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1 Preface

This background report aims to introduce the
reader to the intricate subject of NATO'’s presence in the
Arctic region. As the Arctic region is of great strategic

importance, it plays a major role in geopolitical,

2 Introduction

The Arctic, a region once deemed desolate and of
little importance, has now become a prevalent topic on
the geopolitical battlefield. Today, with world tensions

rising, the question of controlling the Arctic grows ever

NATO in the Arctic

economic and military discussions. The delegates are
encouraged to gather relevant and factual information
themselves to understand their Country's position on

the topic in the form of a position paper.

more important. Its riches and strategic significance are
becoming more sought after by a plethora of nations,
many of which are members of the North Atlantic

Alliance.
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3 Arctic and NATO

3.1 Defining the Arctic region

The Arctic region, akin to the Balkans, is not clearly
demarcated. Some definitions, however, hold more
merit than others. Perhaps the simplest way to define the
Arctic is as the area within the Arctic circle, which is a
line at the latitude of 66.3°, above which the sun does not
set at least once a year.* The Arctic can also be defined by

the average temperature, permafrost coverage, the

The Arctic Council

NATO in the Arctic

presence of trees and even culture.? The nations with
landmass in the Arctic Circle are the USA, Canada,
Russia, Sweden, Norway, Finland, Denmark and Iceland.
These nations are also the member countries of the
Arctic Council, an intergovernmental organisation

addressing the issues of the Arctic.3

The Arctic Council, formally established in 1996 by the Ottawa Declaration,
comprises eight Arctic states, six organisations representing Arctic Indigenous
Peoples designated as permanent participants and some non-Artic states holding the

observer status.

The Council has provided environmental, ecological and social assessments and held
negotiations between the Arctic states on important topics such as search and
rescue, marine oil pollution preparedness and response and international scientific

cooperation.*

3.2 Importance of the Arctic to NATO

3.2.1 Military aspects

Strategically speaking, the Arctic provides great
utility. Its location, connecting the North Atlantic and
the Arctic Ocean, makes it a critical area for maritime
navigation both in and outside of conflict. A perfect
example of these properties are the stretches of sea
between Greenland, Iceland and the United Kingdom,
also known as the “GIUK gap”. This section of the
Atlantic Ocean has been and still is critical when it
comes to military intelligence and defence strategys
Even including the Danish Faroe Islands, the largest gap
spans a mere 230 nautical miles.® This allows for the
aforementioned nations to closely monitor naval activity
with relative ease. In combination with the Bering Strait,
NATO has the capability of closely monitoring and
possibly even denying maritime traffic to and from the
Arctic Ocean.”

As far back as the First World War, the Arctic

region had been used extensively to blockade and
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disturb maritime routes, its control mostly falling into
the hands

Kriegsmarine. The waters between the Danish territory

of the Kaiserliche Marine and the
of Greenland, Iceland and the United Kingdom, today
known as the GIUK gap, were found to be effective naval
choke-points.?

In the Second World War, with Denmark defeated,
the territory of Greenland became independently
governed, and the Faroe Islands were occupied by the

British. Iceland, however, was seemingly under threat of

3.2.2 Maritime navigation

In regards to navigation, the Arctic is most famous
for the Northwest and Northeast Sea routes. These sea
routes, in some cases, provide shorter trips than more
conventional shipping routes and provide alternatives to
traditional routes in case of need, such as in 2021 with
the obstruction of the Suez Canal® where the
overreliance on commonly established shipping routes
forced vessels to divert and sail around the Horn of
Africa and the Cape of Good Hope.*

In theory, the Northern Sea Route can reduce
shipping distance by up to 50%. For example, a trip from
Japan to the Netherlands takes about 29 days around
Africa and 22 days through the Suez Canal. Yet the

THE ARCTIC INSTITUTE

Figure 2: Arctic shipping routes®
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falling into the hands of the Axis. Thus, the British
government occupied Iceland during Operation Fork.*
In 1949, with the Second World War over, the
North Atlantic Treaty Organization was founded, with
five of its founding members having territory in the
Arctic* Following the accession of Finland and Sweden
to NATO after the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022,
the only non-NATO member of the Arctic Council is

Russia itself.*

Northern Sea Route manages to more than halve the
transit time to a mere 10 days.’

These routes, however, pose some additional
challenges. As the Arctic weather is unforgiving, the
waters are difficult to navigate. Additionally, for many
months every year, the routes are completely frozen over
and require specialised ice-breaking vessels to pass, or
are simply untraversable.** Furthermore, many parts of
the Northeast Sea route are controlled by Russia,’” which
it uses extensively with its large fleet of ice-breakers. As
of 2019, the Russian ice-breaker fleet was the largest in

the world.»8 »9

| Arctic Shipping Routes
w—= North-West Passage (NWP)
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The Northwest Passage has been historically
unpassable, but in 2007, the European Space Agency
stated the passage was open due to declining ice cover.®
This sparked some interest in the route, yet it has since

been used scarcely. The Northwest Passage has also

3.3 NATO's presence in the Arctic

NATO has actively conducted military exercises in
and around the Arctic to strengthen its operational
readiness in the region. Operations such as Nordic
Response (previously Cold Response), which is a large-
scale military exercise held by Norway every two years,
where tens of thousands of personnel from NATO
members and invited countries from the Partnership for
Peace practice control of airspace, minesweeping and
civilian evacuations.? In 2022, over 30,000 troops from
27 nations took part in the exercise, testing their abilities
to cooperate in the harsh Arctic conditions all over
Norway.

Operating in the Arctic presents unique
technological challenges. The harsh climate, with
extreme cold, high winds, and frequent storms, makes
traditional equipment less reliable. For NATO forces to
maintain a strong presence, continued investment in
cold-weather icebreakers,

technologies, including

specialised vehicles, and durable communication

infrastructure, is essential. Collaboration between

4 Context

41 Strategic Value

For Russia, the control of the region allows the
Russian navy to project power into the Atlantic and
Pacific, providing a buffer zone between their homeland
and possible adversaries. It also allows uninterrupted
travel of merchant vessels to China, Russia's biggest
trade ally.®® With the Arctic suffering from the effects of
climate change, Russia has increased access to the

Northern Sea Route, a key maritime corridor that allows

NATO in the Arctic

caused an international dispute between the United
States and Canada, with Canada claiming the waters are
its internal waters, with the US arguing it to be an

international strait.2?

member nations can enhance the development and
deployment of such technologies.?

The 2024 Icebreaker Collaboration Effort stands as
a testament to the collaborative nature of NATO
members. This partnership between the United States,
Canada and Finland, often referred to as the ICE Pact,
stands to strengthen NATO's icebreaker fleet by up to go
new ships. This new equipment will further develop the
ability of NATO to project influence into the Arctic
region®® and will close the gap with the Russian fleet,

which as of 2022, operated 57 major icebreaking ships.?”

The Northern Sea
Route can reduce
shipping distance by
up to 50%.

for shorter travel compared to the likes of the Suez
Canal. Russia is also investing in the Arctic offshore
crude oil and natural gas deposits, attempting to further
cement itself as an energy superpower.?® Another
disconcerting venture has been the Russian partnership
with China to develop a massive titanium mine in the

Russian Arctic.3°
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4.2 Industry and Economy

With the Arctic lacking extensive exploration, the
resources it offers, such as oil and natural gas, lie mostly
untapped. Since the Russian invasion of Ukraine, energy
security has become a major talking point3* With many
nations previously relying on Russian fossil fuels, a new
source of fossil wealth would aid NATO members in
securing their energy needs. Such sources may just be
found in the Arctic, as it is believed the Arctic region
holds 160 billion barrels of oil and 30% of the earth’s
undiscovered natural gas reserves.3*

The Arctic might also hold a considerable amount
of various rare earths, which are critical for sustainable
growth as planned by most NATO members3
Nevertheless, the largest producer and supplier of rare
earths nowadays is China, and many markets depend on
its supply .34 This was apparent already in 2010 when an
island territorial dispute between China and Japan
yielded an unofficial embargo on some rare earth exports
to Japan. Similarly, in 2023, China introduced export
restrictions on Gallium and Germanium, which are used
for manufacturing semiconductors and electric
vehicles.?

Today, rare earths are part of the EU Critical Raw
Materials list, with the EU hoping to find alternative

ways of acquiring them.® 37 The island of Greenland

NATO in the Arctic
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Figure 3: Overlapping Arctic claims and resources®®

holds around 1,5 million tonnes of rare earths, for which
investors from the EU and China competed. After the
2021 Greenlandic elections, however, the debate
abruptly ended due to a mining and prospecting ban on
Uranium, effectively halting rare earth mining in

Greenland due to environmental concerns.?

Member states of NATO possess varying levels

of military infrastructure in the Arctic; notably

the space, air and naval bases of the United

States of America in Alaska, Greenland and

Iceland, and also Norwegian bases on the north

of the Scandinavian peninsula.

4.3 Military Presence

In terms of military infrastructure, Russia has a
clear upper hand in the region when compared to NATO.
Severomorsk, for example, is a city located on the base of

the Kola peninsula; its naval base is the Russian

Northern Fleet's base of operations. It is one of eight
naval bases the Northern Fleet uses. Further east, Russia
operates additional major bases, airfields, radar stations,

border outposts and emergency rescue stations.4°
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Russian buildup in the high north is nothing new,
however. In the 2000s already, the Russian Federation
began refurbishing and reopening old Soviet bases, yet
this growing capability didn't prompt a NATO
response.” The unresolved issues of the Arctic once
more entered the general purview after the Russian
invasion of Ukraine, as Russia started to be perceived as

a threat yet again.

4-4 Interests of Non-Arctic Countries

While the Arctic Council primarily consists of
Arctic-bordering nations, non-Arctic states like China,
India, and Japan have expressed growing interest in the

region due to its resources and shipping routes. This

4.5 European Union

In its new Arctic policy, The European Union
recognises climate change as the most comprehensive
threat the Arctic is facing. It also finds that the rising

interest in Arctic matters could develop into a threat to

4.6 Circumpolar Peoples

The Arctic region has its indigenous population
known as Circumpolar peoples. Several indigenous

communities are represented as permanent members of

5 NATO'’s Challenges

5.1 Climate Change

The climate crisis is continuously changing the
landscape of the Arctic. With receding ice caps, the
Northern Sea Route is becoming more accessible than
ever. With increased movement in the Arctic, the
competition for naval access and resources grows
similarly. The changing climate, however, provides for

some unfortunate consequences. Thawing of permafrost

5.2 Russian Activity

Russia has established an extensive presence along
its northern coast. Boasting many naval and air bases, the
Russian Federation seeks to secure the region for its
defence and its future economic value.5 Russia operates

many ports, airfields and army bases in its Arctic region,

NATO in the Arctic

Member states of NATO possess varying levels of
military infrastructure in the Arctic; notably the space,
air and naval bases of the United States of America in
Alaska, Greenland and Iceland, and also Norwegian bases
on the north of the Scandinavian peninsula.®* A well-
known example of NATO presence in the Arctic is the
Naval Air Station Keflavik in Iceland and the Icelandic
Air Policing operation conducted from said air station

since 2008. 43

underscores the Arctic’'s importance not only to local
nations but also to global actors seeking influence over

its future.s4 45 46

EU interests.#’ The EU and the European External Action
Service also hosted the EU Arctic Forum and Indigenous
Peoples’ Dialogue in Brussels, holding discussions on

Arctic development with Indigenous representatives.s

the Arctic Council, such as the Inuits and the Saami.+?
These communities often discuss climate-related issues

in the council as among us, they are the most affected.>

has been shown to accelerate with the changing climate,

endangering infrastructure with permafrost
foundations. For example, the 2020 Norilsk oil spill,
where about 17 500 tonnes of diesel spilled into local
rivers, was most likely caused by permafrost melting

underneath a storage tank at a thermal power plant.>*

such as the base in Severomorsk mentioned above, or the
Vidyayevo Naval Base, which used to be home to the
infamous K-141 Kursk nuclear submarine.’

Russia has conducted many naval exercises in the

Arctic as late as 2023 with the Finval-2023 exercise.5+
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With the Russian military and industrial infrastructure
in the Arctic being more plentiful than that of NATO,
Russia has the upper hand in preparedness for a conflict
in the area.s

Since Russia is the second largest producer of
natural gas and has the largest oil reserves ¢ its progress
in exploiting Arctic resources such as oil and natural gas
fields could increase its leverage and thus influence the
stability of global energy markets. Control of the Arctic
navigation routes would also give Russia more
geopolitical leverage over countries.

NATO has responded by conducting more
exercises in the Arctic region, such as the 2024 naval
exercise Freezing Winds hosted by Finland. This
exercise was intended to increase interoperability and
tactical cooperation between Finland and allied forces in
amphibious warfare, maritime security, and the
protection of undersea communication lines. Fifteen
navies and two NATO task groups, the Standing NATO

Maritime Group 1 and Standing NATO Mine

NATO in the Arctic

Countermeasures Group 1 participated in the exercise
with 4000 personnel.5”

Russia’'s expansion into the Arctic also raises
environmental concerns. Oil spills, pollution and habitat
destruction could have severe ecological repercussions.
Several Russian industries have been operating in the
Arctic since the times of the Soviet Union, having a large
negative impact on the region's environment.>® With the
Arctic zone of Russia recently experiencing an industrial
boom and declining ice coverage allowing for more
traffic through the Northern Sea Route, pollution is only
going to increase. The city of Norilsk placed first in a
2022 national statistic on air pollution production by
cities, with 1,787,000 tons of pollutants released into the
atmosphere.?® A notable pollutant being released is SOz,
sulfur dioxide. In high concentrations, it can cause acid
rain, harming the environment by hampering vegetation
growth by removing nutrients from the soil and

acidifying bodies of water, harming aquatic life.®

5.3 Legal Ambiguities in Arctic Governance

International law, particularly the United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS)®, governs
many aspects of Arctic navigation and resource claims.
However, disputes persist over territorial waters and
exclusive economic zones, especially regarding the
extension of continental shelves. As outlined in
UNCLOS, the Arctic region is divided into three parts for
each Arctic country:

e The Territorial Sea extends 12 nautical miles from
the baseline. In this area, states exercise full
sovereignty over the airspace, sea and seabed.

e The Contiguous Zone extends 24 nautical miles
and provides the state with limited rights to
prevent the infringement of customs, fiscal,
immigration and sanitary laws and regulations.

e  The Exclusive Economic Zone extends up to 200
nautical miles from the baselines and affords
rights to explore, exploit, manage and conserve
natural resources. The sea in this area, however,

is considered international waters. States do not

possess sovereignty over this zone, only the
aforementioned rights.

e The Extended Continental Shelf may extend up
to 350 nautical miles and states have sovereign
rights to its seabed. After ratifying UNCLOS,
states have 10 years to apply and present
geological evidence to support their claim to an
extended continental shelf. This is demonstrated
by the dispute over the Lomonosov Ridge, which
Russia, Canada and Denmark claim to be an
extension of their continental shelf.

The UNCLOS also allows for navigation of

international straits, where vessels may freely pass

through without engaging in activities not pertaining
to immediate transit.> A famous Arctic dispute has
been over Hans Island, which lies directly in the
middle of the Nares Strait between Canada and

Greenland, causing disagreements about its

ownership. This dispute has, however, been resolved

since June 2022.9
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6 Conclusion

As the importance of the Arctic region has become
more prevalent, the need for a united response by NATO
is required. As climate change alters the feasibility of
Arctic exploration and exploitation, the activity of
foreign actors need not be underestimated, as countries
such as Russia have been focusing on the region for far

longer than NATO. In light of the growing climate crisis,

NATO in the Arctic

questions  about  environmental impacts and
sustainability will become central to any NATO Arctic
strategy, e.g. mitigation of ecological damage from
shipping and resource extraction. NATO must adapt to
this new geopolitical landscape and revise its strategy
going forward to benefit all its members, yet it must also
tread carefully not to raise tensions, which have already

risen.

7 Questions for negotiations

¢ How does your nation stand to benefit from the resources of the Arctic region?

e How concerned is your nation about Russian military buildup in the Arctic?

e How should NATO members balance economic and military interests with environmental preservation?

8 Additional recommended sources

e Arctic Council
https://arctic-council.org
e The Arctic Institute

https://www.thearcticinstitute.org

o Center for Strategic & International Studies

https://www.csis.org/programs/europe-russia-and-eurasia-program /arctic

e Protection of the Arctic Marine Environment (PAME) | UNEP

https://www.unep.org/protection-arctic-marine-environment-pame

10
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Prazsky studentsky summit

Prazsky studentsky summit je unikatni vzdélavaci projekt existujici od roku 1995. Kazdorocné
vzdéldva pres 300 studentt stiednich i vysokych skol o soucasnych globdlnich tématech, a to
predevsim prostfednictvim simulace jedndnictyt klicovych mezindrodnich organizaci — OSN,
NATO, EU a Gz2o.

Asociace pro mezinarodni otazky

AMO je nevlddni neziskova organizace zaloZend v roce 1997 za ucelem vyzkumu a vzdélavdni
v oblasti mezindrodnich vztahti. Tento pfedni ¢esky zahrani¢né politicky think-tank neni spjat
s zadnou politickou stranou ani ideologii. Svou ¢innosti podporuje aktivni pfistup k zahranicni
politice, poskytuje nestrannou analyzu mezindrodniho déni a otevira prostor k fundované
diskusi.
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