brigade have thus 
far failed to materialize.18 A naval deepwater division, based in Gadzhiyevo 
in the Murmansk region and directly subordinate to the Minister of Defense, 
was established in January 2018.19 Russian forces in the Arctic have gained 
important recent experience, as “Russian troops have now been training 
in Arctic conditions for more than four years, and many troops from the 
Arctic Brigade have received live combat experience in Syria.”20 Since 
Russian air assault units are intended to serve as spearhead forces for the 
Arctic brigade,21 the “majority of air-assault units in Russia have to undergo 
Arctic training.”22

Russia is also investing in military bases in the Arctic. Its base on Alexan-
dra Land, commissioned in 2017, can house 150 soldiers autonomously for 
up to 18 months.23 In addition, Soviet-era facilities have been re-opened. The 
airfield on Kotelny Island, for example, was reactivated in 2013 for the first 
time in 20 years and “will be manned by 250 personnel and equipped with 
air defense missiles.”24 In September 2018, the Northern Fleet announced 
construction plans for a new military complex to house a 100-soldier garri-
son and anti-aircraft units at Tiksi, which is likely now complete.25 Also in 
2018, Russia opened an Arctic airfield at Nagurskoye that is equipped with 
a 2,500-meter landing strip, which can accommodate a range of Russian 
fighter jets and surveillance aircraft.26

In fact, air power in the Arctic is increasingly important to Russia; an 
Arctic air squadron managed by the Northern Fleet will soon be deployed 
to Monchegorsk on the Kola Peninsula, roughly 62 miles from the Finnish 
and Norwegian borders.27 In 2018, according to the Russian Ministry of 
Defense, “Russian Tu-142 Bear and Il-38 May maritime patrol and anti-sub-
marine warfare aircraft, as well as Su-24MR Fencer tactical reconnaissance 
jets, flew more than 100 sorties in total above the Arctic circle.”28 In total, 
Russia has 14 operational airfields in the region along with 16 deepwater 
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 1. Jon Shumake, “Suez Canal Has Record-Setting 2018,” American Shipper, February 21, 2019, https://www.americanshipper.com/news/suez-canal-
has-record-setting-2018?autonumber=73415&origin=relatedarticles (accessed October 7, 2019).  

 2. Malte Humpert, “Russia’s Northern Sea Route Sees Record Cargo Volume in 2018,” Artic Today, February 20, 2019, https://www.arctictoday.com/
russias-northern-sea-route-sees-record-cargo-volume-in-2018/ (accessed October 7, 2019). 

 3. Ibid.  

 4. Atle Staalesen, “It’s an Order from the Kremlin: Shipping on Northern Sea Route to Reach 80 Million Tons by 2024,” The Barents Observer, May 15, 2018, 
https://thebarentsobserver.com/en/arctic/2018/05/its-order-kremlin-shipping-northern-sea-route-increase-80-million-tons-2024 (accessed June 20, 2019). 

 5. Pavel Felgenhauer, “Russia Claims Total Military Superiority in the Arctic,” Eurasia Daily Monitor, Vol. 16, No. 36 (March 14, 2019), https://jamestown.
org/program/russia-claims-total-military-superiority-in-the-arctic/ (accessed June 20, 2019). 

 6. U.S. Department of Defense, “Arctic Strategy,” Report to Congress, June 2019, p. 6, https://media.defense.gov/2019/jun/06/2002141657/-1/-
1/1/2019-dod-arctic-strategy.pdf (accessed October 28, 2019).  

 7. Bruce Jones, “French Navy Vessel Becomes First NATO-Flagged Naval Ship to Sail Russia’s Northern Sea Route,” Jane’s 360, October 11, 2018, https://
www.janes.com/article/83754/french-navy-vessel-becomes-fi rst-nato-fl agged-naval-ship-to-sail-russia-s-northern-sea-route (accessed October 7, 2019).  
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ports.29 The investments in these new military facilities have cold-weather 
combat in mind. Major General Igor Kozhin, head of the Russian Naval Air 
Force, claimed that Russia had successfully tested a new airstrip cover that 
is effective in “temperatures down to minus 30 centigrades.”30

Russia undertook regular air patrols in the Arctic in 2019.31 As an exam-
ple, the Russian Ministry of Defense announced that in January 2019, two 
Tu-160 bombers flew for 15 hours in international airspace over the Arctic.32 
Over the course of one week in April 2019, Russian fighter and bomber jets 
flew near the coast of Norway twice. In one instance, two TU-60 bombers 
and a MiG-31 flew 13 hours over the Barents, Norwegian, and North Seas. 
British and Danish jets scrambled to meet the Russian aircraft.33

Russian Arctic flights are often aggressive. In March 2017, nine Russian 
bombers simulated an attack on the U.S.-funded, Norwegian-run radar instal-
lation at Vardø, Norway, above the Arctic Circle.34 In May 2017, 12 Russian 
aircraft simulated an attack against NATO naval forces taking part in the 
Eastern Atlantic Area (EASTLANT) 17 exercise near Tromsø, Norway, and 
later that month, Russian aircraft targeted aircraft from 12 nations, including 
the U.S., that took part in the Arctic Challenge 2017 exercise near Bodø.35 In 
April 2018, Maritime Patrol Aircraft from Russia’s Pacific Fleet for the first 
time exercised locating and bombing enemy submarines in the Arctic, while 
fighter jets exercised repelling an air invasion in the Arctic region.36

The 45th Air Force and Air Defense Army of the Northern Fleet was 
formed in December 2015, and Russia reportedly has placed radar and 
S-300 missiles on the Arctic bases at Franz Joseph Land, New Siberian 
Islands, Novaya Zemlya, and Severnaya Zemlya.37 In 2017, Russia activated a 
new radar complex on Wrangel Island.38  Russia plans to lay a nearly 8,000-
mile fiber optic cable across its Arctic coast, linking military installations 
along the way from the Kola Peninsula through Vladivostok.39 In Novem-
ber 2018, Russia announced rocket firings in the Norwegian Sea that were 
between 20 nautical miles and 40 nautical miles from the Norwegian coast. 
The test firings, with little advance notice, were designed to send a message 
as they took place in an area through which NATO ships were sailing during 
the Trident Juncture exercise.40 Russia has reportedly deployed Murman-
sk-BN long-range radio jammers to Severomorsk, the Kola Peninsula, and 
in Kamchatka, as well as Krasukha-2 and Krasukha-4 electronic warfare 
systems to bases at Novaya Zemlya, Severnaya Zemlya, the New Siberian 
Islands, and Chukotka.41

In December, Russia’s Joint Strategic Command overseeing every Arctic 
military unit was upgraded to an “independent military administrative unit, 
equal in status to a military district.”42 Russia is developing equipment 
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optimized for Arctic conditions, such as the Mi-38 helicopter and three 
new nuclear icebreakers, to add to the 40 icebreakers already in service, six 
of which are nuclear.43 Former U.S. Coast Guard Commandant Admiral Paul 
Zukunft has expressed concern that “Russia is probably going to launch two 
icebreaking corvettes with cruise missiles on them over the course of the 
next several years.”44 In July 2019, Russia tested two Tor-M2DT anti-aircraft 
missile systems designed for operating in the Arctic at Novaya Zemlya.45

In July 2017, Russia released a new naval doctrine citing the alleged 
“ambition of a range of states, and foremost the United States of America 
and its allies, to dominate the high seas, including in the Arctic, and to press 
for overwhelming superiority of their naval forces.”46 In May 2017, Russia 
announced that its build-up of the Northern Fleet’s nuclear capacity is 
intended “to phase ‘NATO out of [the] Arctic.’”47 The Northern fleet how-
ever, faces limitations; a recent report notes that

the majority of its assets are not Arctic-specific, operating beyond the region 

and in other strategic directions. This situation is worsened by the Northern 

Fleet’s general lack of ice-class surface vessels and its heavy reliance on Rosa-

tomflot civilian icebreakers to ensure passage along the NSR and transit in ice 

conditions east of the Barents Sea and Novaya Zemlya.48

Russia’s Northern Fleet has focused on building newly refitted subma-
rines, including a newly converted Belgorod nuclear-powered submarine 
that was expected to launch in April 201949 and to enter active duty in 
2020.50 The Belgorod is expected to carry six Poseidon drones, also known 
as nuclear torpedoes, and will carry out “covert missions.”51 The subma-
rine will have a smaller mini-sub potentially capable of tampering with or 
destroying undersea telecommunications cables.52 According to Russian 
media reports, the Belgorod “will be engaged in studying the bottom of the 
Russian Arctic shelf, searching for minerals at great depths, and also laying 
underwater communications.”53 A similar submarine, the Khabarovsk, is 
under construction and could enter active duty as early as 2022.54

As an Arctic power, Russia’s military presence in the region is to be 
expected. However, it should be viewed with some caution due to Russia’s 
pattern of aggression. In March, General Curtis Scaparrotti—Commander 
of the U.S. European Command (EUCOM) and NATO Supreme Allied Com-
mander for Europe—testified, “Although the chances of military conflict 
in the Arctic are low in the near-term, Russia is increasing its qualitative 
advantage in Arctic operations, and its military bases will serve to reinforce 
Russia’s position with the threat of force.”55
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China’s Increasing Role

With the focus on China’s dubious and aggressive claims of sovereignty 
in the South China Sea, its massive infrastructure investments in Central 
Asia and Africa, and the trade war with the U.S., it is easy to overlook another 
aspect of Beijing’s foreign policy: the Arctic.

In the simplest terms, China sees the Arctic region as another place in 
which to advance its economic interests and expand its diplomatic influ-
ence. As a non-Arctic country, China is mindful that its Arctic ambitions 
in international Arctic institutions are naturally limited—and this has not 
stopped Beijing from increasing its economic presence in the region.

China’s Arctic strategy published last year offers a useful glimpse into 
how Beijing views its role in the region.56 Running 5,500 words in the 
English translation, the strategy is littered with all the Arctic-related buzz-
words, such as “common interests of all countries,” “law-based governance,” 

“climate change,” and “sustainable development.” The irony is not lost on 
observers of the South China Sea where China has shunned international 
norms to claim sovereignty, or the fact that China is the world’s largest 
emitter of greenhouse gases.

Even though China’s closest point to the Arctic Circle is more than 800 
nautical miles away, Beijing refers to itself as a “near Arctic State”57—a term 
made up by Beijing and not found in the lexicon of Arctic discourse. In fact, 
extending Beijing’s logic to other countries would mean that Belarus, Estonia, 
Germany, Ireland, Kazakhstan, Latvia, Lithuania, the Netherlands, Poland, 
and the United Kingdom are also “near Arctic” states. These are hardly the 
countries that one imagines when thinking about the Arctic. As Secretary 
Pompeo has said: “There are Arctic states, and non-Arctic states. No third 
category exists. China claiming otherwise entitles them to exactly nothing.”58

A country that prides itself of on its rich and long history, China is a rel-
ative newcomer to the Arctic region. China’s Arctic strategy admits that it 

“started to participate in addressing the Arctic affairs” only in 1925 when 
the Republic of China signed and ratified the Svalbard Treaty59 (formally 
known as the Spitzbergen Treaty).

China is motivated in be an Arctic actor for five primary reasons:

1. New shipping routes. China is unique in modern times in that 
it is a continental power almost entirely dependent on the sea for 
food and energy.60 New sea lanes in the Arctic have the potential to 
play an important role when it comes to diversifying China’s import 
dependencies.



12 ARCTIC SECURITY IS NOT ABOUT PREPARING FOR WAR, BUT ABOUT PREPARING FOR THE FUTURE 

2. Economic influence. China sees itself as a global power, and the 
Arctic is just another region in which to engage. China hopes to com-
plement its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)—a vast trading network 
being constructed by China on the Eurasian landmass and beyond—by 
investing in and constructing major infrastructure projects along the 
emerging sea lanes in the Arctic.

3. Scientific research. Whether it is for China’s sea-based nuclear 
deterrent, natural resource extraction, or commercial shipping, 
research on polar high-altitude atmospheric physics, glacial oceans, 
bio-ecology, and meteorological geology is important for China’s stra-
tegic interests. As a signatory of the Svalbard Treaty, China is allowed 
to conduct scientific research on Svalbard and has done so since 2004 
at its Arctic Yellow River Station located in Ny Ålesund. China has a 
total of eight scientific research stations in the Arctic.61

4. Laying the groundwork for future military activity in the region. 
Currently, China’s military involvement in the Arctic is limited. The Peo-
ple’s Liberation Army Navy has never sailed into Arctic waters. However, 
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the director of the Norwegian Intelligence Service, Lieutenant General 
Morten Haga Lunde, stated recently that “[i]n the long term, we must be 
prepared for a clearer Chinese presence also in our neighboring areas.”62 
The Pentagon recently warned “that China could use its civilian research 
presence in the Arctic to strengthen its military presence, including by 
deploying submarines to the region as a deterrent against nuclear attacks.”63

5. Access to minerals, fishing, and other natural resources. China 
also sees the Arctic region as a way to satisfy it growing energy and 
food demands. China is a significant investor in Russia’s Yamal LNG 
project. Beijing received the first shipment of Yamal LNG in July 2018, 
and it will import 3 million tons of Yamal LNG every year beginning in 
2019.64 The dietary needs of China’s growing population can partially 
be met by increased fishing in the Arctic region.65

For now, however, China’s primary motivation in the Arctic today is eco-
nomic. In its Arctic strategy, China also coined the term “polar silk road.” 
As the strategy document states:

China hopes to work with all parties to build a “Polar Silk Road” through devel-

oping the Arctic shipping routes. It encourages its enterprises to participate in 

the infrastructure construction for these routes and conduct commercial trial 

voyages in accordance with the law to pave the way for their commercial and 

regularized operation. China attaches great importance to navigation security 

in the Arctic shipping routes. It has actively conducted studies on these routes 

and continuously strengthened hydrographic surveys with the aim to improving 

the navigation, security and logistical capacities in the Arctic. China abides by 

the International Code for Ships Operating in Polar Waters (Polar Code), and 

supports the International Maritime Organization in playing an active role in for-

mulating navigational rules for the Arctic. China calls for stronger international 

cooperation on infrastructure construction and operation of the Arctic routes.66

The goal of the polar silk road is to compliment China’s BRI by investing 
in and constructing major infrastructure projects along the emerging sea 
lanes in the Arctic.67

So it is no surprise that the Chinese have taken great interest in the NSR. 
In 2012, the Ukrainian-built Chinese icebreaker Xue Long (“Snow Dragon”) 
became the first Chinese vessel to sail across the North Sea Route to the Bar-
ents Sea and has since carried out nine Arctic expeditions. China is also in 
the process of building its first nuclear-powered icebreaker. According to a 
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media report, when finished, the new icebreaker will displace 30,000 tons of 
water68—a massive vessel bigger than the sole aircraft carrier used by Italy.69 

It is not just shipping that excited China in the Arctic. Like it does across 
the countries spanning the BRI, China is funding and building major infra-
structure projects, especially in Russia, to improve transportation and energy 
production. Of course, this is all first and foremost for the benefit of Beijing.

China is also becoming more involved in NATO’s backyard, with an eye on 
investing in Greenland and Iceland. Although it must be pointed out that in the 
case of Greenland, China’s role is often greatly exaggerated. China has a license 
for only one mine in Greenland. General Nice Resources, a Hong Kong–based 
company, has the rights to an iron ore mine in Greenland, but has not done 
anything there. Another Chinese company called Shenghe has a 12.5 percent 
stake in Greenland Mineral and Energy’s rare-earth element program, but it 
is not mining anything right now.70 In fact, in all of Greenland only two mines 
are producing anything at all and neither are turning a profit: a ruby mine run 
by a Norwegian company and an anorthosite mine run by a Canadian company.

The Chinese embassy in Reykjavik can accommodate a staff of up to 500 
people, underscoring the importance that China places on its presence in 
Iceland. The U.S. embassy in Reykjavik has about 70 people. In 2013, tiny 
Iceland, with a population of slightly more than 330,000 people (the pop-
ulation size of a small Chinese town), became the first European country 
to sign a free trade agreement (FTA) with China. However, Iceland has so 
far refused to formally join China’s BRI.71

But even with its self-professed and exaggerated role in the Arctic, China 
does have legitimate interests in the region. After all, China is a global trad-
ing nation with the world’s second-largest economy. It holds a permanent 
seat on the U.N. Security Council.

So far, China’s motivation in the Arctic seems to be more about econom-
ics and less about security. But considering the massive debt that China 
has left in Sri Lanka, Djibouti, and elsewhere, it is only normal to question 
China’s motivations in the Arctic.

The Trump Administration has used every available opportunity on the 
international stage to raise awareness of Chinese ambition in the Arctic. 
During a recent trip to Iceland, Vice President Mike Pence made Chinese 
economic activity in the Arctic one of the focal points of his visit.72 During 
the 2019 Arctic Council Ministerial meeting, Secretary Pompeo devoted a 
sizable amount of his speech to highlighting the threat that China poses to 
U.S. interests in the region, saying, “The United States and Arctic nations 
welcome transparent Chinese investment that reflect economic interests, 
not national security ambitions.”73
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For the most part, China wants to increase access and influence in the 
Arctic region for economic reasons and it is through this lens that U.S. pol-
icymakers should approach Chinese activity in the Arctic region.

U.S. Security Capabilities in the Arctic

Operating militarily in the Arctic region is no easy feat. Since the distances 
are vast, the terrain is harsh, and the weather is extreme, achieving situational 
awareness in the Arctic region is a challenge in itself. For example, high-fre-
quency radio signals are degraded in the Arctic region due to magnetic and 
solar phenomena.74 The Global Positioning System (GPS), on which both 
civilian and military authorities rely heavily, is degraded due to poor satellite 
geometry.75 Navigation charts of some of Alaska’s shipping lanes have not 
been properly surveyed since Captain James Cook sailed through in 1778.76

While the Arctic region remains peaceful, Russia’s recent steps to mili-
tarize the region, coupled with its bellicose behavior toward its neighbors, 
makes the Arctic a security concern. The Department of Defense has three 
primary objectives in the Arctic: (1) protecting the homeland, (2) competing 
to ensure a favorable balance of power in the key regions of Europe and the 
Indo–Pacific, and (3) ensuring that common domains, such as sea routes, 
remain free and open. These objectives are also intertwined, in the sense that 
progress in one can benefit the others as well.77 As a potential vector of attack 
on the U.S. homeland by sea or air, maintaining situational awareness and the 
ability to operate in the Arctic are strategic imperatives for the United States.

Additionally, despite a great deal of cooperation among the Arctic nations 
and a desire to keep interactions cooperative, a return to great power com-
petition raises the potential for conflict in the Arctic as well. The Defense 
Department’s “desired end-state for the Arctic is a secure and stable region 
where U.S. national interests are safeguarded, the U.S. homeland is defended, 
and nations work cooperatively to address shared challenges.”78 There 
are three primary lines of effort for the Arctic: (1) building awareness, (2) 
enhancing operations, and (3) strengthening the rules-based order.79

The U.S. can build Arctic domain awareness by improving communi-
cations and intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance capabilities; 
increasing meteorological understanding and improving weather forecast-
ing; and supporting the Coast Guard’s homeland security missions. The 
unpredictable weather of the Arctic makes operating in that environment 
challenging. More predictive forecasts would enable better operations.80 
Enhancing operational situational awareness is another important aspect. 
The U.S., for instance, is operating P-8 Poseidons—naval surveillance planes 
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capable of targeting enemy ships and submarines—in the so-called GIUK-N 
gap, in part to track Russian submarine activity.81 The GIUK-N gap is a naval 
choke point in the northern Atlantic Ocean consisting of waters between 
Greenland, Iceland, the U.K., and Norway.

Enhancing Arctic operations requires exposing U.S. forces to the harsh 
conditions of operating in the region. The Defense Department plans to 
achieve this through frequent exercises and deployments, training in cold 
weather, maintaining access, supporting infrastructure, and working with 
federal departments and agencies in the Arctic.82 Exercises like Arctic Edge, 
which provide special operations soldiers an opportunity to test equipment, 
are an example of this new effort.83 The Navy has also sent ships up above 
the Arctic Circle recently to practice operations in the high latitudes.84 The 
Navy has tested torpedoes under the Arctic ice as well.85 The more that U.S. 
forces have to operate in these conditions, the better they will be able to 
project influence there.

The final aspect is strengthening the rules-based order. This includes working 
with allies to ensure that the Arctic remains cooperative and stable. “Freedom 
of the seas” is a related priority, as maritime traffic is increasing and the Arctic 
has choke points that must remain open. To achieve these priorities Navy 
Secretary Richard Spencer showed interest in a strategic port, in addition 
to increasing Freedom of Navigation Operations (FONOPS).86 He has also 
called for U.S. transiting of the Northwest Passage.87 The Senate’s National 
Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) bill includes a provision to identify sites 
for a possible strategic port in the Arctic, which would be capable of handling 
the Navy’s and Coast Guard’s ships.88 The legislation points to increasing great 
power competition and access to resources and sea routes in the Arctic as main 
justifications for the utility of a strategic port, which would help to enable 
naval power projection.89

The Pentagon publishes an annual Unified Command Plan (UCP) that 
assigns responsibilities to each U.S. military combatant command for over-
sight of operations in its area of responsibility (AOR). The current UCP 
identifies six regional combatant commands (African Command, Central 
Command, EUCOM, Northern Command (NORTHCOM), Pacific Com-
mand (PACOM), and Southern Command), and three functional combatant 
commands (Special Operations Command, Strategic Command (STRAT-
COM), and Transportation Command).

On August 18, 2017, President Trump directed that a fourth functional 
command, U.S. Cyber Command, be elevated to the status of a combatant com-
mand. It had previously been a subordinate command under STRATCOM.90 
The UCP artificially divides responsibility for the Arctic between EUCOM 
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and NORTHCOM. The 2011 UCP removed the Arctic from PACOM’s AOR. 
EUCOM’s Arctic AOR extends from Greenland across Europe and Russia to the 
tip of the Chukotka Peninsula in Russia’s far east; NORTHCOM is responsible 
for the Arctic across Alaska and Canada. The Joint Chiefs of Staff should revise 
the UCP to designate EUCOM as the lead combatant command for Arctic 
operations. Designating a lead combatant command will assist in coordinating 
among combatant commands where interests and AOR in the Arctic overlap.

Furthermore, EUCOM’s long-standing and robust relationships with 
NATO and bilateral ties with the five European Arctic nations make it a nat-
ural choice. Continued cooperation with these allies in the form of exercises, 
intelligence sharing, joint training, and situational awareness is crucial 
to securing the Arctic and protecting U.S. interests and sovereignty there. 
Moreover, Russia, whose recent militarization of the Arctic is a challenge 
for both the U.S. and NATO, falls within EUCOM’s AOR. EUCOM’s decades 
of experience dealing with Russia, in terms of both former cooperation and 
active deterrence, make it an ideal selection.

America’s Arctic Forward-Operating Bases

The U.S. ability to meet national security objectives in the Arctic is made 
possible (and easier) by the close collaboration with partner nations in the 
region. Luckily for the U.S., six of the other seven Arctic countries are either 
treaty allies through NATO (Canada, Denmark, Iceland, and Norway) or 
very close partners, such as non-NATO Finland and Sweden.

Considering that five of the world’s Arctic countries are in NATO, one 
would expect that the Alliance would place a strong focus on the region. 
This has not been the case. NATO has no agreed common position or policy 
on its role in the Arctic region. The recent London Declaration does not 
mention the word “Arctic,” nor does the Alliance’s most recent Strategic 
Concept published in 2010.

NATO has been internally divided on the role that the Alliance should 
play in the High North. Norway is the leading voice inside the Alliance for 
promoting NATO’s role in the Arctic. It is the only country in the world that 
has its permanent military headquarters above the Arctic Circle, and it has 
invested extensively in Arctic defense capabilities.

Canada has likewise invested heavily in Arctic defense capabilities. How-
ever, unlike Norway, Canada has stymied past efforts by NATO to take on a 
larger role in the region. Generally speaking, Canada is concerned that an 
Alliance role in the Arctic would afford non-Arctic NATO countries influ-
ence in an area where they otherwise would have none.
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As a sovereign nation state, Canada has a prerogative to determine what 

role, if any, NATO should play in Canada’s Arctic region. However, as a col-
lective security alliance, NATO cannot ignore the Arctic altogether, and the 
Alliance should not remain divided on the issue.

Luckily, the omission of any meaningful Arctic policy in NATO has 
not stopped practical cooperation in the Arctic. Norway hosted NATO’s 
Exercise Trident Juncture 2018. This massive exercise consisted of 50,000 
troops from 30 NATO and partner countries. It also involved 250 aircraft, 
65 vessels, and around 10,000 vehicles.91 It was NATO’s largest training exer-
cise since 2002, and the largest exercise of any kind in Norway in almost 
40 years. As part of the exercise, the U.S.S. Harry S. Truman became the 
first U.S. aircraft carrier to operate in the Arctic Ocean since the fall of the 
Soviet Union.92

U.S.–Canadian cooperation is also important for U.S. security objectives 
in the region. The Defense Department’s 2019 Arctic Strategy summarizes 
one crucial component of this cooperation:

Effective surveillance of the northern air and maritime approaches to North 

America is foundational to homeland defense aerospace warning, aerospace 

control, maritime warning, and missile defense. Cooperation with Canada 

through the North American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD) is key to 

the defense of the northern approaches. To detect and track potential airborne 

threats, including Russian long-range bombers and cruise missiles, the United 

States and Canada rely on radar systems such as the aging North Warning Sys-

tem, a network of aerospace surveillance radars in northern Canada and Alaska.93

A creation of the Cold War to monitor man-made objects in space and 
to warn of incoming missiles, aircraft, or space vehicles, maritime warning 
was added to NORAD’s mission in 2006.94 In December 2012, the U.S. and 
Canada signed the Tri Command Framework for Arctic Cooperation, the 
goal of which is “to promote enhanced military cooperation in the Arctic 
and identify specific areas of potential Tri Command (Canadian Joint 
Operations Command, United States Northern Command and NORAD) 
cooperation in the preparation for, and conduct of, safety, security and 
defence operations.”95

The U.S. Department of Defense and the Canadian Department of 
National Defence are jointly studying modernization of sensors in Alaska 
as well as in the more than 50 sites in Canada.96 The current NORAD 
radar system does not effectively track low-flying cruise missiles.97 The 
U.S. and Canada enjoy a strong military-to-military working relationship, 
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including at any given time approximately 700 members of the Canadian 
Armed Forces serving in the U.S., and 1,000 American soldiers serving in 
Canada in exchange programs.98 Likewise, the U.S. Coast Guard maintains 
a strong partnership with its Canadian counterpart. The U.S. and Canada 
also “engage in numerous joint exercises, such as the under-ice amphibi-
ous exercise ICEX, and NORAD’s annual Vigilant Shield, which focuses on 
homeland defense.”99

However, there are three islands that are vital to the defense of the 
United States. Due to their geographical locations Greenland, Iceland, and 
Svalbard are essentially the forward-operating bases of the North American 
continent. Without close U.S. engagement with each, the security of the 
United States is degraded.

Greenland (Denmark). By the fact of having sovereignty over Green-
land, Denmark is a major Arctic power. The U.S.–Danish relationship is built 
on its shared membership in NATO and shared interest in the Arctic region.

However, one of the most important aspects of the U.S.–Danish defense 
relationship is the access that the U.S. enjoys to Greenland. Greenland 
recently made the news when President Trump suggested that he wanted 
to buy the island.100 When Danish Prime Minister Mette Frederiksen, who 
depends on the two Greenlandic members of parliament to prop up her 
fragile minority government, called the notion “absurd,”101 President Trump 
abruptly cancelled a long planned state visit to Copenhagen.

Even so, Danish officials say privately that they consider this incident 
“water under the bridge.”102 This view has been proven by the fact that just 
weeks after this incident, the Danish government announced it was deploy-
ing forces in support of the U.S. in Syria. This proves that the unfortunate 
Greenland purchase debate had no lasting negative impact on the bilateral 
relationship.

Greenland is an autonomous constituent country of the Kingdom of 
Denmark. Greenland was granted home rule in 1979 and self-government 
in 2009.103 It has competency over most policy areas, with the big excep-
tions of foreign affairs, defense, and monetary policy—all of which are still 
controlled by Copenhagen.

Greenland is part of North America, and a critical part of America’s 
national security architecture. In 1946, the Truman Administration tried, 
unsuccessfully, to buy the entire island from Denmark for $100 million.104 
The U.S. was, however, granted long-term access to important military sites.

Today, the main U.S. military presence is at Thule Air Base in the north of 
the island.105 Thule also serves as a crucial early warning radar and satellite 
tracking station for the protection of the U.S. homeland.
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While the U.S.–Greenland relationship is good, a current point of major 

friction is the awarding of the Thule Base Maintenance Contract (BMC) and the 
shipping contract for Thule Air Base. For decades, both contracts were awarded 
exclusively to Greenlandic or Danish companies. This changed in 2014, when 
the U.S. Department of Defense awarded the contract to a U.S. company for the 
first time since the 1950s. This move apparently saved U.S. taxpayers hundreds 
of millions of dollars but left relations with Nuuk problematic ever since.

In 2017, the shipping contract was awarded to an American company for 
the first time. (It had previously gone to Greenland’s national sea carrier, 
Royal Arctic Lines.) Even though the bid from Royal Arctic Lines was lower 
than others, the U.S. Department of Defense used the 1904 Cargo Preference 
Act to justify awarding the contract to a U.S. company. Complicating the 
matter further, there is a perception among Greenlandic officials that the 
processes that led to the U.S. decision to award these two contracts to U.S. 
companies was not well communicated.106

After years of the U.S. putting a diplomatic presence in Greenland on 
the back burner, the Trump Administration recently announced that the 
U.S. will maintain a part-time diplomatic presence there. While this is 
a good first step, over time this should become an enduring and perma-
nent presence.

An expanded U.S. diplomatic presence would demonstrate that the U.S. 
takes Greenland at a level of seriousness proportionate to its role in Amer-
ica’s security. It would also give the U.S. government a depth of situational 
awareness that is not possible without a consulate.

Iceland. A NATO ally in the northern Atlantic Ocean, Iceland sits on the 
very frontier of the North American landmass, is the westernmost nation 
in Europe, and is a mere 186 miles from Greenland. In 1951, the U.S. and 
Iceland signed a bilateral defense agreement. According to the agreement: 

“The United States on behalf of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization and 
in accordance with its responsibilities under the North Atlantic Treaty will 
make arrangements regarding the defense of Iceland.”107 The U.S., then, 
remains bound to defend Iceland, not only by NATO’s Article V, but also by a 
bilateral agreement—a testament to Iceland’s importance to U.S. security.108

Today, Iceland still plays an important role in transatlantic security, 
especially when viewed in light of recent Russian behavior in continental 
Europe, and given both Russian and Chinese interests in Arctic and North 
Atlantic waters. Iceland’s relevance to U.S. policy is also largely derived from 
its location at the edge of the Arctic Circle. The U.S. military built Naval Air 
Station Keflavik in southwest Iceland during World War II and, with the 
exception of 1946 to 1951, operated a multi-service base there until 2006. 
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In June 2016, the U.S. and Iceland signed a joint declaration, which among 
other things, reaffirmed the nations’ continued commitment to “close coop-
eration on defense and security matters, both bilaterally and as part of the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization.”109

In 2016, the Navy requested funds to upgrade facilities at Keflavik Air Sta-
tion to enable operations of P-8 Poseidon aircraft in the region. The P-8, with 
a combat radius of 1,200 nautical miles, is capable of flying missions over the 
entirety of the GIUK gap, which has seen an increase in Russian submarine 
activity. In 2017, the U.S. allocated over $21 million to upgrade facilities at 
Keflavik Air Station.110 American investments in Keflavik have continued, 
with the U.S. planning to spend $57 million on Keflavik in 2020.111 The U.S. 
military has steadily increased the number of days it operates out of Keflavik, 
from just 20 days in 2014, to 152 days in 2017,112 and 209 days in 2018.113 The 
U.S. reportedly plans to begin housing two fighter jets squadrons accounting 
for between 18 planes and 24 planes on a rotational basis at Keflavik.114 In 
August, a B-2 Stealth Bomber landed in Iceland for the first time on a refueling 
stop. EUCOM stated that the “purpose of the flight was to conduct theater 
familiarization for aircrew members and to demonstrate U.S. commitment to 
allies and partners through the global employment of our military forces.”115

A recent report highlights the continued importance of the GIUK gap 
for both Russian and NATO defense planning:

Russia’s extended ambition of denial with the Bastion defence concept means 

that ensured operations and security for submarine-launched ballistic missiles 

(SLBMs) will require force deployment through this chokepoint. Russian opera-

tions around the GIUK gap would have a negative impact on North Atlantic sea 

lines of communication (SLOC), which constitute the main routes for reinforce-

ment and resupplies from North America to theatres of operation in Europe.116

In addition to U.S. P-8 patrols, since May 2008, Naval Air Station Keflavik 
has hosted NATO’s Icelandic air policing mission. While the Icelandic Coast 
Guard keeps constant surveillance of the nation’s airspace from the ground 
and at sea, NATO provides a periodic deployment of fighter aircraft from 
member states to provide an aerial presence over the island nation. The 
U.S. has deployed 11 times in support of Icelandic air policing, most recently 
in July and August 2019. Twice in March 2019, Italian jets taking part in 
Icelandic air policing scrambled to escort Russian aircraft that had flown 
into NATO airspace surveillance areas near Iceland.117 The first incident 
concerned two Russian Tu-142 long-range reconnaissance and anti-sub-
marine aircraft,118 and the second saw two of the same Russian aircraft fly 
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into NATO airspace without contacting air traffic control and with radio 
transponders turned off.119

While Iceland does not have a formal military, it operates a number of 
civilian security forces, including a coast guard and a national police force. 
In 2019, Iceland raised its defense budget by 37 percent, from $12.9 million 
in 2017 to $17.7 million in 2019.120 The budget supports the Icelandic Coast 
Guard, operations of Keflavik, host nation support, and upgrades to radar 
systems and military bases.121 Iceland has four radar sites and an air-com-
mand-and-control system, which are part of NATO’s Integrated Air and 
Missile Defence (NIAMD) system.

SR220 A  heritage.orgSOURCE: Heritage Foundation research.
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Svalbard (Norway). Norway’s geographical location is vitally important 
for the defense of the north Atlantic region, and the country is a reliable 
partner for the U.S. inside NATO. Svalbard is a non-militarized Norwegian 
archipelago some 500 nautical miles off the northern coast of Norway. 
Located well above the Arctic Circle, it capital and largest city is Longyear-
byen (population 2,100).

Although belonging to Norway, during the turn of the past century, there 
was uncertainty about which country had authority over Svalbard. As part 
of the various peace settlements after World War I, Norway was granted 
sovereignty under the terms of the 1920 Svalbard Treaty.122

Although Norway was awarded sovereignty, the terms of the Svalbard 
Treaty allowed any of the treaty’s signatories to have non-discriminatory 
access to the islands’ fishing, hunting, and natural resources. These coun-
tries included major powers, such as Russia, the U.S., the U.K., and China, 
as well as countries far from the Arctic, such as Saudi Arabia, South Africa, 
and even Afghanistan. In total, some 46 countries enjoy equal access to 
Svalbard’s natural resources.

Other than Norway, it has only been the Soviet Union, and later Russia, 
that maximized its ability to operate on Svalbard. At the height of the Cold 
War, Russians accounted for two-thirds of Svalbard’s population, totaling 
2,000 people in the 1960s,123 a number that has declined to under 500 today.124

Russia has been mining coal on Svalbard since 1913, but it was not until the 
late 1920s that it did so in any meaningful and commercial way. During the 
Cold War, the Soviet Union maintained three settlements on Svalbard. One 
at Grumant was closed in 1961. Another at Pyramiden was closed in 1998.125

The last remaining settlement, located in Barentsburg, is still active today, 
but is dependent on Russia for food and other provisions. Curiously, consid-
ering the remoteness of its location, Barentsburg has a Russian consulate. 
These settlements have always been more about national prestige for Russia 
and never produced that much coal. Even the settlement in Barentsburg 
today only produces enough coal to sustain itself.

The military importance of Svalbard is limited in peacetime due to the 
restrictions placed on the region under the Svalbard Treaty, which demili-
tarized the islands. As Article 9 of the Svalbard Treaty states:

Subject to the rights and duties resulting from the admission of Norway to the 

League of Nations, Norway undertakes not to create nor to allow the establish-

ment of any naval base in the territories specified in Article 1 and not to construct 

any fortification in the said territories, which may never be used for warlike 

purposes. The non-militarized nature of the islands is under constant debate.
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Russia accuses Norway of violating this clause in the treaty when Norwe-

gian coast guard ships call into port or when the occasional Norwegian air 
force cargo planes lands at Longbeartyan airport. Norway contests these 
accusations by stating that these visits are in line with the limitations out-
lined in Article 9 of the treaty.126

During the Cold War, there was concern that the Soviets could use the 
settlements to preposition military hardware in violation of the terms laid 
out in the Svalbard Treaty.127 Even today, Russia blurs the lines. In 2015, 
just after the Ukraine crisis got underway, Russian Deputy Prime Minister 
Dimitry Rogozin conducted a surprise visit to Longyearbyen airport and 
then went on to Barentsburg, even though he was listed as being under 
sanctions and banned from entering Norway.128 In 2016, Chechen special 
forces landed at Longyearbyen airport en route to Russia’s Barneo ice-base 
in the Arctic.129 At the time, the Norwegian government protested to show 
its displeasure.

The geostrategic location of Svalbard, especially in terms of its proximity 
to the Kola Peninsula, home of Russia’s Northern Fleet, is not lost on the 
Russians, either. In 2017, officials in the Russian defense ministry reportedly 
highlighted Svalbard as a potential area of future conflict for the Russian 
navy.130 During a major Russian military exercise that same year, one of the 
scenarios reportedly played out by the Russian military was its invasion 
and capture of Svalbard.131

Even though Svalbard is currently demilitarized, one cannot pretend 
that in the event of a major outbreak of conflict in the Arctic region that the 
archipelago would not be front and center in any military campaign. U.S. 
military planners must always have this reality in the back of their minds.

The Role of the U.S. Coast Guard in the Arctic

The U.S. Coast Guard provides institutional leadership for the Arctic in 
homeland security, maritime safety, and environmental stewardship. The 
United States’ new Arctic Strategy identifies three main lines of effort: (1) 
enhancing capability to operate effectively in a dynamic Arctic, (2) strength-
ening the rules-based order, and (3) innovating and adapting to promote 
resilience and prosperity.132 With a large number of responsibilities, includ-
ing enforcing U.S. law and conducting search and rescue operations in the 
Arctic, the presence of the Coast Guard in the High North is essential for 
ensuring a favorable environment. The Coast Guard delivers this presence 
with ships, aircraft, and unmanned systems. The Coast Guard operates the 
only ships capable of moving around the ice floes of the Arctic. No Navy ship 
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can safely navigate those waters, aside from submarines below the ice, and 
the Coast Guard’s primary means of projecting power and presence in the 
icy waters is through its fleet of icebreakers.

Since 2009, the Coast Guard has conducted Operation Arctic Shield 
from July to November each year, designed to respond to the increased 
activity in the Arctic.133 In addition to conducting missions and activities 
usually associated with Coast Guard operations, the operations are meant 
to increase Arctic Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA) and broaden the 
partnerships in the region, as well as enhancing preparedness, prevention, 
and response capabilities. During Arctic Shield 2017, the Coast Guard cutter 
Maple transited the Northwest Passage without support from an icebreaker, 
the first time that has been done since 1967.134

With a new focus on great power competition and keeping Russia and 
China in check, the Coast Guard needs to be able to operate in the Arctic. 
The Coast Guard has only two operational polar-capable vessels in the 
entire U.S. fleet, but a lack of funding has left it incapable of meeting the 
demands. The Russians operate more than 40 icebreakers, and the Chinese 
have built two and are building a third.

The Aging Icebreaker Fleet. An essential tool for maintaining a pres-
ence in the Arctic, Coast Guard icebreakers perform nine of the 11 Coast 
Guard statutory missions, including law enforcement, search and rescue 
operations, and defense missions. Icebreakers are important U.S. instru-
ments in polar international cooperation, competition, or for deterring 
conflict.135 The U.S. cannot shape events in an area it cannot physically access.

The Coast Guard currently operates one heavy polar icebreaker, the Polar 
Star, and one medium polar icebreaker, the Healy. The Coast Guard’s other 
heavy polar icebreaker, the Polar Sea, is no longer operational and serves as 
spare parts for the Polar Star. This current fleet is incapable of effectively 
meeting current mission requirements. From 2010 to 2016, the U.S. only 
fulfilled 78 percent of icebreaking requests.136

Commissioned in 1976, the Polar Star, was designed for a 30-year ser-
vice life, which was reached in 2006. The Polar Star currently requires 
extensive dry-dock maintenance after each McMurdo mission,137 making 
this its only mission per year. It completed a service-life extension in 2012, 
designed to extend its service to 2023, when the first new icebreaker is 
due to be completed.138 Even after undergoing this maintenance cycle, it 
is unclear whether the icebreaker will last until then, creating a possible 
capability gap.139

While the Healy is more modern than the Polar Star, it is has less ice-
breaking capability, and struggles to support heavy icebreaking operations, 
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such as the Antarctic McMurdo resupply operation, and is incapable of 
reaching certain areas of the Arctic in all seasons.140 It can only provide 
seasonal presence in the Arctic as it cannot break through thick ice (greater 
than four and a half feet) at a sustained speed.

The program for the design and construction of a new polar class 
icebreaker began in 2013 with a budget request for $23 million. The 
Coast Guard has taken steps to advance the program in recent years. In 
August 2016, the Coast Guard created an integrated program office with 
the Navy in order to leverage the Navy’s shipbuilding expertise to assist 
in the acquisition effort. The Coast Guard also engaged with the ship-
building industry in order to get a better understanding of the domestic 
shipbuilding market.141

On March 2, 2018, the Coast Guard’s Integrated Program Office released 
a Request for Proposals for the first heavy icebreaker to industry for the 
advance procurement and detail design, with options for detail design and 
construction for up to three heavy polar icebreakers.142

The Coast Guard’s fiscal year 2019 budget requests $750 million for the 
detail design and construction contract for the first new heavy icebreaker, 
as well as another service-life extension for the Polar Star.143

While there was recently uncertainty about the funding for the pro-
gram, money seems to have been allocated. On April 23, 2019, the Coast 
Guard–Navy Integrated Program Office for the Polar Security Cutter project 
awarded a $745.9 million contract for detail design and construction of the 
first icebreaker to the VT Halter Marine shipbuilding company, located in 
Pascagoula, Mississippi, but owned by Singapore Technologies Engineering. 
The program looks to acquire three heavy icebreakers with an estimated 
procurement cost of $2.6 billion,144 and the Coast Guard hopes to get them 
built as soon as possible in order to fill the critical-capability gap.

In order to ensure that the U.S. meets its strategic objectives in both Polar 
Regions, the Coast Guard needs a fleet of icebreakers. Its official require-
ment calls for up to six new polar class icebreakers, three heavy and three 
medium. There is flexibility on that mix according to Coast Guard Com-
mandant Admiral Zukunft, as six heavy icebreakers would fulfill all of the 
mission requirements better.145 This requirement comes from the 2010 
High Latitude Study, which the Department of Homeland Security affirmed 
in a Mission Needs Statement in June 2013.146 This would allow year-round 
access to the Arctic as well as the ability to meet national strategic objec-
tives in the Polar Regions.147

The Coast Guard partially based this requirement on the concept com-
monly used by the U.S. Navy that it takes three ships to ensure that one ship 
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is constantly deployed. Typically, one ship is deployed, another is in training, 
and the final ship is undergoing major maintenance.148

The new heavy icebreaker must be able to break between six feet and 
eight feet of ice at a continuous speed of three knots, and must have the 
ability to break 21 feet of ice using the back-and-ram method.149 Many of its 
planned features are similar to those of the Polar Star, but provide improve-
ments in some key ways.

The new icebreaker is expected to have better reliability and maintain-
ability, better ship control and communications, as well as space, weight, 
and power margins to add scientific or defense equipment later if the need 
arises.150 This is important for addressing the shifting mission needs on a 
ship that will be in service for over thirty years.

What the U.S. Should Do

Russia is reverting to its imperial ways, and China is expanding its eco-
nomic influence across much of the world. As new economic opportunities 
and security challenges continue to manifest in the Arctic, the U.S. must be 
prepared. The U.S. should:

 l Promote economic freedom in the Arctic. Economic freedom 
spurs prosperity, respect for the rule of law, jobs, innovation, and eco-
nomic sustainability in the Arctic region. Most important, economic 
freedom can help to keep the Arctic stable and secure. It should be the 
focal point of broader U.S. engagement in the region.

 l Conduct Freedom of Navigation operations in the Arctic. 
Russia’s dubious claim that the Northern Sea Route is an internal 
waterway goes against international law and norms. The U.S. should 
follow the lead of the French navy and conduct Freedom of Navigation 
operations in the region.

 l Continue to invest in the U.S. Coast Guard and U.S. Navy Arctic 
situational awareness capabilities. The remote and harsh con-
ditions of the Arctic region make unmanned systems particularly 
appealing for providing additional situational awareness, intelligence, 
surveillance, and reconnaissance. The Coast Guard should also 
consider upgrading facilities, such as its Barrow station in Alaska, to 
reinforce its Arctic capabilities and demonstrate a greater commit-
ment to the region.
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 l Announce the re-establishment of the position of Special Repre-

sentative for the Arctic. The position of Special Representative for 
the Arctic was created under the Obama Administration. The Trump 
Administration eliminated this position, leaving the U.S. once again 
as the only Arctic power without a Special Representative or Arctic 
Ambassador. The U.S. needs a senior and single point of contact to 
represent the U.S. on Arctic issues.

 l Deepen relations with Iceland. Not only is Iceland an important 
NATO member, it also holds the current chairmanship of the Arctic 
Council. There is also a new opportunity to advance bilateral relations 
now that the Trump Administration has ended the diplomatic sanctions 
that applied to Reykjavik by the Obama Administration over Icelandic 
whaling. The U.S. should use this new opportunity, along with Iceland’s 
chairmanship, to advance American interests in the Arctic.

 l Continue to raise awareness of China’s questionable ambitions. 
China has declared itself a “near Arctic state”—a made-up term that 
previously did not exist in Arctic discourse. The U.S. should work 
with like-minded partners in the Arctic Council to raise legitimate 
concerns about China’s so-called Polar Silk Road ambitions. The U.S. 
should also make sure that China does not try to exceed what it is 
allowed to do under its status as an observer in the Arctic Council.

 l Officially acknowledge NATO’s role in the Arctic for the first 
time.  The upcoming NATO Strategic Review should acknowledge that 
NATO is, in part, an Arctic alliance 

 l Work with allies to develop a NATO Arctic strategy. The Alliance 
should agree to develop a comprehensive Arctic policy to address 
security challenges in the region. This should be done in cooperation 
with non-NATO members Finland and Sweden.

 l Call for the next NATO summit to be held above the Arctic 
Circle. This would bring immediate awareness of Arctic issues to the 
Alliance. In the next few years, perhaps the Norwegian city of Tromsø 
would be most appropriate, since few cities above the Arctic Circle 
have the required infrastructure to hold a major international gather-
ing like a NATO Summit.
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 l Work with NATO’s non-Arctic members, such as the U.K. and 
the Baltic states, to promote an Arctic agenda. The U.K. takes an 
active interest in the Arctic. Geographically, the U.K. is the world’s 
closest non-Arctic country to the Arctic Circle. The Baltic states work 
closely with the Nordic countries, which are Arctic powers. The U.S. 
should leverage its relationships with these countries to advance an 
Arctic agenda within NATO.

 l Continue to participate in training exercises in the region. Exer-
cises above the Arctic Circle are vital to ensuring that the Alliance is 
prepared to meet potential threats to Arctic security. The U.S. should 
also consider hosting NATO exercises in Alaska.

 l Make the U.S. diplomatic presence in Greenland fulltime. Open-
ing a part-time U.S. consulate in Nuuk was a good first step. A formal 
diplomatic presence would be an effective way for the U.S. to better 
understand local political and economic dynamics. This is particular-
ity important at a time when other global actors, such as China, are 
becoming more involved in the Arctic region. But the U.S. should follow 
Iceland’s lead and have a diplomatic presence in Greenland year round.

 l Resolve the BMC and shipping contract issue with Greenland. 
The negative impact on the bilateral relationship that the contract 
process has had cannot be overstated. The U.S. government has an 
obligation to get the best capability for its armed forces at the best cost 
for the American taxpayer. The U.S. must also consider how certain 
decisions affect strategic relationships. Protectionist legislation, such 
as the 1904 Cargo Preference Act, is an anachronism and often under-
mines U.S. interests instead of protecting them.

 l Preserve Kangerlussuaq Airport. Both the U.S. and Danish mil-
itaries need continued use of the airstrip at Kangerlussuaq, but the 
Greenlandic government does not. The U.S. should find a mutually 
acceptable cost-sharing arrangement with Denmark and not allow this 
issue to harm its relationship with Greenland.

 l Explore ways to increase economic links between Greenland and 
the U.S. Greenland is actively trying to attract foreign investments, 
diversify its economy, and more closely integrate into the world 
economy. Greenland wants to raise the standard of living and prepare 
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for eventual independence from Denmark. With Greenland located 
in North America, and with new potential transport links and tourism 
opportunities, the U.S. should pursue policies that develop economic 
ties between the two countries.

 l Work more closely with the Danish and Norwegian militaries. 
Both countries have proven themselves to be important NATO mem-
bers. Although neither meets NATO’s benchmark of 2 percent of gross 
domestic product for defense spending, each punches above its weight 
when it comes to deploying troops for NATO missions, and partici-
pating in NATO missions and exercises. Each has also increased its 
defense spending in the Arctic.

 l Establish EUCOM as the lead combatant command for the 
Arctic. As lead combatant command for the Arctic, EUCOM will 
facilitate coordination and cooperation between combatant com-
mands with overlapping interests and AOR in the Arctic. EUCOM’s 
position is best for continuing to develop situational awareness and to 
facilitate robust cooperation, training, and strategy coordination with 
U.S. allies—most importantly through NATO.

 l Encourage Finland and Sweden to join NATO. Ultimately, the 
Swedish and Finnish populations will decide whether to join NATO, 
but the U.S. should pursue a policy that encourages NATO member-
ship for these two Nordic countries. Until they join NATO, they will 
not benefit from the Alliance’s security guarantee.

 l Consider the use of Svalbard for any required scientific needs. 
Due to its location in the Arctic region and its particular environmen-
tal conditions, Svalbard is very attractive for scientific research. In the 
past, the Department of Defense has conducted research there151 and 
it should consider doing so in the future if the need arises. This is an 
excellent way for the U.S. to “fly the flag” in a region with significant 
geo-political importance.

 l Fully fund the Coast Guard’s budget request for the polar secu-
rity cutters. The cost of each icebreaker was estimated at around 
$1 billion, but the Coast Guard estimates it will be well under that 
figure. Given the important U.S. interests in the Arctic and Antarctic, 
and increasing competition, it is essential to provide the Coast Guard 
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with the necessary funding for this first icebreaker, followed by the 
remaining five.

 l Acquire the first three heavy icebreakers using a block-buy 
strategy. A block-buy strategy could save upwards of $200 million for 
the program.152 While some program flexibility is lost using this strat-
egy, it is made up for by lowering the overall cost of the program.

 l Assess whether to acquire medium icebreakers or three more 
heavy icebreakers of common design to reach a total of six. 
According to a study conducted by the National Academy of Sciences, 
a fourth heavy icebreaker could cost $692 million versus $786 million 
for the first in class medium icebreaker, a savings of nearly $1 million 
for the first ship alone.153 A fleet of heavy icebreakers would also 
provide more capability, as it could complete the entire suite of ice-
breaking missions and reduce maintenance costs.

 l Move toward development of an Arctic port. The Department 
of Defense should identify possible locations for a strategic port in 
the Arctic and conduct an analysis of the utility of such a port. As 
waterways and resources become more available in the coming 
years, a strategic port could assist the U.S. in projecting naval power 
in the region.

 l Increase Arctic Freedom of Navigation Operations (FONOPS). 
The Navy should increase FONOPS, deployments, and exercises in 
Arctic waters to improve its capability to operate in the harsh condi-
tions, as well as reinforcing freedom of the seas.

Conclusion

America’s interests in the Arctic region will only increase in the years to 
come. As other nations devote resources and assets in the region to secure 
their national interests, America cannot afford to fall behind. The U.S. 
needs to champion an agenda that advances the U.S. national interest and 
devotes the required national resources to the region. These measures are 
not preparations for armed conflict. They are preparations for a peaceful 
future. With the Arctic becoming increasingly important for economic and 
geopolitical reasons, now is not the time for the U.S. to turn away from its 
own backyard.
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