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Emerging Arctic Security Challenges

By James Kraska and Betsy Baker

Just 4 million people inhabit the Arctic – half 

of them in Russia. This population is spread 

throughout 15 million square miles – an area 

four times the size of the United States. Russia 

and Canada occupy 80 percent of the land above 

the Arctic Circle, whereas the Nordic states 

account for 16 percent and the United States 

just 4 percent. Americans’ understanding of the 

Arctic is often limited to the small community 

of Barrow, Alaska, population 4,000, which 

is nestled along the ice-crusted coastline on 

the Chukchi Sea. In this paper, however, we 

argue that U.S. interests in the region are far-

ranging and that environmental changes mean 

the region will grow increasingly important 

to U.S. security and economic interests. While 

U.S. territory makes up only a small slice of the 

expansive Arctic landmass, the United States will 

have to increase its leadership role in the Arctic 

community to respond to growing challenges.  

Because the multidimensional American interests 
in the region are often congruent with the interests 
of the other Arctic states, greater U.S. leadership 
in Arctic security issues would be in most cases 
welcomed by Arctic neighbors. We believe the 
United States should move from its current posture 
as one of the most passive of the eight Arctic states 
to a leadership position, influencing the trajectory 
of Arctic security, economy, society and ecology. 
Doing so, however, will require a tangible presence; 
economic, military and political investments; and 
a more active regional posture, both militarily and 
in terms of commitment to civilian institutions 
governing Arctic issues. 

In large part, the United States must reconsider 
its investments in Arctic security because of the 
rapid changes occurring in its natural environ-
ment. Scientists believe the Arctic is warming two 
to three times faster than the rest of the planet.1 
Consequently, there is dramatically reduced spring 
snow cover over Eurasia and North America; sus-
tained increase in the greening, growing seasons; 
melting tundra; and evident northward migration 
of species into the area.2 Sea ice extent and thick-
ness have declined. At its historic September 2012 
minimum, the summer sea ice extent was some 50 
percent smaller than the preceding 30-year aver-
age, a loss of ice-pack roughly equal to one-third 
of the landmass of the United States.3 Less Arctic 
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ice means less reflectivity and more absorption of 
heat by the Arctic and other oceans – up to eight 
times more since 1979, when satellite records 
began. Absorption in the region represents up to 
25 percent of the greenhouse effect of global car-
bon dioxide and may have triggered an alarming 
feedback loop that contributes to further warming.4 
These environmental changes are already threaten-
ing existing security, economic and political efforts 
to achieve a stable, prosperous and secure future in 
the Arctic region.5 

Therefore, the principal risks to Arctic security, 
economy, ecology and society derive from chang-
ing climate patterns, which are inherently global 
and tie the Arctic to the rest of the world. The 
Arctic is among the last areas on Earth to become 
plugged into the world economy, yet among the 
first to have felt the effects of the carbon and other 
pollutants generated in the planet’s industrialized 
regions. Shorter winters, thawing permafrost and a 
thinner ice pack invite industrial development and 
commercial shipping. As those connections grow, 
Arctic states contend with risks to a fragile ecology 
that would be hard to overestimate.

In light of these far-reaching environmental trends, 
this report considers the changing threat environ-
ment in the region across four pillars: national 
security, including the potential to augment U.S. 
force presence and contribute to the current Arctic 
security architecture; economic prosperity and 
opportunity; investments in human capital; and 
ecological sustainability and social welfare. Each of 
the following sections evaluates opportunities for 
greater American engagement across each pillar. 
The publication concludes with key recommenda-
tions for U.S. policymakers to consider as they 
implement a series of recent national strategies the 
U.S. government has written on the Arctic, includ-
ing the White House’s 2013 National Strategy for 
the Arctic Region. 

Security
It would be easy to become pessimistic about Arctic 
military stability; we are not. International conflict 
in the region is unlikely because the Arctic nations 
are committed to a rules-based approach to secu-
rity. Worries about the potential for conflict over 
seabed rights in the Arctic are misplaced.6 War is 
far less likely above the Arctic Circle than in nearly 
any other part of the world.7 Cooperation is break-
ing out everywhere in the region; international law 
is followed; there is no political vacuum.8

While elsewhere Russia is exhibiting its propensity 
toward military displays, in the Arctic, Russia is 
playing a constructive role in maintaining regional 
stability. Russia is intently focused on regional 
security in part because it sees in the Arctic an 
opportunity to recapture the former influence and 
superpower standing that it enjoyed during the 
Cold War. Russia strategically and successfully 
takes advantage of its dominant geographic posi-
tion surrounding 170 degrees of the Arctic Circle, 
and its energy and economic presence in the region 
dwarfs that of all other Arctic states combined. 

The United States and Russia enjoy a pragmatic 
working relationship in managing the security 
of the Bering Strait.9 The U.S. Coast Guard and 
Russian Border Patrol have cooperated for nearly 
two decades under a bilateral treaty to manage 
safety and security in the 53-mile-wide strait.10 The 
neighbors also jointly led negotiations among all 
eight Arctic states to adopt binding agreements on 
search and rescue and oil spill preparedness and 
response. Now the United States and Russia are 
leading efforts to adopt agreements on marine pol-
lution prevention and marine scientific research in 
the region. 

The remoteness and physical isolation of the Arctic 
region also reduces military risk. Arctic states 
find comfort in their exclusive and shared geogra-
phy. They are united to resist efforts from outside 
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the region that might erode, let alone upend, the 
contemporary order. The one thing all Arctic states 
have in common is a rather circumspect view of 
states from outside the region that seek to play a 
greater role in the Arctic. 

Furthermore, all Arctic states are invested in 
a rules-based approach to stability and secu-
rity, based principally on the United Nations 
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS).11 The 
consensus among Arctic states that UNCLOS is the 
framework for distribution of rights and duties in 
the region minimizes risk of conflict over maritime 
boundaries. Every Arctic nation is a party to the 
treaty except the United States, which, since 1983, 
has made a commitment to adhere to most provi-
sions of the treaty.12 

Finally, the likelihood of conflict breaking out 
over the region’s vast offshore resources is also 
remote since Arctic states are pursuing their mari-
time claims through the multilateral Commission 
on the Limits of the Continental Shelf (CLCS), an 
independent international technical body estab-
lished by UNCLOS. Every Arctic coastal state 
except the United States has submitted at least 
partial information for consideration of a claim to 
sovereign rights over seabed riches of oil, gas and 
minerals. To the extent that overlapping maritime 
claims exist, the four other Arctic Ocean coastal 
states, including Russia, are proceeding with 
deliberate professionalism in appropriate bilateral 
forums and with the CLCS to resolve them.13 In 
2010, Russia and Norway, for example, signed a 
treaty to resolve their 40-year disagreement over 
maritime resource boundaries in the Barents Sea. 
More recently, Denmark and Canada established 
maritime delimitation in the Lincoln Sea, north-
west of Greenland. Similarly, Canada and the 
United States are exploring a way ahead to resolve 
a benign disagreement over a single boundary line 
in the Beaufort Sea. 

U.S. Force Presence and the Regional 
Security Architecture 
While the remote and vast Arctic expanse makes 
international military conflict less likely, the high 
latitude geography and climate change nonetheless 
create unique threats to the economy, ecology and 
society in the region. These threats are increasing, 
and addressing them will require an increased U.S. 
military presence. The United States has released an 
Arctic Policy (the January 2009 National Security  
and Homeland Security Presidential Directive 
66); a White House National Arctic strategy and a 
Pentagon Arctic strategy (both in 2013); and the lat-
est iteration of the Navy Arctic Roadmap (February 
2014). These documents articulate the need, in 
theory, for a greater U.S. presence but offer few con-
crete commitments.14 As policymakers implement 
these strategies, they must consider the environmen-
tal changes and their implications for new risks and 
threats. The United States should continue increasing 
its force presence and capabilities in the region, as 
recommended in the strategies, as well as increase its 
participation in the Arctic security infrastructure. 

Today, greater presence and expanded security 
infrastructure are needed to enhance U.S. maritime 
security. These U.S. investments will also serve as 
international public goods, contributing to regional 
stability and security. The United States lacks a 
persistent maritime surface and air presence in the 
region that would help to normalize interaction 
and cooperation with other Arctic states, includ-
ing Russia. Since its virtual presence means actual 
absence, the United States relinquishes the oppor-
tunity to create a more secure and stable region. 
Russia can operate there; other Arctic states either 
have the capability to do so or are developing it. 

In particular, the U.S. government will have to 
address the problem that the Coast Guard, with 
responsibility to respond to the most likely chal-
lenges, is woefully undercapitalized. Although 
the United States continues to operate ice-capable 
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submarines, it has demurred in developing ice-
strengthened patrol boats and icebreakers. The 
tools needed to maintain a maritime constabu-
lary presence include long-range maritime patrol 
aircraft; reliable command, control and communi-
cations networks; airfields, deep-water ports; aids 
to navigation and communications; and domain 
awareness solutions. This infrastructure is almost 
nonexistent. Only growth in U.S. Coast Guard air 
and surface forces and associated infrastructure 
tailored for high latitude operations can keep the 
United States relevant in the region. 

Without an adequate force presence in the region, 
the United States has become increasingly sidelined 
in the Arctic. There is no circumpolar arrange-
ment that brings Arctic states together in an 
integrated regional security system. All eight Arctic 
states are among the 57 nations that belong to the 
Organization for Security and Co-operation in 
Europe (OSCE), but that organization is focused 
on transparency and cooperation on the conti-
nent of Europe and Eurasia. Likewise, although 
five Arctic states are members of NATO – Iceland, 
Denmark, Norway, Canada and the United States – 
importantly, the Atlantic Alliance does not include 
Russia. 

There is potential for the United States to enhance 
its engagement in, and strengthen, regional security 
organizations, including some composed exclu-
sively of European member countries. Finland 
and Sweden, European Union (EU) countries, 
conduct military exercises with NATO through 
the Partnership for Peace program. The EU has 
embarked on a common security and defense 
policy, but it is not poised to make significant 
contributions to Arctic security. In 2009, Finland, 
Norway, Denmark and Sweden established the 
Nordic Defence Cooperation (NORDEFCO) 
arrangement. Iceland, despite not having an armed 
force, is also a member, and Estonia, Latvia and 

Lithuania are adjunct partners. The pact is infor-
mal and so far has focused on air transportation 
and law enforcement. NORDEFCO complements 
NATO and the EU. Denmark is the most inte-
grated Arctic state, as it belongs to NATO, the EU 
and NORDEFCO. As important as NORDEFCO 
is, however, it does not include the United States, 
Canada or Russia – the three most powerful Arctic 
states. 

In addition to supporting the work of regional 
security organizations, the United States should 
consider increased bilateral security cooperation, in 
particular with Canada, Denmark and Iceland. The 
United States currently lacks the surface and air 
capabilities to be an effective partner with Canada 
in North American Arctic security. Forty percent 
of Canada’s territory and continental shelf lie in 
the Arctic region; the Canadian Arctic contains 
35,000 islands. Patrolling Canada’s Arctic territory 
is a daunting task, and Ottawa has begun construc-
tion of up to eight ice-strengthened ships for that 
purpose. Greater cooperation with Denmark and 
Iceland is also crucial for the United States, which 
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has had a military presence in Greenland since 
1940 and an air base at Thule. Moving beyond a 
sole focus on Denmark, Greenland is now engag-
ing with its neighbors in the United States, Canada 
and Iceland, while also cautiously managing its 
newfound ties to Asia. In short, America’s Arctic 
neighbors would respond positively to both an 
increase in the U.S. presence in the Arctic and 
greater investment in multilateral and bilateral 
security cooperation in the region. 

Economic Opportunities
The United States has an opportunity to take 
advantage of the Arctic region for greater trade 
and economic opportunities for U.S. commercial 
interests, even as this trade remains sensitive to 
the environmental risks posed by an increase in 
economic activity. Currently, Russia has the great-
est share of the circumpolar economy; it obtains 
12 percent of its gross domestic product (GDP) 
from the region.15 High latitude climate change 
already has had a profound effect on the Russian 
economy. The development of Siberia – an area 
seven times as large as Texas – is shifting from the 
east-west corridor of the trans-Siberian railroad 
to a south-to-north marine transportation net-
work along three enormous river systems: the 
Lena, the Yenisei and the Ob. Each of these mas-
sive transportation complexes flows northward 
into the Arctic Ocean and has a drainage basin 
of about 1 million square miles – on the order of 
the Mississippi River. These rivers link with the 
Northern Sea Route (NSR) to connect Siberia to 
the global economy.

The NSR is booming; it will become a transit cor-
ridor of global importance. As the region becomes 
warmer, the melting ice will accommodate more 
types of ships and for a longer period of time 
each year. The passage is particularly attractive 
for trade from Europe to Asia. The distance from 
Shanghai to Hamburg is 5,200 kilometers shorter 

via the Arctic route than via the Suez Canal. In 
2009, two German ships, Beluga Fraternity and 
Beluga Foresight, completed the first commercial 
transit across the Northern Sea Route from Pusan 
to Rotterdam.16 The number of ships using the 
route has risen steadily ever since, from 41 transits 
in 2011 to 71 ships in 2013.17 Between 2010 and 
2012, there was a tenfold increase in the number 
of vessels using the NSR.18 By 2020, Russia esti-
mates that there will be a thirtyfold increase,19 
and China expects 15 percent of its foreign trade 
to navigate the route.20 Scientists expect the 
Northern Sea Route and the Northwest Passage to 
remain open for 110 days each year by 2030, trans-
forming global shipping patterns.21 Furthermore, 
geography and oceanography favor Russia’s 
NSR over Canada’s Northwest Passage, since the 
Beaufort Gyre – a strong western Arctic Ocean 
current – rotates the icepack into the Canadian 
archipelago, building up multiyear ice and imped-
ing surface vessel traffic in the North American 
Arctic.22 

Greater economic development in the Arctic will 
bring benefits to, and demands on, communities 
across the region. As the United States and its allies 
invest in and capitalize on increased tourism, oil, gas 
and mining activity in the region, they must man-
age the risks; helping to respond to and prevent new 
disease vectors, invasive species, loss of culture and 
burdens on infrastructure. A sustainable economic 
future is possible, however. Northern societies bal-
ance on a precipice between marginalization and 
modernization. Careful, deliberate and cooperative 
approaches that accommodate High North stake-
holders will put these economies on a sustainable 
path. Anticipated economic growth in the region 
will only be successful if it is combined with large 
and purposeful investments in education and social 
capital in the region, protection of fragile and unique 
high latitude environmental services and preserva-
tion of local cultures. 	
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Society: Investing in Human Capital
Increased global interest in Arctic resources and 
shipping routes will directly affect local communi-
ties and economies. As the United States and its 
allies intensify their activity in the Arctic, they 
must ensure the resilience and adaptability of 
Northern societies. All eight Arctic nations will 
strengthen their adaptive capacity by engaging 
more purposefully with those who know the Arctic 
best and have adapted to change for millennia.23 
Engagement with the Arctic’s indigenous peoples 
also provides other countries valuable models for 
getting it right when harmonizing indigenous and 
majority interests while managing competing uses 
of land and sea.24

Educating and training those who work in the 
Arctic or on Arctic issues about the Arctic is critical 
to sustained cultural, technical and political suc-
cess, which each Arctic state may define differently. 
Producing a skilled, home-grown work force will 
be critical to successful Northern development. 
Northern governments should focus first on edu-
cating Arctic youth, promoting engagement in the 
classroom, on the ice or in the field to spur innova-
tions that Northerners will need to adapt to change. 
Igniting the spark of ingenuity early on can lead 
to new ways of governance, harvesting, research-
ing and managing that provide continuity with 
practices that have sustained Northern societies 
through time.	

Training on Arctic issues is also a driver of, and 
model for, circumpolar cooperation among indus-
try, indigenous groups, scientific and educational 
institutions, nongovernmental organizations and 
governments. For example, Finland can export its 
expertise in Arctic shipping and oil-ice interac-
tions.25 Alaska has launched the first U.S. training 
program for ice navigators. With Russia and 
Norway’s comprehensive standards assessment 
study, Barents 2020, Norway and Russia provide 

a model for cooperation in developing regionally-
specific offshore oil and gas standards.26 Natural 
and social scientists from Arctic states pursue 
interdisciplinary and transnational research that 
increasingly combines peer-to-peer collaboration 
with traditional knowledge holders. 

Education, training and research face pound-fool-
ish budget cuts in many states across the Arctic.27 
Governments in the region will have to invest 
greater resources to support Arctic studies, includ-
ing by using electronic technologies to preserve and 
expand access to repositories of knowledge, sharing 
data and libraries and linking geospatial, satellite 
observing systems and local knowledge bases for 
next-generation mapping and planning tools.28 
States should respond to financial shortfalls though 
more creative public and private finance that ties 
education to development.29

Indigenous Leadership
Arctic indigenous peoples are minorities in their 
own states. Most live far from the southern capi-
tals where government officials and entrepreneurs, 
often with little understanding of the north, launch 
policies and enterprises that have mixed results. 
On the one hand, they lead to the gradual and 
cumulative decline of aboriginal languages, ways of 
cultures, subsistence, health and well-being.30 Yet 
in many Arctic countries they also bring oppor-
tunity in health care and employment and create 

As the United States and its allies 

intensify their activity in the Arctic, 

they must ensure the resilience and 

adaptability of Northern societies.
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workable, if imperfect, mechanisms through land 
claims and other arrangements to acknowledge and 
sometimes even strengthen indigenous rights.31 

To varying degrees, indigenous peoples through-
out the High North face a similar dynamic: the 
prospect of greater financial and civic indepen-
dence based on anticipated wealth from resource 
development in their region, contrasted with the 
uncertainty of its fulfillment and the threats to 
traditional practices and values. Within Denmark, 
for example, self-governing Greenland’s vast natu-
ral resources are key to full independence, should 
Greenlanders seek it, yet the lack of investment 
in education and training and the costs of creat-
ing frontier infrastructure render development 
unsure.32 In Canada, indigenous communities are 
calling for improved implementation of land claims 
agreements and better education of local youth to 
create a truly representative civil service. In Alaska, 
local efforts seek to secure self-governance for rural 
communities, to ensure resilience and community 
well-being.33 Enhanced local control can comple-
ment and strengthen the national political order 
when paired with greater responsibility on the part 
of tribes, villages and Native corporations, and bet-
ter structures for information flow to and from the 
local communities about proposed development. 

To make the most of the opportunities presented 
by the opening Arctic, bold steps are needed to 
integrate ecological precaution with economic 
opportunity, and adaptive management. States 
that can create genuine buy-in from everyone 
affected by development and conservation proj-
ects will achieve more predictability, streamlined 
regulatory processes, lower costs and greater 
satisfaction among stakeholders.34 They will also 
better accomplish development and conservation as 
complementary, rather than competitive, goals.

Ensuring that economic benefits of resource devel-
opment flow to those who should profit within 

and not just beyond national borders is a challenge 
in every Arctic state. Alaskans are learning how 
Norway manages its oil wealth; Iceland’s newly 
established National Energy Authority is doing 
the same. By contrast, Russia has further to go 
to implement protections for minority rights in 
the face of resource development. In planning for 
economic expansion in the region, northern gov-
ernments can include incentives to innovate away 
from energy poverty in indigenous communities 
and development oriented around the presumed 
security of traditional energy sources, toward social 
and economic stability. 

Ecology
As the United States and the other Arctic states 
increase their presence and investments in the 
High North, they must consider the Arctic’s 
ecological balance. Threats to this balance pose 
significant and underappreciated challenges to 
regional and global security. The Arctic will only 
be more secure when its resource users collectively 
grasp how environmental changes causing ice melt 
and greening of the Arctic impact stakeholder 
interests and responsibilities. The Arctic’s natural 
resources most taken for granted–the ice, snow 
and cold that play a key role in global climate and 
ocean circulation–are rapidly disappearing as the 
region warms at two to three times the rate of the 
rest of the planet.35 To help ensure the long-term 
vitality of Arctic ecology and undergird planning 
for sustainable use of its living and nonliv-
ing resources, decisionmakers should integrate 
scientific and traditional expertise and explore 
collaboration among new partners.

The Arctic’s resources fall within three broad 
categories: flora and fauna; water and ice; and 
minerals, oil and gas. Their sustainable use requires 
intelligent local and national rules, planning and 
management. Management depends on strong and 
integrated research and observation networks that 
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link terrestrial, coastal and marine areas across 
these three resource groups.36 

Flora and Fauna
The attention in the North American Arctic to 
protecting charismatic mega-fauna, such as polar 
bears, whales and walruses, has led at times to 
disagreement among subsistence hunters, con-
servationists, industry and governments about 
the balance between use and conservation. These 
highly visible disputes have, however, also gen-
erated more deliberate discussion among these 
parties, both through mandated consultation and 
discretionary problem solving.37 

The focus on larger Arctic species has meant 
relative policy neglect of Arctic micro-fauna and 
macro-fauna such as amphipods, which Arctic cod, 
birds, and seals eat, and which support a range 
of life in Arctic ecosystems.38 The entire ladder of 
trophic interaction depends on these bottom-rung 
organisms. Understanding habitat changes marked 
by declining sea ice, ocean acidification and sys-
temic warming is key to promoting healthy trophic 
interactions throughout the Arctic.

To this and other scientific ends, Arctic states 
should collectively promote a liberal regime of 
Arctic Ocean marine scientific research to ensure 
more reliable access by scientists to the high 
latitude exclusive economic zones (EEZs) and 
continental shelves in order to better understand 
the changing Arctic environment and to inform 
global and regional responses to that change. Arctic 
states and scientists should also further examine 
the 2012 International Union for Conservation of 
Nature Resolution on the Conservation of marine 
phytoplankton.39 Even if states cannot agree on 
conservation measures for areas beyond national 
jurisdiction, they may still harmonize national 
efforts to strengthen this essential component of 
ecosystem resilience. 

Water and Ice
Ocean acidification is reshaping Arctic ecology, 
affecting everything from the thickness of mollusk 
shells to how far sound travels in marine waters.40 
As ice diminishes and permafrost thaws, salt and 
fresh water are mixing in unforeseen ways, affect-
ing species that depend on sea ice. Freshwater 
rivers that flow into the Arctic basin are discharg-
ing greater amounts of sediment and nutrients, 
affecting the flow and course of the rivers and 
altering Arctic Ocean chemistry.41 Research toward 
understanding how salt, fresh and brackish waters 
relate across the environmental spectrum, from 
ocean acidification and sea ice melt-ponds to Arctic 
coastal estuaries, should be a priority.

Existing treaties and institutions that have the 
capacity to protect the Arctic marine environment 
are neither uniformly accepted nor consistently 
applied.42 We suggest the single best step forward 
is for Arctic coastal states to agree upon a uniform 
interpretation of appropriate management rules for 
ice-covered areas of the Arctic Ocean under Article 
234 of UNCLOS. Doing so throughout the high 
latitude EEZs will move toward harmonizing the 
rules for vessel discharge, ice-piloting, navigational 
aids and other environmental safeguards and will 
protect a broad swath of the Arctic marine envi-
ronment. The member states of the International 
Maritime Organization (IMO) should negotiate 
Arctic emission control areas under Annex VI of 
the Marine Pollution Convention. Finally, states 
bordering the Arctic Ocean must act in concert to 
address land-based sources of long-range trans-
boundary air pollution and marine pollution.

In this area of the world, precaution makes par-
ticular sense. It is still not known precisely what 
living resources exist in the high marine Arctic, 
either within or beyond areas of national jurisdic-
tion. Arctic states are well-positioned to adopt a 
regionwide, precautionary approach to the harvest 



P o l i c y  b r i e fMARCH      2 0 1 4 10cNAS.org

of Arctic living marine resources, building on 
the example of the United States and Canada. We 
believe creation of a commercial  fishing morato-
rium in the High Arctic will help to stabilize the 
ecosystem until scientists have a better understand-
ing of population characteristics and resiliency. 

When Arctic states create marine protected areas 
(MPAs) in Arctic waters within or beyond national 
jurisdiction, they should contain time and place 
parameters flexible enough to accommodate the 
movement of marine life, the ebb of sea ice and the 
subsistence uses that depend on both. Dynamic 
MPAs can also build on efforts by Arctic Council 
working groups to identify large marine ecosystems 
and areas of heightened ecological and cultural 
significance in light of changing climate conditions 
and increasing multiple marine uses.43 

Minerals, Oil and Gas 
Mineral and hydrocarbon extraction projects 
also provide an opportunity to improve dis-
course among stakeholders. Hard issues of social 
and ecological impact, and benefits to the local 
communities, are often not raised until exploita-
tion is imminent. Strategic and environmental 
assessments, and clear articulation of benefits 
agreements, should occur early in the life of a proj-
ect, with appropriate revisions if it moves ahead. 
Combined with improving the quality and avail-
ability of information for decisionmakers, phased 
assessments can lead to better evaluation of a 
project’s cumulative impacts – negative and positive 
– on all stakeholders. 

Arctic Ocean coastal states should implement more 
aggressively the lessons from the 2010 Deepwater 
Horizon disaster in the Gulf of Mexico and, at 
least, convene discussions on their divergent views 
regarding the desirability of establishing a liabil-
ity mechanism for marine pollution associated 
with offshore oil and gas operations in the region. 
Arctic offshore oil and gas regulators should meet 

regularly as well as informally to compare best 
practices and develop uniform standards for Arctic 
energy projects. 

Harmonizing regulation of industrial activity in the 
Arctic on a regional level will introduce certainty 
for multinational operators. Russia and Norway’s 
Barents 2020,44 grounded in industry and regula-
tory expertise, is a model for offshore oil and gas 
operations in the Chukchi and Beaufort seas, as 
well. Furthermore, existing multilateral environ-
mental agreements (MEAs) can be implemented 
more effectively to better protect Arctic ecology. 
Arctic governments should coordinate their posi-
tions in MEA governing bodies to increase focus on 
the Arctic’s environment and development.45

Regardless of the mineral resource in question, 
Arctic states should use precaution, planning and 
integrated management at the national level.46 
National policies should articulate rational bases 
and criteria for use and conservation of hydrocar-
bons, addressing their highest and best uses over 
time. These tools are essential to smart and phased 
exploitation of mineral resources in the Arctic. 

Understanding and protecting the Arctic environ-
ment is impossible without science and traditional 

Existing multilateral environmental 

agreements can be implemented more 
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knowledge. Policymakers in individual Arctic 
states should help shape what it means to engage 
in science-based decisionmaking by funding 
Arctic science – natural and social – as a national 
security priority in their respective governments. 
This approach requires resources to educate non-
Arctic populations about why the Arctic matters to 
national and global security. 

Key Recommendations for U.S. Policy
As U.S. policymakers begin to implement a series 
of high-level strategies on the Arctic, they have 
an opportunity to exert American leadership. 
Investing in the Arctic – carefully, thoughtfully and 
with sensitivity to the region’s ecology and people 
– holds out the promise of an enterprise with rela-
tively low investments and high rewards in terms 
of regional prosperity and stability. The announce-
ment of plans to appoint an ambassador-at-large for 
the Arctic region is a positive step toward greater 
U.S. engagement in the region.47 Additional policy 
steps should include:

Join the U.N. Convention on the Law  
of the Sea 
The first and most important step for the United 
States to become a serious player in the Arctic 
maritime realm is to accede to UNCLOS. This 
recommendation is not new, but its fulfillment will 
immediately give the United States the authority 
and credibility it needs to assume greater leadership 
throughout the Arctic Ocean basin. This action 
would also permit the United States to obtain 
international recognition through the CLCS over 
an immense continental shelf seabed resource area 
that extends as far as 600 miles off the North Slope 
of Alaska.

Bolster Maritime Sea and Air Presence
The United States must address the critical 
shortfall in icebreakers, ice-strengthened patrol 
vessels and long-range maritime patrol aircraft, 
as well as the infrastructure to support them 

Further Research Questions
Russia Transformed
How will the significant effects of climate change 
on the Arctic and the subsequent increase in Arctic 
activity affect the Russian Federation?

Sino-Russian Relations in the Arctic
How is the relationship between Moscow and 
Beijing in Siberia and the Arctic region likely to 
develop during the next quarter-century?

Chinese Arctic Policy
How best can the international community antici-
pate and respond to the direction and goals of 
Chinese foreign and economic policy in the Arctic 
region?

Indigenous Peoples
How will enhancing or diminishing local gover-
nance, fate control and food security of indigenous 
communities affect local and regional stability?

International Shipping
How well can we predict the feasibility of Arctic 
shipping routes and their impact on the global 
economy?

Conservation Biology
What are the trends for the health, migration 
and population fluctuations of indicator species 
brought about by climate change and industrial 
development?

Strategic Stability
Is there a potential for the region to become a 
center for strategic deterrence, early warning and 
ballistic missile defense?

– deep-water ports, airfields, aids to navigation and 
Command, Control, Communications, Computers, 
Intelligence, Surveillance and Reconnaissance. 
The U.S. Coast Guard, in particular, remains the 
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most undercapitalized of the country’s five armed 
forces. While we commend programs to transfer 
excess ships to friends and allies in distant waters to 
strengthen their maritime constabulary presence, 
we believe the U.S. maritime force structure in the 
Arctic is on life support. The United States cannot 
be a leader in the region if it is unable to operate 
there.

Standardize Rules for Ice-Covered Areas 
Once the United States accedes to UNCLOS, 
it should initiate negotiations with the other 
Arctic Ocean coastal states to develop a uniform 
interpretation of rules in the treaty that confers 
special authority for adoption and enforcement of 
environmental rules in ice-covered areas. Article 
234 of UNCLOS extends unique coastal state 
prescriptive and enforcement jurisdiction over 
vessel source pollution. We believe that the Arctic 
coastal states are empowered to apply this provi-
sion throughout their entire EEZs in the Arctic 
region, and adoption of a uniform standard would 
protect the fragile natural environment while also 
facilitating international shipping. 

Balance Conservation and Development
The United States should improve the dialogue 
about the balance between resource conserva-
tion and development in the Arctic. It can start 

by fully engaging the state of Alaska and Alaska 
Natives as the federal government implements 
the U.S. Arctic Strategy, drawing on the Arctic 
expertise and experience of the country’s only 
Arctic state. Learning from Alaskans’ experience 
in navigating hard-fought debates over compet-
ing priorities will be critical to plan proactive 
responses to change. In this way, the state and 
the federal government can work together to 
ensure support for research and education, food 
security, resource management and ecological 
conservation in an integrated manner. 

Promote an Ecosystem Approach to Arctic 
Science 
The United States should promote healthy Arctic 
ecosystems by supporting further scientific research 
across a range of disciplines. Pressing needs include 
gaining a better understanding of the regional and 
global effects of Arctic ocean acidification, the sen-
sitivity of indicator species such as Arctic cod to oil 
and the critical role of micro- and macro-fauna for 
the Arctic food chain. The United States can also 
lead an effort to ensure that scientists have timely 
and reliable access to Arctic marine areas under the 
jurisdiction of other states. Further, robust support 
for science will help to ensure the safety of indus-
trial activity in the Arctic and provide a sound basis 
for planning and integrated management in the 
region.

Conclusion
Largely because of the pace of environmental 
change, the Arctic region is moving headlong into 
an era of rapid dynamism. This moment offers 
a rare opportunity for collaboration and shared 
vision among the eight Arctic states, and the United 
States is poised to assume a leadership role. These 
nations lack conflicts of interest in the Arctic Basin 
that might drive them toward discord. Instead, 
the circumpolar neighbors have the space and 
freedom – indeed, we believe, the imperative – to 

Once the United States accedes to 

UNCLOS, it should initiate negotiations 

with the other Arctic Ocean coastal states 

to develop a uniform interpretation of 

rules in the treaty that confers special 

authority for adoption and enforcement of 

environmental rules in ice-covered areas. 
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pursue their collective interest in stability and 
prosperity. This opportunity is rare among states 
situated around a shared sea and stands in stark 
contrast with other maritime regions, such as the 
Eastern Mediterranean or the South China Sea, 
where states have shown less adherence to rule of 
law, disagreements have become linked to competi-
tion from outside the region and some states have 
turned toward intimidation of their neighbors to 
press their maritime claims. We do not believe the 
Arctic region will experience this kind of security 
discord because of the shared interests among its 
eight states.

The time is ripe for the United States to exercise soft 
power in the Arctic. By devoting serious human 
and financial resources to national efforts and 
international cooperation in the region, the United 
States can lead and shape, rather than be shaped by, 
the circumstances of rapid Arctic change. 
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