
 

Royal Marines during artic warfare training in Norway - January 2020 – Crown Copyright 

The New Cold War 
RISING TENSIONS IN THE ARCTIC CIRCLE 

Cameron Philp | ILA | International Relations | Trinity 2020 



The New Cold War ILA Cameron Philp 

PAGE 1 OF 34 
 

Table of Contents 

Introduction 3 

New Resources and Old Territory 5 

Rival Continental Shelf Claims 8 
Beyond the Circle 13 

A Military Response 16 

Russia 16 
USA 17 
NATO 19 
China 20 

Peace or Conflict? 22 

Conclusion 30 
 

  

The Royal Navy hunter-class submarine HMS Trenchant (S 91) surfaces in the Arctic Circle in support of US Navy Ice Exercise (ICEX) 2018 



The New Cold War ILA Cameron Philp 

PAGE 2 OF 34 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Arctic has undergone a rapid transformation from a barren wasteland to a region of 

enormous economic and strategic opportunity in the last two decades. This report begins by 

identifying and analysing the causes and effects of climate change in the Arctic then the 

consequent rising tensions between states. I use this information and additional research and 

knowledge to determine whether these rising tensions will result in conflict in the Arctic Circle. 
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Introduction 

Unlike the Antarctic and many other parts of the world, the Arctic is a region of unclear territories, 

rapid change and emerging economic and strategic importance. The Arctic Circle is the 

northernmost line of latitude on the globe and consists of a deep ocean covered by a drifting 

expanse of frozen seawater.  This ice cap is the major feature of the area and it expands in winter 

as the sea freezes and reduces in size in the summer as the ice melts. Iceland, Denmark (through 

Greenland), Norway, Sweden, Finland, Russia, Canada and the United States are the eight ‘Arctic 

States’ that are located within the Arctic Circle. Approximately 4 million people live and work in the 

Arctic1.  

The extent of the Arctic ice cap has been decreasing significantly in the past few decades due to 

increasing average global temperatures. This rise in average temperature of the Earth’s climate is 

known as global warming and the Arctic is warming at a rate of almost twice the global average2. 

Global warming is caused by many factors including the release of heat-trapping gases, such as 

carbon dioxide from the burning of fossil fuels in power stations, that leads to a greater 

‘greenhouse effect’3.  The ‘greenhouse effect’ is the warming that happens when certain gases in 

the atmosphere let light in and out but trap heat. Since the Industrial Revolution, the actions of 

humankind have had an increasingly damaging impact on the planet’s natural environment 

through an enhanced greenhouse effect.  This has led the Arctic ice sheet to melt significantly and 

continues to at a terrifying rate due to increasing average temperatures. The last three winters in 

the Arctic have been 6ºC warmer than the average for the region4 and between 1982 and 2012, 

Arctic sea ice coverage decreased by over 40% from 8.3 to 4.7 million square kilometres5. At the 

current receding rate, an ice-free Arctic is very likely in the next century and ice-free summers 

within the next few decades. This has many negative consequences. However, the decreasing ice 

coverage has meant resources previously inaccessible or too expensive to access are becoming 

available and commercially viable for exploitation.  

 
1 Arctic People - National Snow and Ice Data Centre 
2 WWF Arctic Climate Change Work https://arcticwwf.org/work/climate/ 
3 What is global warming, explained – Christina Nunez - National Geographic - 22nd January 2019 

nationalgeographic.com/environment/global-warming/global-warming-overview/ 
4 One billion people threatened by climate change risks to oceans, polar and mountain regions, UN 
report warns – WWF – 25th September 2019 https://arcticwwf.org/newsroom/news/ 
5 Arctic sea ice falls below 4 million square kilometres – National Snow and Ice Data Centre Arctic 
Sea Ice News and Analysis – September 5, 2012 
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New Resources and Old Territory 

One of the features of the 1982 United Nations Convention on Law of the Sea was the introduction 

of jurisdiction of an area 200 nautical miles beyond the coastline of all coastal nations called the 

‘exclusive economic zone’ (EEZ). In the EEZ, the coastal state has sovereign rights for the purpose 

of exploring, exploiting, conserving and managing natural resources, the ability to conduct marine 

scientific research and to operate ships, aircraft and submarines6.  

The North Pole and surrounding waters are not currently owned by or part of the EEZ of any country 

(figure 1) – it is ‘international waters’ or ‘the high seas’. All nations are able to navigate, fly over, lay 

cables, fish, conduct scientific research and obtain natural resources in international waters 

according to UN Maritime Laws.7  

 
6 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea - Part V 
7 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea of 10 December 1982 – UN Division for Ocean 
Affairs and the Law of the Sea 

Figure 1 
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The main advantage to the EEZ is the exclusive access to resources it grants. In some parts of the 

world, such as the South China Sea, the primary resource is fish whereas in the Arctic it is oil and 

natural gas. The Arctic Circle is estimated to have approximately 13% of Earth’s undiscovered oil 

reserves - the equivalent of 90 billion barrels of oil – which is worth over US$5.5 billion at January 

2020 prices 8. In comparison, Canada holds 168.9 billion barrels and the US 50.0 billion9. This oil has 

been inaccessible in the past because the Arctic is an incredibly cold, isolated, dark, dangerous and 

expensive place to obtain it. The harsh environment means only equipment designed to withstand 

the temperatures can be used, the volatile ice sheet can damage offshore facilities and slow the 

transport of personnel, equipment and oil and long supply chains to the refineries requires a larger 

amount of equipment and a greater inventory of vehicles. Workers demand higher wages for 

working in the tough Arctic environment as well10 and infrastructure is almost non-existent.11 These 

Arctic-specific costs of production make oil exploration and production in the Arctic 50-100%12 

more expensive than other areas of oil production such as the Middle East.  

As the ice sheet has decreased, oil can be now obtained at lower costs of production than 

previously. This is why only recently has drilling for oil in the Arctic become a profitable venture for 

oil companies around the world. The same is true for natural gas, as the methods of production are 

similar. the Arctic has an estimated 1,669 trillion cubic feet of gas, worth approximately US$4.2 

trillion at 2019 prices and equal to 24.3% of the world's current known reserves. That's equal to 

500% of U.S. reserves, 99% of Russia's reserves, or 2,736% of Canada's natural gas reserves13. There 

are also masses of other natural resources including gold, diamonds, copper, iron, zinc and uranium 

which are also able to be viably mined at these lower costs of production. 

 
8 Arctic oil and natural gas resources – US Energy Information Administration – January 20, 2012  
9 These 15 countries, as home to largest reserves, control the world’s oil – USA Today - Samuel 
Stebbins – May 22, 2019  
10 Why Arctic exploration is so expensive – Oil and Natural Gas Resources of the Arctic – Dr Hobart 
M. King – Geology.com - https://geology.com/articles/arctic-oil-and-gas/ 
11 Overcoming challenges of Arctic oil drilling – Telegraph – Emily Gosden – 30 September 2012  
12 Crude Cost of Production Rises as Demand Grows – Rystad Energy – Business Insider – Sam Ro – 
December 8, 2014 https://www.businessinsider.com/crude-cost-of-production-2014-12?r=US&IR=T 
13 This infographic shows how gigantic the Arctic's undiscovered oil reserves might be – Business 
Insider - Jeff Desjardins, Visual Capitalist - Apr 7, 2016 
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New shipping routes are becoming available too, 

heralding a new era of shipping on the top of the 

world. In September 2017, a Danish container ship 

became the first to complete the Northern Sea 

Route (figure 2), travelling from East Asia to Northern 

Europe over the top of Russia. The route was 10 days 

shorter than the standard route through the South 

China Sea, under India, through the Suez Canal and 

the Mediterranean and finally around Spain and 

France. In 2014 a Canadian vessel became the first to 

traverse the Northwest Passage (figure 2) over 

Canada and Alaska on a journey from Quebec to 

China.14 The journey took 2 weeks less than the 41-day standard trip through the Panama Canal. 

Arctic shipping routes became cost-effective only in the summers from 2010 as icebreakers were 

still required in the winters and more and more vessels are making the journey unescorted each 

year.15 As 90% of the world’s trade is transported by sea,16 shipping routes are essential to the global 

economy and consequently the routes across the Arctic have huge strategic and economic value. 

These routes will cut hundreds of thousands of dollars off fuel costs as well as avoid East African 

piracy and maritime choke points17. The economy of the Arctic could be transformed in a similar 

manner to how the Middle East was by the Suez Canal. The huge economic and strategic imperative 

from the creation of the Northern Sea Route and the Northwest Passage as well as the lower costs 

of extracting natural resources from beneath the Arctic Ocean have led to a race for Arctic 

domination between the Arctic States and other nations in a region that until recently was 

desolate18. 

  

 
14 Is the Arctic set to become a main shipping route? – BBC News – Jessica Murphy – 1 Nov 2018 
15 Open for Business – National Geographic Magazine - Riley D. Champine, Ryan Morris, NGM Staff; 
Scott Elder – Monthly Sea Ice Extent September 2018 
16 International Maritime Organisation - UN 
17 Polar powers: Russias bid for supremacy in the Arctic Ocean – Financial Times – Nastassia 
Astrasheuskaya and Henry Foy – April 28 2019 
18 The race for Arctic domination – visual capitalist 

Figure 2:  Shipping routes in the Arctic Circle 
Source: Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) 
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Rival Continental Shelf Claims  

Another feature of the Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) in the United Nations Convention on the 

Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) was the ability for a nation to expand its exclusive economic zone. If the 

continental shelf of a nation extends beyond their EEZ, the nation can make a claim to it. A claim is 

submitted accompanied by evidence to the Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf 

(CLCS) for a lengthy review. If successful, the state may obtain exclusive rights to the resources on 

and below the sea floor in that area.  

In order to maximize their share of the Arctic’s enormous resource wealth, the Arctic States have 

made multiple continental shelf claims. Many of these claims overlap each other and are the main 

cause of the rising tensions in the Arctic Circle. Canada, Denmark, Norway, Russia and the United 

States all have continental shelf claims that have been submitted since 2006 including as recently 

as 2019. Notably only Canada submitted claims before 2006, emphasizing the huge change global 

warming has had on international relations in the Arctic and the prevalence of the topic. 

International Bathymetric Chart of the Arctic Ocean annotated with the names of seafloor features 
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Russia has been the most active in staking its claims. Russia has conducted extensive research of 

the sea floor of the Arctic Ocean, their main aim to prove the Lomonosov Ridge, an underwater 

‘mountain range’ stretching over the Arctic Ocean, is an extension of the Eurasian continental shelf 

and therefore obtain exclusive rights to the sea floor extending all the way to the North Pole (figure 

4). This would give Russia exclusive rights to almost half the Arctic Ocean in total, and therefore 

billons of tons of resources and a large proportion of the mineral wealth. Its 2001 claim to the ridge 

was unsuccessful due to lack of evidence though in 2015 Russia submitted another bid to the UN 

with more evidence.19 This submission included the Lomonosov Ridge, Mendeleev-Alpha Ridge 

and Chukchi Plateau as well as parts of the Amerasian Basin and Chukchi Shelf (figure 3). In addition, 

Russian explorers planted a titanium flag on the seabed 4km below the North Pole in 2007 in what 

was dubbed a “15th century” move to further this claim20. 

 
 

 
19 Several countries lay claim to disputed Lomonosov Ridge – Arctic.RU – Alyona Burdina - 15 
November 2018 
20 Russia plants flag under N Pole – BBC News – 2 August 2007 

Figure 3: Main bathymetric features of the Arctic Ocean Source: Wikipedia Commons - Mikenorton 
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Denmark submitted a claim for the Lomonosov Ridge (figure 4) to the Commission on the Limits of 

the Continental Shelf on 15 December 2014 which conflicted with Russia’s claim. It argued the ridge 

is “both morphologically and geologically an integral part of the Northern Continental Margin of 

Greenland”21 meaning that it is an extension of the Greenland land mass. The nation presented 

evidence it had collected since 2002 to support its claim to approximately 895,000 sq. km of sea 

floor22 - 20 times the size of Denmark – that extends over the North Pole more than a thousand 

miles from the nearest point on the Greenland coastline to the edge of Russia’s current exclusive 

economic zone (figure 4).23  

 
21 Partial Submission of the Government of the Kingdom of Denmark together with the 
Government of Greenland to the Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf The Northern 
Continental Shelf of Greenland – Geological Survey of Denmark and Greenland, Royal Danish 
Ministry of Climate, Energy and Building – November 2014 
22 Denmark challenges Russia and Canada over North Pole – BBC News – December 2014 
23 Denmark/Greenland make Arctic Ocean continental shelf submission – Durham University  

Figure 4: Source: BBC 
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Canada have claimed the ‘Central Arctic Plateau’ (which includes the Lomonosov, Alpha and 

Mendeleev Ridges) and the Canadian and Amerasian Basins are a continuation of the Canadian 

landmass and a part of its continental shelf24 (figures 3 and 4). Research was conducted for only two 

eight-week periods a year between 2008 and 2018 due to the harsh conditions and the research in 

the Eastern Arctic region was unreliable due to thick ice. While this limited the amount of evidence 

available for them to use, Canada submitted the 1.2 million sq. km25 claim on 23 May 2019, just over 

a year from writing. The claim also conflicts with and Denmark’s and Russia’s claim, which is of a 

similar size. Importantly, the Amerasian Basin contains 9.72 billion barrels of crude oil, the third 

greatest of the known petroleum regions in the Arctic, worth over US$600 billion at January 2020 

prices.  

The United States of America worked with Canada between 2008 and 2011 to research its 

continental shelf. From data collected by the US Geological Survey (USGS) on this expedition, it was 

discovered Arctic Alaska has the largest amount of crude oil of the petroleum regions in the Arctic 

(29.96 billion barrels of crude oil, three times as much as the Amerasian Basin which Canada has 

laid claim to) and a significant volume of natural gas (221.40 trillion cubic feet)26. Their claim focuses 

on the area between Canada’s and Russia’s claim in the Chuckchi Basin (figures 3 and 4). However, 

while the US recognizes the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, they are one of the 

very few nations that has not ratified it and as such is not able to make an extended continental 

shelf claim to the UN. Therefore, for the US it is incredibly important that the Arctic remains as open 

as possible not only so it is able to obtain as much of this oil and natural gas as it can but also so it 

is able to protect its Arctic assets and national security without resistance. 

 
24 Partial Submission of Canada to the Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf regarding 
its continental shelf in the Arctic Ocean Executive Summary – Government of Canada – © Her 
Majesty the Queen in Right of Canada, 2019 – 23 May 2019 
25 Canada files submission to establish continental shelf outer limits in Arctic Ocean – The Barents 
Observer – Radio Canada International – May 27 2019 
26 Circum-Arctic Resource Appraisal: Estimates of Undiscovered Oil and Gas North of the Arctic 
Circle – US Geological Survey (USGS) 
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Norway is another Arctic State to make a claim to the CLCS. Their November 2006 submission 

claimed areas of the Barents Shelf, North East Atlantic Ocean and the Eurasian Basin are part of the 

continuous continental margin of Norway(figures 3 and 4)27, conflicting with Denmark’s and 

Russia’s claims. The largest area they claimed was a part of the Eurasian Continental Margin 

consisting of the area adjacent to Norway and the Svalbard Archipelago from the North Sea into 

the Eurasian Basin before the Lomonosov Ridge. (figures 1, 3 and 4). The Norwegian Margin and 

Barents Platform regions included in the claim are predicted to hold approximately 4 billion barrels 

of crude oil as well as 60 trillion cubic feet of Natural Gas according to the USGS (figure 5).  

However, as with all contradicting claims, the nations must negotiate their new territories because 

the CLCS cannot approve the claims until the borders have been agreed upon between 

themselves. In addition, Canada, Denmark, Norway, Russia and the United States agreed at the 

Arctic Ocean Conference in May 2008 that all demarcation issues should be resolved between the 

nations with conflicting claims28 and not through the UN. But the nations are finding it difficult to 

agree, and this is the primary reason for the rising tensions.  

 
27 Continental Shelf Submission of Norway in respect of areas in the arctic Ocean, the Barents Sea 
and the Norwegian Sea Executive Summary – Royal Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Royal Ministry 
of Petroleum and Energy (Norway) 
28 The Ilulissat Declaration Arctic Ocean Conference Ilulissat, Greenland, 27-29 May 2008 

Figure 5: Areas of undiscovered oil by province in the Arctic. NM and BP denote Norwegian Margin and 
Barents Platform respectively - Source: USGS 
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Beyond the Circle 

Canada, Russia, Denmark, Norway and the US aren’t the only nations interested in the Arctic. 

Despite its distance from the region, the People’s Republic of China became an observer to the 

Arctic Council in 2013 and is another cause of the rising tensions in the region. China has self-

defined itself as a ‘near-Arctic state’ based on the impact of climate change in the Arctic on China 

and more recently on the assertion of China’s rights and interests in the Arctic under international 

law. In 2018 the nation published its first Arctic Policy which outlined its plans to increase its activity 

in the Arctic in order to gain its own share of the resources while also setting out President Xi 

Jinping’s concept of building ‘a community with a shared future for mankind’. At the time of 

writing, China has not expressed an opinion on the extended continental shelf claims submitted to 

CLCS. It is however extremely interested in maritime space in the Arctic Ocean being considered as 

international waters and seabed, where they would have the same rights as Arctic states and 

enable them ‘lawful and rational use of Arctic natural resources’ in China’s words (though it remains 

to be seen what that will mean).29 China’s other main interests in the Arctic include advancing 

scientific research for strategic purposes which is required to enhance the country’s shipping and 

resource extraction ambitions, harvesting fish in the mid to long-term as fish stocks move 

northwards due to warming seas and introducing security, insurance and rescue systems for 

development of Arctic tourism. The Northern Sea Route, called by the Chinese the Polar Silk Road, 

is also prioritized in their Arctic policy. This comes back to the importance of new shipping routes 

in the Arctic, which are much shorter and safer saving money and time. 

 

 
29 China’s Arctic policy, How China aligns rights and interests – European Parliament Research 
Service Briefing – May 2018 

Members of China’s National Arctic Research Expedition set up an ocean profiling float 
near the “Snow Dragon” icebreaker - Source: Xinhua News Agency 
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The European Union has been another party with a large interest in the Arctic. Like China, the EU’s 

Arctic policy includes sustainable development and climate change issues. It differs from their 

policy with their third objective to engage in cooperation on Arctic matters at all levels30 however, 

and its attempts to have greater influence on the region have been thwarted. The EU’s application 

in 2009 was blocked by Canada, the chair of the Arctic council at the time, in response to the EU’s 

ban on commercial seal product trading31, affecting the livelihoods of Canada’s northerners and 

Arctic indigenous populations. It was branded an “offensive bit of unfair interference by arrogant 

southerners in the lifestyle of the Canadian people [and] a huge, huge issue” by the indigenous 

Canadian leader of the council at the time Leona Aglukkaq32. The European Parliament only 

worsened their standpoint when they proposed an international Arctic Treaty, similar to the 

Antarctic Treaty, that was flatly denied by the Arctic states as they viewed it as a threat to their 

sovereignty to the region. China, Japan, South Korea, Singapore, India and Italy were all accepted 

as observer states under the new criteria in 2013 and welcomed to the Arctic table but the EU was 

not, still due to the seal ban issue. Since 2013 the Arctic Council accepting the EU’s request has 

become more and more unlikely as deliberation has come at the expense of making progress on 

the council’s objectives and the EU’s deteriorating relationship with Russia will make it difficult to 

achieve a consensus. On the other hand, China has used investment and trade to gain a greater 

influence in the Arctic, particularly economic leverage over vulnerable Arctic states. Chinese 

foreign direct investment totalled $2 billion in Greenland and $1.2 billion in Iceland according to a 

2017 CNA report.33 The Icelandic investment accounted for almost 6% of the nation’s  gross GDP 

for the 5 year period observed by the CNA report, and consequently has made Iceland economically 

dependent on the Chinese as well as providing China access to senior politicians and influence on 

the nation. Though it has been more successful at achieving greater influence on the Arctic than 

the EU, China’s practices are questionable and given the existing tensions in the region another 

superpower will only increase complexity in the future. 

 
30 International Cooperation on Arctic Matters – European Union External Action – 20th February 
2017 
31 The EU and the Arctic Council – European Council on Foreign Relations – Duncan Depledge – 
April 20 2015 
32 Canada signals new era for Arctic Council – The Globe and Mail -  Paul Koring -  May 11 2018 
33 Unconstrained Foreign Direct Investment: An Emerging Challenge to Arctic Security – CNA 
Analysis and Solutions and the US Navy – Mark E. Rosen, Cara B. Thuringer – November 2017 
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A Royal Marines Viking ATV conducts snow and ice training on Exercise Cold Response 2020 - Crown Copyright 
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A Military Response 

Russia 

In response to the rising tensions over resources and territory, the Arctic States and NATO have 

increased their military activity in the region. Russia has shown the greatest increase in military 

presence in the last decade; as well as re-establishing its Soviet Arctic infrastructure and building 

more airfields and naval ports from scratch, last year it doubled the number of times it entered US 

airspace with long-range bombers and fighter jets34 and in late April 2020 a task force of Russian 

paratroopers conducted the first ever high-altitude (33000ft) jump into the Arctic. Since 2014, 14 

airfields have been opened and there are future plans to build more airstrips for their supersonic 

MIG-31 jets and long-range Bear bombers35. Many more of the new facilities along the Russian coast 

house air defence mechanisms, anti-aircraft weapons and radar systems to warn of incoming attack 

and to protect Russia’s new ‘cold’ front. Patrols by long-range strategic bombers recommenced in 

August 2007 for the first time since the end of the Cold War and since 2017 Russia has been 

routinely simulating mock air attacks on Norwegian military assets36. According to official sources, 

the Northern Fleet (Russia’s Arctic naval fleet) conducted more than 100 patrols over the Arctic 

Ocean in 201837 and it has seen a major modernisation in the last ten years after a long period of 

neglect following the Soviet era. The fleet has 39 warships and 42 submarines - more than half of 

Russia’s entire submarine fleet. Russian troops have been permanently deployed in the Arctic since 

2013 and numbers of personnel range from a battalion (500-700 troops) for a small base to a 

brigade (3000+ troops) for the largest bases. It is hard to forget the beluga whale found off the 

north Norwegian coast in April 2019 that had a Russian alleged ‘spy system’ attached to it by a 

harness38. The whale was found with a GoPro attachment but no camera just over 400km away 

from Murmansk where Russia’s Northern Fleet is based.  

 
34 Inside the Arctic Military Base at the Centre of U.S.-Russia Tensions – WSJ – 17 July 2019 
35 Russia to build new military base in East Arctic – The Barents Observer – Atle Staalesen – 
September 4 2018 
36 11 Russian fighter jets made mock attack on Norwegian Arctic radar – The Barents Observer – 
Thomas Nilsen – February 12 2019 
37 In 2019, Northern Fleet pilots will continue to fly to the Arctic on a regular basis – Ministry of 
Defence of the Russian Federation – 1 January 2019 
https://structure.mil.ru/structure/okruga/north/news/more.htm?id=12210644@egNews 
38 Norway finds ‘Russian spy whale’ off Arctic coast – BBC News – 29 April 2019 
bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-48090616 



The New Cold War ILA Cameron Philp 

PAGE 17 OF 34 
 

While Russian officials and its Ministry of Defence have declared these new bases and installations 

serve the purpose of securing the Northern Sea Route, the world remains sceptical. The radars are 

designed to identify and track airborne targets – not surface ships – and it is difficult to justify 

dangerous high-altitude parachute jumps to protect vessels sailing through the Northern Sea 

Route. What this activity is most likely to be about is ‘showing its muscles’ to the rest of the Arctic 

States (especially to the smaller nations of Denmark and Norway), NATO and the rest of the world 

to demonstrate its commitment and determination to display sovereignty. In addition, Russia’s 

military puts defence of the Kola Peninsula as a priority to secure the nuclear assets there and the 

access of its Northern Fleet, and as such the peninsula is seen as of enormous strategic importance 

for Russian national security. The Kola nuclear complex is Soviet era, but today the region has 

extended towards the Barents Sea and Norwegian Sea as part of a ‘bastion concept’.39 As natural 

gas and oil facilities are seen as strategic assets for Russia, they are being increasing factored into 

the concept as well.  

USA 

The US is another major military player in the Arctic as it is around the world and like Russia has 

been increasing its military activity there. Despite their views on climate change, the Trump 

administration adopted a more prominent military presence in the region than in years before 

when focus was on the Middle East and Afghanistan which included an updated Arctic Strategy 

paper. The US Department of Defence outlined 3 objectives in the paper; ‘defending the 

homeland’; ‘compete when necessary to maintain favourable regional balances of power’; and 

‘ensure common domains remain free and open’.40 In order to achieve these goals, the US Coast 

Guard will receive new desperately required icebreakers as its single, ageing icebreaker poses a 

huge weakness to the US’s military presence in the Arctic because it limits military, commercial and 

search and rescue operational capabilities. Russia, on the other hand, has the largest icebreaker 

fleet in the world. The US will also begin conducting ‘freedom of navigation operations’ to contest 

Russia’s claim that the Northern Sea Route is not international waters. The 3 US bases in the Arctic 

from which they conduct air defence operations, Thule Air Base in Greenland, Joint Base Elmendorf-

Richardson in Anchorage, Alaska and Eielson AFB in Fairbanks, Alaska, have received huge 

 
39 Russia’s Military Posture in the Arctic Managing Hard Power in a ‘Low Tension’ Environment – 
Chatham House – Mathieu Boulegue – 28 June 2019  
40 Report to Congress Department of Defence Arctic Strategy – June 2019 – US Department of 
Defence  
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infrastructure investments as part of the 2019 US Arctic Strategy. This has included increasing the 

number of advanced aircraft in the region including a new squadron of the cutting-edge F-35A 

Lightning II fighter jet for AFB Eielson41 as part of a $500 million investment into the base which 

also included the addition of 1300 personnel, twice the number of personnel stationed at the 

airfield before42. Also at Eielson AFB is a fighter wing dedicated to acting as the ‘aggressors’ or 

‘enemy’ for combat exercises - often replicating Chinese and Russian tactics in aircraft painted in 

their patterns and colours to sharpen the USAF’s dogfighting capabilities43.  

  

 
41 F-35A fleet doubles at [AFB] Eielson – USAF – Senior Airman Kahdija Slaughter 

https://www.eielson.af.mil/News/Article-Display/Article/2241941/f-35a-fleet-doubles-at-eielson/ 
42 Alaska’s Eielson AFB gets first two F-35 stealth fighters for planned pair of squadrons – Stars and 
Stripes – Wyatt Olson - April 21, 2020 
43 18th Aggressor Squadron – Wikipedia https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/18th_Aggressor_Squadron 

Above: a  F-35A Lightning II assigned to the 356th Fighter Squadron lands at 
Eielson AFB, Alaska, June 25, 2020. Source: USAF 

Below: a USAF F-16 from Eielson’s 18th Aggressor Squadron painted in a Russian-
style blue and grey pattern Source: USAF 
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NATO 

Of the 8 Arctic States, all but Russia are members or partner countries of NATO. The Arctic was top 

of NATO’s security agenda during the Cold War as the nuclear missiles would have come over the 

North Pole and Russia’s Northern Fleet is based there. However, after the collapse of the Soviet 

Union, its significance was reduced until climate change’s impact on the region reignited tensions 

and redirected attention.  

NATO has stated its main security concern in the Arctic has been the rapid build-up of Russian 

military there since 2008 as part of a wider problem of Russia’s military modernisation. In addition, 

Russia’s military aggression in other parts of the world including Crimea has raised concerns over 

further regional instability and conflict. Exercises Cold Response, Dynamic Mongoose and Arctic 

Challenge are the heart of NATO’s military activity in the Arctic and in 2018 Norway hosted Exercise 

Trident Juncture. This biennial exercise is a NATO-led joint force exercise to ensure NATO forces are 

trained and ready to work collectively in different environments, usually those of particular concern 

or instability at the time. The 2018 exercise took place in central and eastern Norway and the 

surrounding areas of the North Atlantic and the Baltic Sea, including Iceland and the airspace of 

Finland and Sweden. Air, land, maritime, special and amphibious forces of 31 NATO and partner 

countries participated, involving around 50000 personnel, 250 aircraft, 65 vessels and 10000 

vehicles44 making Trident Juncture 2018 one of the largest military exercises ever held in Europe 

and the largest conducted by NATO for decades. Despite this, NATO regularly states that while it is 

a defensive exercise it is not directed against any country, although given its view of similar Russian 

exercises as threatening, it would be reasonable for Russia to justify seeing it the other way around. 

Exercise Cold Response is a major Norway-led military exercise that has taken place biennially since 

2006.  It is designed to boost the abilities of soldiers across NATO operating together in extreme 

cold weather conditions45. The UK has been a key participant in the exercise since it began, with 

1250 Royal Marines and four Royal Navy and Royal Fleet Auxiliary ships taking part in 2020 making 

the UK the largest contributing nation in terms of personnel besides Norway.  

 
44 Trident Juncture 2018 – Norwegian Armed Forces – 27 October 2018 
https://forsvaret.no/en/exercise-and-operations/exercises/nato-exercise-2018 
45 Cold Response 2020 – Norwegian Armed Forces -  
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China 

China’s involvement in the Arctic has raised concerns for NATO and the US over whether they will 

begin military activity in the future and whether they will be a future threat to arctic security and 

stability. With no military plans included in China’s 2018 Arctic policy or any official statements on 

its military intentions in the Arctic, it has made it even harder for NATO to predict what China will 

do next. It is known China has outpaced the US in construction of icebreakers and China’s military 

has been using the scientific knowledge it has collected in the Arctic, its relationship with Russia 

and investment in Greenland and Iceland as a way into the region. In 2016 China’s attempt to 

purchase an old military base in Greenland was stopped by Denmark under US guidance and in 

2018 the US also advised Denmark to reject a blacklisted Chinese company’s offers to construct 

international airports there too46. In a CNBC interview in August 2019, the NATO Secretary-General 

Jens Stoltenberg stated “we need to assess the security consequences, for all of us, of the rising 

military power of China” in the context of China’s military presence in the Arctic, and also that the 

“alliance is carefully monitoring China’s increased physical presence [in the Arctic]”.47 While China’s 

military has not made any significant moves in the Arctic yet, it is important to consider its activities 

in the South China Sea which are also over resources and shipping routes. Since 2013, China has 

built a handful of islands in the South China Sea with runways, military bases and anti-ship, missile 

and air defences on them to intimidate the six surrounding states and thereby gain greater 

influence in the region as part of its efforts to claim a 2 million sq. km area of the sea. Tensions have 

regularly spiked between the US and China in the South China Sea including on 9 May 2020 when 

China took advantage of the global Covid-19 pandemic to mount a display of military firepower, 

immediately triggering a rapid response from Washington to send three warships to the region.48 

China’s activity in the South China Sea demonstrates China’s aggressive tactics and its willingness 

to take on the US which it could bring with it into the Arctic.  

  

 
46 How a potential Chinese-built airport in Greenland could be risky for a vital US Air Force base – 
Defence News – Aaron Mehta – 7 September 2018 
47 NATO is carefully monitoring the ‘security implications’ of China’s increased presence in the Arctic 
– CNBC – Sam Meredith – August 7 2019 https://www.cnbc.com/2019/08/07/china-nato-is-
monitoring-beijings-increased-presence-in-the-arctic-circle.html 
48 China flexes its military muscle – Daily Mail – 9 May 2020 
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HMS Kent in the icy Barents Sea, May 2017 – Crown Copyright 
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Peace or Conflict? 

The Svalbard Archipelago is a rocky, isolated and unique set of islands between Norway and the 

North Pole (see figure 1). While it has been part of the Kingdom of Norway since 1925, Svalbard is 

not administratively part of Norway, the Schengen Area nor the European Economic Area. The 

Svalbard Treaty49, effective since 1925, recognizes not only the sovereignty of Norway over the 

islands but also regulates demilitarization of the region, gives the 46 signatories equal rights to 

economic activities on the islands and creates a visa and tax-free zone. The need for the treaty of 

such a desolate and distant place originally became necessary as mineral deposits including coal 

and oil were found on the island at the beginning of the 20th century50, though it displayed its 

enormous strategic and military importance during the Second World War when it was occupied 

by the Nazis. Since then, only Russia (at the time the Soviet Union) and Norway have exercised the 

treaty with coal mining and more recently tourism. However, as the Arctic ice sheet retreats, 

Svalbard is becoming even more valuable strategically and economically as it has the potential to 

serve as a hub of mineral extraction and shipping.  

Svalbard offers a case for cooperation and peace in the Arctic because, despite the Cold War and 

the emerging significance of the archipelago, all signatories have respected the treaty since 1925 

(with the exception of Nazi and Norwegian troops during the Second World War). The Global Seed 

Vault51 is located here because of the stability of the islands as well as the cold conditions, and no 

military equipment, buildings or personnel have been stationed here by either side despite the 

strategic significance of the islands to Russia and its Northern Fleet.  The sustained coal mining, oil 

and fishing activities around Svalbard have also demonstrated their cooperation. Consequently, a 

similar treaty for the Arctic could be effective and prevent conflict in the region. Cooperation in the 

Arctic since the formation of the Arctic Council in 1996 has never been stronger with projects, 

initiatives and treaties, such as the Protection of the Arctic Marine Environment and the Indigenous 

Peoples’ Secretariat to name a few, which have been successful with their objectives and included 

support from all member states and many observer states. A treaty to similar to the 1925 Svalbard 

Treaty with demilitarisation across the Arctic as well as equal rights for all signatories to economic 

activity there including oil extraction and shipping could stabilise the region and therefore could 

be an effective and appropriate means of de-escalating tensions in the Arctic.  

 
49 The Spitsbergen Treaty: History of Spitsbergen – Spitsbergen Svalbard – Rolf Stange - 12.02.2020 
50 Barr, Susan. (2020, February 3). The history of Svalbard. In the Large Norwegian Lexicon. Retrieved 
April 10, 2020 from https://snl.no/Svalbards_historie 
51 The Global Seed Vault – https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Svalbard_Global_Seed_Vault 
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However, not only would a treaty like this be very difficult to implement as the Arctic States would 

want to defend their borders and keep resources to themselves but also the Arctic Council does 

not have the mandate for peace and security concerns so, while its environmental and sociological 

programmes have been successful, its lack of power prevents it from creating a treaty like this. 

Although the rising tensions in the Arctic have caused a reconsideration of the council’s role in 

geopolitics and security affairs, the economic and strategic objectives of the member states would 

make introducing these powers unlikely because all the decisions of the council and its members 

are taken by consensus. Besides, a treaty such as this would be created by the United Nations and 

not the Arctic Council, as the majority of the Arctic is still international waters under the UNCLOS 

and also it would fall under the United Nation’s central mission for the maintenance of international 

peace and security. Were the UN to create a treaty for maintaining peace and security in the Arctic, 

the lengthy-time lag for a treaty on this scale to be written, agreed upon and signed would give 

the Arctic States plenty of time to agree on their borders between themselves, especially since a 

UN treaty could give states beyond the Arctic Circle powers in and access to the Arctic region 

therefore threatening and impeding upon their ambitions. For example, the 2017 Paris Agreement 

on greenhouse-gas-emissions mitigation, one of the most recent and largest UN treaties, took 12 

years to become effective which was based upon the 2005 Kyoto Protocol which in turn was an 

extension of the 1992 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change52. A new treaty, 

therefore, would take a minimum of 10 years to be written, signed and ratified which would give 

enough time for the Arctic States to agree upon a deal between themselves. 

This time lag for a UN treaty would also be too slow because the size of the Arctic ice sheet is 

decreasing so rapidly that new resources and shipping routes are becoming accessible all the time 

and consequently pressure on the Arctic States has increased as the ice sheet has melted to not 

only protect the Arctic from further environmental damage but also to agree to cooperate in order 

to safely and peacefully obtain as much wealth and strategic power in the region as they can. Their 

extended continental shelf submissions are an example of this because all the Arctic States 

followed UN protocol rather than simply declaring that the territory was theirs and using naval 

force to defend it - it is only because of the UN’s decision for conflicting claims to be agreed upon 

between the Arctic States themselves that tensions have arisen. Russia, Canada, Denmark and 

 
52 Paris Agreement - United Nations Climate Change  

https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/the-paris-agreement 
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Norway are huge beneficiaries of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea and so are 

unlikely to disregard it, although the dispute over the Barents Sea between Russia and Norway took 

over four decades to be agreed upon53 and an agreement between Russia, Canada, Denmark, 

Norway and the US could take even longer because the delimitation of the Barents Sea was only a 

dispute between two nations. 

None of the Arctic States has been as assertive and impatient as Russia in the competition for 

resources.  Oil and gas are a pillar of their economy, accounting for 60% of Russia’s exports and 30% 

of the nation’s GDP54. A country with an economy built on oil and gas needs to exploit the Arctic’s 

resources as far as it can, especially since it has struggled with a stagnating economy and depleting 

inland reserves in the past few years. GDP growth in 2019 was just 0.5%, underperforming all 

estimates, and Russia has a GDP per capita lower than Greece. Their increased military presence in 

the Arctic is most likely to protect their Arctic economic activities but Russia’s controversial actions 

toward other Arctic states, such as intrusion upon US airspace and mock air attacks on Norway,  not 

only is a tactic they are using to assert dominance in the Arctic but also demonstrates they are 

willing and ready to fight in order to protect their Arctic activities, therefore bringing the risk of 

conflict to the region. The US and NATO’s response to this has been to increase their military 

presence in the region, conducting enormous military exercises and improving their Arctic defence 

systems in order to protect their Arctic activities from what they perceive as a threat from Russia. 

This suggests the relationship between NATO and Russia is a peaceful standoff because both sides 

are acting defensively with neither seeking to invade or interfere with each other’s activities in the 

Arctic region. It does not suggest cold warfare, however - cold warfare is conflict pursued primarily 

through economic and political actions, espionage and proxy warfare as used in the US-USSR Cold 

War and also arguably the ongoing tensions between Pakistan and India.  

 
53 Treaty between Norway and the Russian Federation concerning Maritime Delimitation and 
Cooperation in the Barents Sea and the Arctic Ocean - Fridtjof Nansen Institute - Øystein Jensen 
54 OEC - https://oec.world/en/profile/country/rus/ 
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Nevertheless, the conflict in Ukraine since 2014 

and the annexation of Crimea points towards an 

aggressive and forceful Russia which establishes 

concerns for conflict in the Arctic. In 2014 Russia 

carried out a takeover of Crimea using unmarked 

military personnel then dismantled the 

government forcing a referendum on whether 

Crimea should become a part of Russia. This 

referendum was ultimately dubbed a ‘gun-point’ referendum and recognized invalid, causing more 

unrest in the region. Meanwhile, in Eastern Ukraine, a ceasefire and security zone was put in place 

in 2015 after a year of deadly fighting between Ukrainian and Russian-backed separatists forces, 

though it has been broken many times since. Almost 10000 people have died in the conflict and 

over 1.5 million have been displaced55.  Although the primary explanation given for why this 

conflict has happened is the almost even split between pro-EU and pro-Russia voters in Ukraine, 

there is also strategic importance to the region and a large oil and natural gas presence. The port 

of Sevastopol in Crimea was the base of Russia’s Black Sea fleet during the Soviet Era, important for 

access to Georgia, the Middle East and North Africa, and there are large volumes of oil and gas 

deposits in the Black Sea. The similarity to their reasons for entering the Arctic and the relatively 

small size and sparse population of some Arctic States such as Norway and Greenland suggest 

Russia would carry out a hostile invasion of territory in the Arctic in order to obtain oil and gas and 

ensure its strategic and economic security. This is even more likely when there would be no civilian 

resistance as there is in Ukraine so Russia would be able to deploy their soldiers to full operational 

capability with all equipment and vehicles which they weren’t able to do in Ukraine. The 

demonstration of force in Ukraine by Russia gives enough justification for NATO’s concern for 

conflict in the Arctic and threatens the stability and peace of the region. 

Furthermore, China’s activities in the South China Sea could present a threat to Arctic security too 

if China were to work with Russia economically and strategically. The South China Sea conflict is a 

territorial dispute with a resemblance to the Arctic tensions; the objective in the South China Sea 

is obtaining oil, natural gas, fishing and shipping routes but territorial claims are being disputed or 

have been denied. Although not as violent and confrontational as the Ukrainian crisis, China’s 

 
55 Why Ukraine is trapped in endless conflict – Vox Atlas – 6 February 2018 

Ukrainian soldiers in the eastern security zone, 2015  
Source: Telegraph 

 



The New Cold War ILA Cameron Philp 

PAGE 26 OF 34 
 

intense military activity in the South China Sea also offers reason for conflict in the Arctic, 

particularly if the working relationship between Russia and China in the Arctic continues. NATO has 

responded to the unrest in the South China Sea but to a lesser extent than in the Arctic, although 

two US aircraft carriers were sent to the region as recently from writing as June 17 202056 and HMS 

Queen Elizabeth’s first operational deployment will be there too. In addition, the fragile tensions 

between China and the US over trade and coronavirus have resulted in increased military activity 

on both sides, particularly in the South China Sea. In response to questioning by China on why they 

are operating in the region, the US has stated it is practising its right of free passage and navigation, 

though it is evident that is not the case. The US most likely has its own interests there, most of all 

the free travel of ships from China to the west as a third of the world’s shipping passes through the 

South China Sea and also to protect its allies in the region including Japan, Philippines and Vietnam. 

Both the confrontation between the US and China and China’s military actions in the South China 

Sea display a willingness for using military force and if China were to continue working with Russia 

to obtain its own share of resources and shipping routes especially since the Northern Sea Route 

has enormous potential, Russia, China and the US could pose a significant threat to Arctic stability 

and cause for conflict in the region. 

In addition, the US has a history of fighting for oil and so, while the US sees Russia and China as a 

threat to Arctic stability, the same could be the other way around. The Iraq War, for example, had 

highly questionable motives with the former head of U.S. Central Command and Military 

Operations in Iraq, General John Abizaid, saying "Of course it's about oil; we can't really deny that," 

in 2007. The Iraq War was far more violent and direct than the Ukraine Crisis has been so far as well. 

Despite an abundance of oil in the United States mainland, the US still chose to invade Iraq with 

the ulterior motive to be able to drill for oil in its rich oil fields. Why they did this may have been to 

ensure it has control of the world’s oil supply and therefore maintain stable and reasonable global 

prices for it in a region of prior instability or was wealth led with US trans-national corporations 

utilising the fields for themselves.  With the invasion’s UN-backing it is more likely to have been the 

first reason, but the second is still plausible as a secondary motive for the US. The Arctic’s instability 

and the potential for enormous resource wealth there are similar to the most likely motives of the 

Iraq invasion but the fact that the US has not ratified the UNCLOS and as such is unable to make a 

 
56 With Beijing’s Military Nearby, U.S. Sends 2 Aircraft Carriers to South China Sea - New York Times 
– Lara Jakes – July 4 2020 
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claim to the oil and gas rich Arctic Alaska region will make it difficult to prevent foreign oil 

companies including Chinese and Russian drilling there if the Arctic Ocean remains international 

waters. Consequently, the US may use naval force to deter foreign interest in the region and, as it 

is in the South China Sea, conduct ‘freedom of navigation” operations to show its military strength 

and willingness to fight if necessary. There is also the case for strengthening national security; it is 

important for a country to be able to supply itself with food, water and fuel for a length of time if 

foreign imports are cut off and therefore the US may be interested in exploiting the Arctic Alaska 

resources before it exploits its mainland reserves, which it would use in a situation such as this. Take 

the purchasing of most of the world’s supply of remdesivir, a drug that reduces recovery times for 

Covid-19 patients, as an incredibly recent example of the US protecting its national security 

through the control and supply of resources57. Subsequently, not only are Russia and China risks to 

conflict and instability in the Arctic, but the US also is as much of a risk, if not greater than, because 

of its national security interests and history with oil wars which could cause tensions to escalate in 

the Arctic between the three nations. 

A conflict between Russia, China and the US in the Arctic in the form of global warfare is incredibly 

unlikely, however, because the mass-destruction, expense and loss of life that would come with it 

means they are avoiding it at all costs. The Cold War, it could be argued, never escalated into a 

confrontation because the world did not want to relive the consequences of global warfare after 

the First and Second World Wars. There were enough incredibly close calls that could have 

triggered either the Americans or Russians to react58 but they never did. The January 2020 standoff 

between Iran and the USA after the assassination of General Qassim Soleimani is a more recent 

example of limited but intense confrontation because both sides adamantly want to avoid conflict, 

and the rest of the world’s reaction seemed to be the same with nations including the UK calling 

for “urgent de-escalation”. Instead of global warfare, nations have begun to fight through proxy 

warfare in the last 30 to 40 years, which is when two factions receive indirect support from other 

nations usually with similar or the same interests. Proxy warfare enables the proxies to fight other 

nations and governments while avoiding the disastrous effects of global warfare and was a 

characteristic of the US-USSR Cold War. Furthermore, the almost immediate declaration of America 

 
57 Coronavirus: US buys nearly all of Gilead's Covid-19 drug remdesivir – BBC News – 1 July 2020 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-53254487 
58Cold War, International Politics – Encyclopaedia Britannica – 26 March 2020 

https://www.britannica.com/event/Cold-War 
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and Iran after the killing of General Qassim Soleimani that they would prefer proxy wars instead of 

direct conflict and the expectation that Iran will avenge the US by using its proxy network59 

demonstrates the present use of proxy warfare as a way of avoiding global warfare. However, the 

sparse, small and content indigenous population of the Arctic means there would be no factions 

for the nations to fight through and so a proxy war in the Arctic would not be possible. Therefore, 

conflict in the Arctic is unlikely if the nations are not willing to use conventional and global warfare 

instead and so peace seems more probable.  

Additionally, the responses to conflicts such as NATO’s to the Ukraine Crisis demonstrates not only 

the shift away from global warfare but also another reason for no conflict in the region. The reaction 

by NATO to the Russian invasion of Ukraine was incredibly slow and, although Russian soldiers were 

using unmarked uniforms making it harder for them to identify the force, there has been very little 

response or support by NATO to Ukraine since the crisis began other than sanctions on Russia by 

the US and EU. These sanctions seem to have had little impact on Russia as the crisis is ongoing. 

This NATO reaction gives the impression that Russia would be sanctioned in response to an 

invasion of territory in the Arctic and so not only would this encourage Russia to carry such an 

action out if the economic value of the Arctic is greater than the sanctions imposed but also 

suggests peace in the region given that NATO would not respond forcefully. Additionally, President 

Putin may have used his invasion of Ukraine as a ‘test’ of NATO’s response, just like Russian aircraft 

regularly enter US and NATO airspace with fighter jets and bombers to test reaction speed, but this 

is difficult to verify. Moreover, US-China tensions have resulted in sanctions rather than conflict 

indicating the same approach from the US and China outside NATO and therefore further indicates 

the use of sanctions rather than force in this situation in the Arctic. However, Putin cannot rely on 

NATO’s response to the Ukraine Crisis to be the same if he were to invade elsewhere because 

Ukraine is not a member of NATO and so NATO was not obliged to respond. An attack on Norway, 

Canada, Denmark or the US, on the other hand, would trigger a NATO reaction according to Article 

5 of the Washington Treaty - ‘an attack on one member is an attack on all’. Article 5 was triggered 

following the 9/11 attacks on the USA initiating the ‘War on Terror’ but otherwise has not been 

used, signifying the extremity of an action that would result in it. Russia is the only Arctic State not 

in NATO and so it would be dangerous for Russia to invade or attack another nation’s territory in 

 
59 Iraq’s worst fears have come true, they are now at the centre of a proxy war between the US and 
Iran – The Independent – Patrick Cockburn – 3 January 2020  
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the Arctic because, unlike in Ukraine, a NATO military 

response would be almost certain and so peace and 

security in the region are likely to remain stable. 

 

Nonetheless, with the emergence of hybrid warfare, 

it has become more difficult for NATO and other 

countries to justify a large-scale military response and 

so Russia could assert itself in the Arctic without 

triggering Article 5. Hybrid warfare is a blend of 

political warfare with other influencing and 

conventional methods and has seen a large increase 

in use in the 21st century. Since 2010 the number of 

occurrences of hybrid warfare have increased and 

have been between large nations such as the ongoing Indo-Pakistani Kashmir conflict or USA-

Russia activities.  Utilising fake news, electoral intervention and creating a lack of legitimate targets 

are just a few examples of the subversive nature of hybrid warfare. Unlike the 9/11 attacks which 

were characterised by their clear aggression toward the US by a specific group, hybrid warfare’s 

elusive nature makes it harder to target an individual, organisation, state or faction and therefore 

justify and plan a response to the threat. In addition, cyberwarfare is even harder to combat 

because it is even more obscure than hybrid warfare yet it can be used to cause enormous 

destruction non-violently60 - creating nation-wide power outages, cutting phone lines and 

paralyzing infrastructure are no longer science-fiction61 for example as Ukraine has experienced all 

these cyber warfare tactics in the last few years as part of Russia’s use of hybrid warfare in the crisis 

which has also included the manipulated referendum, fake pro-Russia and anti-EU news and the 

use of a conventional fighting force in the invasion of the country. Consequently, a conflict 

between the Arctic States for territory in the Arctic may not be fought there. Instead, it could take 

the form of hybrid warfare, using political, cyber and conventional warfare techniques. This may 

look like targeted cyber-attacks on radar systems between the US and Russia, disruption of 

Norwegian infrastructure projects, or political intervention by China in Greenland for example 

which are hard to identify a target for or justify an aggressive nature and thus makes it more difficult 

 
60 The WIRED Guide to Cyberwar – WIRED – Andy Greenberg – 23 August 2019 
61 How an entire nation became Russia’s test lab for cyberwar - Andy Greenberg – 20 June 2017  

9/11 Attacks - Source: AFP / Seth McAllister 
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to respond to. Therefore, conflict over resources and strategic power in the Arctic may be 

concealed by a non-violent cyber, political and unconventional conflict beyond the region and so 

suggests neither peace nor conflict. 

 

Conclusion 

With little evidence of cooperation between the Arctic States over the territorial claims, the 

tensions look set to continue. Whether these tensions escalate into conflict or turn to peace and 

cooperation relies on the Arctic States coming to an agreement between themselves over territory, 

resources, shipping routes and the environmental protection of the Arctic if they wish to maximise 

the economic and strategic opportunity in the region peacefully, sustainably and legitimately. If 

they do not, the Arctic States risk losing exclusivity to these opportunities and therefore will not be 

able to achieve all of the economic and strategic potentials the region holds as well as risk an 

escalation into conflict. Russia’s economic situation means expansion into the Arctic to increase its 

oil and gas supply is one of the only options for stabilising and growing its economy and so 

cooperation should be a priority for them. Another, one could argue, was the invasion of Ukraine 

and annexation of Crimea in order to access the resources in the Black Sea but as identified the 

success of a similar operation in the Arctic is very unlikely. If no agreement is made, of all the Arctic 

States Russia is, therefore, most likely to escalate the tensions in the region. On the other hand, 

Canada and the US are less likley to be part of the economic race in the Arctic because of the 

abundance of oil and gas reserves in their own countries which are cheaper and easier to access, 

however, the US has demonstrated strong interest in protecting Arctic Alaska and they see Russia 

as well as China’s interests in the Arctic as a threat to their national security and the security of the 

Arctic. If the Arctic States want to not only maximise the economic and strategic opportunities of 

the Arctic but also stabilise the region they have to agree on territorial boundaries. While this is 

would currently be difficult to do, if the Arctic Council were to have a mandate for peace and 

security concerns then a platform would be created for the Arctic States and observer states to 

agree upon these issues and therefore prevent conflict in the region. Therefore, a peaceful 

agreement or a mandate for the Arctic Council to have power over peace and security concerns is 

vital for calming tensions in the Arctic Circle.  

If an agreement is not made however, then conflict is a possibility. Conflict for resources in the 

Arctic could take several forms. Firstly, the NATO-Russia standoff in the Arctic could remain and so 
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while the tensions would continue there would be little to no confrontation. NATO members 

including the UK and the US would continue to train in the Arctic not only to prepare for a conflict 

if tensions were to escalate further but also to show Russia and China that they are actively 

defending and willing to combat potential threats to Arctic security and their own national security. 

Meanwhile Russia would also continue to exercise and demonstrate force against NATO in the 

Arctic but overall neither side would seek to confront one another. Therefore, while not peaceful, 

conflict in the region could be non-confrontational standoff between the two sides of the Arctic. It 

is important to reiterate however that this would not be cold warfare.  Alternatively, if Russia were 

to invade Norwegian territory with its military or China were to make an aggressive move upon the 

US Air Force base in Greenland in the future then Article 5 could be triggered, and NATO would 

have to respond to the threat. How severe a threat this is would determine the extent of the 

response –if the Russian mock air attacks on Norwegian assets practiced by them since 2017 

became for real it would trigger a more aggressive and larger response than Chinese interference 

in a Greenlandic election, for example. NATO already has in place a strategy for a response to an 

attack from Russia such as this and Exercise Trident Juncture was one of many practices of it. A war 

between NATO and Russia utilising global warfare in this scenario would be catastrophic, however, 

which is why of all conflict scenarios it is the least likely as all nations wish to avoid it.  

A hybrid war, on the other hand, is more likely if tensions escalated. huge scope for hybrid warfare 

in a conflict for resources in the Arctic makes it even more difficult to predict what the new ‘cold’ 

war in the Arctic will look like and to what extent will it be violent, although its subversive nature 

makes it a very likely way in which conflict in the region could be fought. Most likely, however, is 

that conflict in the Arctic is fought outside the Arctic Circle. As identified proxy warfare in the Arctic 

would not be possible however existing proxy wars could be where the conflict for resources in the 

Arctic is fought instead. For example, in a situation where Russia were to conduct a cyber-attack 

against Norway, the US could respond by supplying weapons to the Combined Joint Task Force-

backed Rojava or conduct a. series of airstrikes against the Russian-backed Hezbollah in the Syrian 

Civil War. Not only would this take the conflict outside of the Arctic, but also prevent the 

consequences of a violent conflict between NATO and the US which is why it is the most likely of 

all the possible conflicts if no agreement over territory and resources can be made. 
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Ultimately conflict in the Arctic would be the last resort for when no agreement can be made and 

the Arctic States see a threat to their nation’s security or desperately require Arctic dominance for 

the prosperity of their economy, as in the case of Russia. The lack of cooperation suggests conflict 

is on the horizon, and while war outside the Arctic is the most likely it is nearly impossible to predict 

how exactly the conflict will look like as with many other regions of tension around the world 

including the South China Sea and Kashmir. All in all, one can only hope the Arctic States come to 

an agreement over territory in the Arctic Circle and tensions calm to prevent the new ‘cold’ war. 

 

 
 

A member of 30 Commando Information Exploitation Group Royal Marines 
on a skidoo during Exercise Cold Response at the beginning of 2020  
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An Army Air Corp Apache AH65 helicopter makes a snow landing on Exercise Clockwork in Norway, February 2019 – Crown Copyright 

 


