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Introduction 

Contending views on Russia's Arctic strategy. The Kremlin's 
strategy in the High North is a vexed question both in the media 
and research literature. Russia's decision to plant a titanium flag at 
the bottom of the Arctic Ocean on the North Pole in August 2007 
and resume strategic bomber and navy patrols in the High North, 
as well as the publication of its first Arctic strategy in 2008, has led 
some Western experts to criticize Russia's Arctic policies as ex-
pansionist, aggressive, and an example of "gunboat diplomacy" 
(Kraska 2009, 1117; Schepp and Traufetter 2009; Willett 2009, 
53). According to some Western analysts, due to Russia's eco-
nomic weakness and technological backwardness, it tends to em-
phasize coercive military instruments to protect its national inter-
ests in the Arctic, which will inevitably lead to a regional arms 
race, remilitarization and military conflicts in the High North 
(Borgerson 2008; Huebert 2010; Huebert et al. 2012; Macalister 
2010; Smith and Giles 2007). 

However, in contrast with the Cold War era, when Soviet be-
havior was driven by ideological or geopolitical factors, current 
Russian policies in the Arctic are explained by Moscow's pragmat-
ic interests such as competition for natural resources and/or con-
trol of northern sea routes. 

On the other hand, there are authors (mostly Russian but also 
some Western ones) who see Russia's intentions in the Arctic as 
innocent, inward-looking, purely defensive, and oriented toward 
the protection of its legitimate interests (Alexandrov 2009; Belov 
2012; Diev 2009; Grigoriev 2010; Khramchikhin 2011 and 2013; 
Nenashev 2010; Oreshenkov 2009); or who at least see Russia's 
national intentions in the context of international Arctic cooperation 
as comparable to other Arctic states (e.g. Heininen 2011). This 
group of experts emphasizes the fact that Moscow's primary inter-
est is the development of the Arctic Zone of the Russian Federa-
tion (AZRF), which is rich in natural resources and underdevel-
oped in terms of the local economy, infrastructure, communication 
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systems, social institutions and culture. They contend that Mos-
cow is not pursuing a revisionist policy in the Arctic; on the contra-
ry, Russia wants to solve all disputes in the region by peaceful 
means, relying on international law and international organiza-
tions. 

There is also a noisy but marginal group of anti-Western writ-
ers in Russia who are not afraid to champion Russia as a revision-
ist, expansionist or imperial state—and not only in the Arctic 
(Dugin 1991, 1993 and 2002; Indzhiev 2010). They believe that 
Moscow's Arctic policy must be assertive and proactive to resist 
the Western ‘encroachment' on ‘Russia's Arctic' and a multitude of 
anti-Russian conspiracies. They even criticize the Russian gov-
ernment for lacking a sound and assertive strategy in the region, 
or for making concessions to other international players (for ex-
ample, the 2010 Russian-Norwegian treaty on delimitation of mari-
time territories, or granting a number of non-Arctic states with 
permanent observer status in the Arctic Council). 

The vast majority of authors are either too anti-Russian or 
openly pro-Russian in their analysis of Russia's strategy and poli-
cies in the post-Cold War Arctic. But there are quite a few works 
that try to objectively analyze Russian interests, motivation, be-
havior and strategies in the Arctic (Gorenburg 2011; Heininen 
2011; Konyshev and Sergunin 2011a, 2012 and 2014; Laruelle 
2014; Lasserre, Le Roy and Garon 2012; Voronkov 2012; 
Zagorsky 2011; Yarovoy 2014). This study continues this tradition 
and aims to provide a comprehensive picture and analysis of the 
current situation in the Arctic, as well as a rigorous assessment of 
the interests and problems of the Russian Federation in the Arctic, 
particularly the Russian Arctic. 

Theoretical framework. The dichotomy of revisionist vs. sta-
tus quo states stems from the realist/neo-realist power transition 
theory (PTT) by A.F.K. Organski (1958) and his followers (Wittkopf 
1997; Tammen 2000). This theory aimed at explaining the causes 
of international conflicts and wars by the rise of emerging powers 
that were discontent with international rules established by the 
dominant powers. According to this theory, powerful and influential 



RUSSIA IN THE ARCTIC: HARD OR SOFT POWER?   17 

 

nations such as the U.S. who have benefited from the previously 
established world order fall under the category of status quo states 
while nations dissatisfied with their place on the international spec-
trum are often considered revisionist states. The PTT was based 
on the assumption that the revisionist state aims at either a radical 
change of old rules or imposing new rules on other international 
actors. 

While this theory that was mainly designed for the Cold War 
period can still probably work in some cases even in the present-
day world, it is hardly applicable to the regions such as the Arctic. 
None of the regional players can be considered as purely status 
quo or revisionist power. The five coastal states (Canada, Den-
mark, Norway, Russia and the U.S.) hardly can be considered as 
status quo/dominant powers who want to impose its own regional 
order on other players and whose positions are challenged by the 
rising powers. Their legitimate rights to have exclusive economic 
zones (EEZs) in the Arctic Ocean are not questioned by other 
states. At the same time, from the PPT perspective, the Arctic-5 
themselves can be seen as revisionist powers because Canada, 
Denmark, Russia and the U.S. have ambitions to extend their 
EEZs (Norway has already done this in 2009), i.e. to change exist-
ing rules. But in contrast with the PTT postulates, these quasi-
revisionist states aim at solving disputable questions in a 'civilized' 
way, through international institutions, particularly, in the frame-
work of the UN Commission on the Limits of Continental Shelf 
(UNCLCS). Moreover, as the Ilulissat Declaration of 2008 pro-
claimed, the Arctic-5 intend to solve all disputes by peaceful 
methods through negotiations and on the basis of international 
law. 

Other regional players also demonstrate a mixture of revision-
ist and status quo behavior. For example, on the one hand, three 
sub-Arctic (Finland, Iceland and Sweden) and non-Arctic states 
(especially the East Asian ones) are unhappy with the rules that 
the Arctic-5 tend to establish in the region. They try to elevate their 
statuses by becoming either full-fledged members of the regional 
organizations (the former three countries) or permanent observers 
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(the latter ones). On the other hand, in some areas these actors 
tend to be status quo powers. For instance, they prefer to keep the 
current situation with the EEZs in the High North unchangeable 
because some ‘lucrative pieces' of the Arctic continental shelf (e.g. 
the Lomonosov and Mendeleev underwater ridges which are al-
legedly rich in oil and gas) are located in terra et aqua nullius (no-
body's lands and waters) and theoretically—if their legal status 
remains legally indefinite—they can be exploited by everyone who 
has money and technologies for doing this. 

It should be noted that, in fact, a real multipolar system exists 
now in the Arctic, the regional order that cannot be explained with 
the help of the PTT because it was designed for the Cold War-
type hierarchical (bipolar) system. 

One more problem with the revisionist/status quo powers the-
ory is that it ignores the existence of the third type of states—the 
reformist one. Similar to the revisionist powers this kind of states is 
unsatisfied with the existing rules of the 'game' but they do not 
want to change them radically; rather they aim at reforming them 
to adapt them to the new realities and make them more comforta-
ble for all the members of world or regional community. Such 
states prefer to act on the basis of existing rules and norms rather 
than challenge them. All changes (reforms) should be made grad-
ually, through negotiations and to the benefit of all the parties in-
volved. It is safe to assume that all the Arctic states (and even the 
non-Arctic countries) perfectly fall into this category, including 
Russia. One can distinguish between more or less assertive re-
formist actors but even most assertive ones hardly can be seen as 
revisionist states. 

The concept of a reformist state is relatively new in the Inter-
national Relations (IR) literature. Scholars prefer to call them 'plu-
ralist', 'non-aligned', etc. The concept of 'coexistence' (but without 
its Marxist connotation) has recently become again popular in the 
IR literature with regard to the emerging powers (such as the 
BRICS countries) (De Coning 2014; Odgaard 2012). According to 
this school, countries with completely different socio-economic 
and political systems can peacefully coexist. The emerging pow-
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ers agree to play by existing rules but want to make them more 
just and adequate to the changing realities (Nadkarni and Noonan 
2013). They do not accept a dominant state (states) imposing 
rules on the rest of the world and favor a multipolar world model. 
The 'coexistence' concept quite nicely fits the reformist state's po-
litical philosophy and can be applicable to the explanation of for-
eign policy behavior of many newly emerging powers, including 
Russia. 

It should be noted that the type of actor does not tell much 
about the style of its behavior or instruments used to achieve its 
goals. The status quo state may be violent in protecting its inter-
ests and international positions while the revisionist state—for var-
ious reasons—may prefer non-coercive instruments such as di-
plomacy or economic leverages.  

To explain the changing meaning of power in the present-day 
world and new patterns of behavior of the key international actors, 
new theories have emerged in the post-Cold War era. The soft 
power concept coined by Joseph Nye is one of the new generation 
theories that to our understanding can be helpful in understanding 
Russia's Arctic strategies. 

According to this school, in the post-Cold War period key in-
ternational players prefer to exercise ‘soft' rather than ‘hard' power 
because the economic, socio-cultural, institutional and legal in-
struments are much more efficient now than the military strength 
or direct political pressure. For Nye, the author of the concept, the 
soft power is, first and foremost, an ability to be attractive. The soft 
power of a country rests primarily on three resources: "its culture 
(in places where it is attractive to others), its political values (when 
it lives up to them at home and abroad), and its foreign policies 
(when they are seen as legitimate and having moral authority)" 
(Nye 2004: 11). 

The Russian theorists and policy-makers suggested their own 
versions of the soft power theory. For example, with regard to the 
Russian sector of the Arctic they make emphasis on economic at-
tractiveness of the region because of its vast natural resources 
and shorter sea and air routes. For President Vladimir Putin, soft 
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power is a sort of a PR technology that helps either to lobby Mos-
cow's interests in foreign countries or improve Russia's interna-
tional image (Putin 2012a and Putin 2012b). The most recent 
Russian Foreign Policy Concept (12 February 2013) defines the 
‘soft' power as a "complex set of instruments to achieve foreign 
policy aims by means of the civil society, information, communica-
tive, humanitarian and other methods and technologies that are 
different from classical diplomacy" (Putin 2013a). It is important to 
note that irrespectively how the Kremlin interprets the soft power 
concept and whether it is in tune with Nye's original definition 
Moscow has no intention to use coercive instruments in its Arctic 
policies and be a trouble-maker in the region. 

To sum up the theoretical part of our study we'd like to em-
phasize that this research is based on two assump-
tions/hypotheses: First, Russia is a reformist rather than status 
quo or revisionist state in the Arctic. Second, Russia tries to be a 
soft rather than hard power in the High North. The research below 
aims at examining these key hypotheses. 

Research agenda. This study seeks to determine whether 
Russia is really a revisionist power in the Arctic, or whether it is in-
terested in regional stability and international cooperation in the 
High North. To answer this question, a number of smaller ques-
tions must be discussed: 

 What are Russia's real interests in the Arctic, as opposed to its 
rhetoric regarding the region? 

 How do different schools of thought on Russian foreign policy 
understand the problems posed by the Arctic? 

 What is the conceptual/doctrinal basis for Russia's Arctic 
strategy? 

 How does Russia build relations with major Arctic and non-
Arctic actors in the region? 

 What is Moscow's political approach to working within interna-
tional organizations and fora that deal with Arctic issues? 
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 How does Russia address major Arctic challenges such as 
climate change, environmental degradation, territorial claims 
and division of the continental shelf, the use of sea routes, 
etc.? 

 What are Russia's real military policies and plans in the Arc-
tic? Do they pose a security threat to other Arctic players, or 
are Moscow's limited military preparations and activities in 
keeping with the existing regional military balance? 

Sources. This paper is based on the following sources: 

 International documents (treaties, agreements, resolutions, 
etc.). 

 Governmental/official publications and materials (Russian and 
Western). 

 Published interviews with officials, politicians, NGO leaders, 
and experts. 

 Statistical information, yearbooks, guides, and reference 
books. 

 Research literature: monographs, analytical papers, and arti-
cles. 

 Media publications. 

As with any study of ‘hot' political issues, it's difficult to find reliable 
data. Information is often classified, misleading, or not fully report-
ed. A scholar has to corroborate data from numerous unconfirmed 
media reports. 

Research is further complicated by differences of opinion 
among experts on methods of statistical analysis. Moreover, re-
search techniques and terminology can vary. Therefore, we have 
relied on our critical judgment and a careful comparison of sources 
in compiling the database for this research. Since it involves not 
only data collection but also data analysis, we relied on three main 
criteria for selecting and interpreting sources: 

 Validity: Data must represent the most important and charac-
teristic trends rather than occasional or irregular develop-
ments. 
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 Informativeness: Sources that provide valuable and timely in-
formation are given priority. 

 Innovativeness: Preference is given to sources that offer origi-
nal data, fresh ideas, and untraditional approaches. 

These research techniques are helpful in overcoming the limita-
tions of available sources and compiling substantial and sufficient 
data for the study. 

Structure of the book. The book consists of an introduction, 
nine chapters, conclusions and bibliography. 

The first chapter demonstrates that Russia has important eco-
nomic, societal, environmental and military-strategic interests in 
the High North. These interests include the access, exploration 
and development of the Arctic natural resources (especially the 
hydrocarbon ones). Russia tries to modernize and further develop 
the AZRF's industrial base which makes a significant and valuable 
contribution to the country's economy. Moscow is also interested 
in opening up of the Northern Sea Route (NSR) for international 
commercial traffic and developing circumpolar air routes. Moscow 
is deeply concerned about the debilitating ecological system in the 
AZRF and trying to stop and reverse the negative trends in this 
sphere. Russia still has considerable military-strategic interests in 
the region. These have not lost their relevance with the end of the 
Cold War. This continuity can clearly be seen in Russia's security 
perceptions of the Arctic as a region of both challenges and oppor-
tunities. 

Chapter 2 examines the Russian post-Soviet debate on the Arc-
tic. It is argued that despite the continuing prevalence of the realist 
and geopolitical schools the Russian discourse on the High North 
became much more diverse, creative and interesting than fifteen-
twenty years ago. A number of alternative schools have emerged, 
namely—neo-liberalism, globalism, critical geopolitics and social 
constructivism. Nowadays, the Russian decision-makers, facing a 
rather diverse intellectual landscape, can get expertise on the Arc-
tic issues from different schools and groupings.  

Chapter 3 analyzes the evolution of the Russian Arctic doctri-
nal/conceptual frameworks in the post-Soviet period. The Russian 
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Arctic strategies of 2008 and 2013 are characterized. The concep-
tual/doctrinal basis of Russia's Arctic strategy has turned out to be 
less ambitious and aggressive, and more realistic and cooperative 
in spirit, than many might have expected. Russia's most recent 
Arctic strategy (February 2013) is more inward-looking than ex-
pansionist. Regarding the international dimension, Moscow's Arc-
tic policy calls for international cooperation, multilateral diplomacy. 

At the same time, the chapter argues that the Strategy-2013 is 
a good invitation to further discussions on Russia's Arctic policies 
rather than a comprehensive and sound doctrine. To become an 
efficient national strategy in the region it should be further clarified, 
specified and instrumentalized in a series of federal laws, regula-
tions and task programs. It should be also better designed for the 
international consumption. 

Chapter 4 focuses on the Russian sustainable development 
strategy in the Arctic. The authors note that the Russian academic 
community has managed to develop a comprehensive vision of 
the Arctic sustainable development which is based on the combi-
nation of different interpretations of sustainable development—
economic, ecological and social/human. Such an integrated ap-
proach has been reflected in the Russian doctrinal documents, in-
cluding the most recent ones. Numerous efforts have been made 
over the last two decades to solve most acute environmental prob-
lems of the AZRF, including the programs on stopping or limiting 
pollution in Russia's major industrial centers and environmental 
clean-up on the Arctic islands. 

It is argued, however, that the course toward a combination of 
modernization and innovation with sustainable development 
charted by the Russian government should move from making 
declarations to the implementation phase involving specific, realis-
tic and the same time environmentally friendly projects in the 
AZRF.  

In the fifth chapter, the phenomenon of paradiplomacy of the 
Russian Arctic subnational actors is explored. Particularly, this 
chapter examines how paradiplomacy is exploited by the Russian 
Arctic subnational actors (regions and municipalities) for building 
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their sustainable development strategy. More specifically, three 
research questions are addressed: First, what are the actors' in-
centives for subnational international activities? Second, what are 
the main paradiplomatic strategies, instruments and institutions? 
Third, what are the negative and positive implications of paradi-
plomacy for the center-periphery relations and Russia's foreign 
policy? The chapter focuses on the following strategies/methods 
of paradiplomacy: making direct agreements with international 
partners; attracting foreign investment; creating a positive image 
of the regions; cooperation with international organizations; estab-
lishing representative offices in foreign countries; city-twinning; 
participation in subregional arrangements; capitalizing on national 
diplomacy and federal infrastructures, etc. The authors conclude 
that in the foreseeable future paradiplomacy will retain its im-
portance for the subnational actors of the Russian Arctic as an ef-
ficient instrument for building sustainable development strategies. 

Chapter 6 is devoted to the analysis of competitive ad-
vantages and disadvantaged of the NSR. Despite some serious 
obstacles to the NSR's exploitation as an international sea lane, it 
will remain a priority for Russia's strategy in the Arctic region in the 
foreseeable future. The Kremlin considers the NSR an effective 
resource for developing the AZRF both domestically and interna-
tionally. For this reason, Moscow plans to make considerable in-
vestments in the NSR and bring its infrastructure in line with inter-
national standards. However, as with other aspects of its Arctic 
policy, Russia faces a difficult dilemma: how to maintain control 
over the NSR while also opening it up to international cooperation 
and integration with the global transportation system. 

Chapter 7 addresses Russia's policies towards key Arctic 
powers (U.S., Canada, Norway and Denmark), emerging Arctic 
powers from East Asia (China, Japan and South Korea), and in-
ternational organizations which are eager to become active cir-
cumpolar actors (NATO and the EU). It is argued that Moscow 
pursues a differentiated policy towards these players. While the 
Kremlin tries to build partnership-type relations with other Arctic 
coastal states, it is rather cautious with regard to the newcomers 
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from East Asia, overtly negative to NATO and lukewarm to the EU. 
It is argued that even in those cases when Moscow is displeased 
with the Arctic actors' behavior or intentions it tries to avoid an 
open confrontation with them and prefers dialogue with all regional 
players. 

In the eight chapter, territorial disputes in the High North (with 
Russia's participation) are examined. These conflicts are seen by 
the Russian strategists as a significant threat to the country's se-
curity. The Arctic region has inherited a number of territorial dis-
putes from the Cold War era and Russia was a party to them. 
Some of these conflicts were successfully settled down while oth-
ers are still waiting for their resolution. This chapter addresses four 
cases: the U.S.-Soviet/Russian dispute on the Bering Sea; the 
Norwegian-Russian dispute on the Barents Sea delimitation which 
was successfully resolved in 2010; the Svalbard question which is 
another Norwegian-Russian disputable issue, and the Russian 
claim on the extension of its continental shelf in the Arctic Ocean. 
The chapter concludes that despite these disputes Moscow be-
lieves that the territorial problems should be solved through nego-
tiations and on the basis of international law. 

Chapter 9 aims at analysis of the Russian military strategies in 
the High North. In contrast with a widespread perception of Russia 
as an expansionist power in the Arctic, the authors argue that 
Moscow does not seek military superiority in the region. They note 
that the Russian military modernization programs are rather mod-
est and aim to upgrading the Russian armed forces in the High 
North rather than providing them with additional offensive capabili-
ties or restoring the Soviet-time huge military potential. Given the 
financial constraints these programs have recently become less 
ambitious and more realistic. They do not violate the regional mili-
tary balance and do not provoke a new round of of arms race in 
the Arctic. The Russian military increasingly aims at defending the 
country's economic interests in the region and control over the 
huge AZRF territory rather than expanding its ‘sphere of influence'. 
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Chapter 1. 

Russian National Interests in the Arctic. 

Russia has numerous, multidimensional national interests in the 
Arctic region, and the entire North. Russia's interests in the Arctic 
can be grouped into the following categories: 

Access to natural resources. First and foremost, the Arctic 
is attractive to Russia for its vast natural resources. According to 
the U.S. Geological Survey (2008), the mean estimate of total un-
discovered conventional oil and gas resources in the Arctic is ap-
proximately 90 billion barrels of oil, 1.669 trillion cubic feet of natu-
ral gas, and 44 billion barrels of natural gas liquids. Arctic deposits 
total approximately 240 billion barrels of oil and oil-equivalent nat-
ural gas, which is almost 10% of the world's known conventional 
petroleum resources (cumulative production and remaining proved 
reserves). And yet most of the Arctic, especially offshore, remains 
essentially unexplored with respect to petroleum. 

The AZRF holds most of the Arctic's hydrocarbon reserves 
(see table 1). This region of Russia is the most prolific producer of 
Russian gas (95%) and oil (about 70%) (Dobretsov and Pokhilen-
ko 2010). Russian geologists have discovered about 200 oil and 
gas deposits in the AZRF. There are 22 large shelf deposits in the 
Barents and Kara seas, which are expected to be developed in the 
near future (Prirodnye Resursy Arktiki 2010). 

The AZRF is also abundant in mineral resources. Its mining 
industries produce primary and placer diamond (99% of total Rus-
sian production), platinum-group elements (PGE) (98%), nickel 
and cobalt (over 80%), chromium and manganese (90%), copper 
(60%), antimony, tin, tungsten, and rare metals (from 50 to 90%), 
and gold (about 40%) (Dobretsov and Pokhilenko 2010). The de-
velopment of Arctic and subarctic mineral resources is indispen-
sable both for Russia and the world. But this process is very diffi-
cult and requires a solid geological, ecological, and economic 
foundation as well as special approaches (Kontorovich et al., 
2010). 
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Table 1.  Distribution of the undiscovered hydrocarbon resources among the 

Arctic coastal states, % 

Country Oil Natural gas 
Russia 41 70 
U.S. (Alaska) 28 14 
Greenland (Denmark) 18 8 
Canada 9 4 
Norway 4 4 

Source: Naumov and Nikulkina 2012. 

In addition to mineral reserves, the Arctic possesses abundant 
bio-resources. More than 150 fish species can be found in Arctic 
waters, including important varieties for Russian (and internation-
al) commercial fishing, such as herring, cod, butterfish, haddock 
and flatfish. 

The AZRF produces 15% of Russia's seafood (Kochemasov 
et al. 2009). The region is also populated by some unique animal 
species such as the polar bear, narwhal, walrus and white whale. 

Industrial significance of the AZRF. A major industrial base 
was created in the AZRF under the Soviet regime, and includes 
mining, oil and gas, pipeline systems, electric power stations, the 
Bilibin nuclear power plant, and extensive transport infrastructure 
(rail and motor roads, airfields, river and sea ports, etc.). The 
AZRF is home to 46 towns with populations over 5,000, as well as 
four cities with populations over 100,000—a record among Arctic 
coastal states. With just 1% of the country's population, it already 
accounts for 11% of Russian gross domestic product and 22% of 
its export revenue (Kochemasov et al. 2009; Schepp and Traufet-
ter 2009). The Russian government and private business intend to 
restore and further develop the industries and infrastructure of the 
AZRF, with plans for hundreds of billions in Russian and foreign 
direct investment in important sectors of the regional economy, 
such as energy, mining, transport infrastructure and communica-
tions (Medvedev 2008; Putin 2013). 

A potentially important transport junction. Moreover, if Arc-
tic ice continues to melt, Russia stands to enjoy considerable eco-
nomic gains from the development and exploitation of the NSR—
the shortest shipping route between European and East Asian 
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ports, as well as an important domestic route connecting Siberian 
river ports as well as the European and Far Eastern parts of the 
country. 

Circumpolar air routes between North America and Asia (with 
transit via Siberian airports) is another promising transport project. 
Circumpolar air traffic is already growing four times faster than the 
global average (Kross-Polyarny Express 2008). 

Environmental concerns. Moscow is deeply concerned 
about the environmental situation in the AZRF. As a result of in-
tensive industrial and military activities in the region, many Arctic 
areas are heavily polluted and pose serious health hazards. Rus-
sian scientists identified 27 so-called impact zones where pollution 
has led to environmental degradation and increased morbidity 
among the local population (see figure 1). The main impact zones 
include the Murmansk Region (10% of total pollutants in the 27 
impact zones), Norilsk urban agglomeration (more than 30%), 
West Siberian oil and gas fields (more than 30%) and the Arkhan-
gelsk Region (around 5%) (Dushkova and Evseev 2011; 
Ekologicheskoe Sostoyanie Impactnykh Raionov 2012). In sum, 
about 15% of the AZRF territory is polluted or contaminated 
(Kochemasov et al. 2009).  

Russia, along with other Arctic states, is concerned about nu-
clear safety in the Arctic Region, especially on Arctic seas. North-
ern Russia, particularly the Barents Sea area, has the largest con-
centration of nuclear installations—both military and civilian—in 
the world. More than 80 nuclear submarines with over 200 nuclear 
reactors were located there at one time (Ahunov 2000, 73). The 
operational risks of reactors at nuclear power plants in the AZRF 
(some are the same RBMK model used at Chernobyl) also pre-
sent a serious threat to the population and a large area of Russia 
and Europe. Spent nuclear fuel and radioactive waste in Russia is 
also a widespread and worrying problem (for more details see 
Heininen and Segerstahl 2002). 
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Figure 1.  The map of impact zones in the Russian Arctic. 

 
Source: Dushkova and Evseev 2011, 2. 

The AZRF is extremely vulnerable to nuclear contamination. Tens 
of thousands of cubic meters of highly radioactive nuclear waste 
have collected there. Radioactive material from nuclear munitions 
factories in Krasnoyarsk, Tomsk, Chelyabinsk used to float down 
the great Siberian rivers and into the Arctic Ocean. From 1964 to 
1991, fluid and solid radioactive waste was dumped in the Barents 
and Kara seas. According to some reports, the Soviet Union 
dumped 13 nuclear reactors in the Kara Sea (including 6 with nu-
clear fuel). Three reactors and a con tainer with nuclear waste 
from the ice-breaker Lenin were also allegedly dumped in the sea. 
Radioactive waste amounted to 319,000 curie in the Barents Sea 
and 2,419,000 curie in the Kara Sea (Ekologicheskoe Sostoyanie 
Impactnykh Raionov 2012; Gizewski, 1995: 25–41). Although 
Russia has stopped dumping, the remaining nuclear waste in the 
Arctic is still a serious problem for the country. With the help of 
Western partners (especially the Norwegians) Russia is imple-
menting a number of nuclear waste treatment projects in the Mur-
mansk and Arkhangelsk regions. 
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Indigenous people. Twenty seven indigenous ethnic groups, 
totaling about 200,000 people, live in the AZRF (Savel'eva and 
Savel'ev 2010, 75). Improving the quality of life and economic op-
portunities for indigenous peoples is listed among the strategic 
priorities of Russia's 2008 Arctic strategy (Medvedev 2008), and 
further elaborated on in a special document, the Concept for the 
Sustainable Development of Small Indigenous Population Groups 
of the North, Siberia and the Far East of the Russian Federation, 
which was released in February 2009. The document, also called 
Concept-2009, describes the measures taken by federal and re-
gional authorities in the preceding 15 years, such as federal and 
regional targeted programs, legislation containing various forms of 
government support (e.g. incentives, subsidies, and quotas on the 
use of biological resources), and Russia's active participation in 
the International Decade of the World's Indigenous People (1995–
2004) and the Second International Decade of the World's Indige-
nous People (2005–2015). 

At the same time, Concept-2009 recognizes the serious social 
and economic problems facing its indigenous peoples (the incom-
patibility of their traditional way of life with current economic condi-
tions, low competitiveness of traditional economic activities, rising 
disease rates, a high infant mortality rate, alcoholism, etc.). The 
unemployment rate among Russia's indigenous people has been 
estimated at 30–60%, which is 3–4 time higher that among other 
AZRF residents (Kochemasov et al. 2009). Life expectancy is as 
low as 49 years, compared to over 60 years on average through-
out Russia. 

Concept-2009 stated that its implementation should foster fa-
vorable conditions for the sustainable development of the indige-
nous peoples, for example by raising the quality of life to the aver-
age in Russia and by halving the infant mortality rate by 2025 
compared to 2007 levels. 

However, implementation of Concept-2009 has fallen short of 
these goals, resulting in harsh criticism by Russia's main indige-
nous organization, the Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples 
of the North, Siberia and the Far East (RAIPON). RAIPON has 
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called for support from international organizations such as the UN 
and AC, blaming the Russian government for violating the basic 
rights of the country's indigenous people. As a result of these ef-
forts, RAIPON's legal registration was suspended by the Russian 
Ministry of Justice in 2012, and the group had to undergo the ra-
ther onerous procedure of re-registering and "cleansing" its lead-
ership of "disloyal elements." This conflict has impeded the further 
implementation of Concept-2009. 

Strategic-military importance. With the end of the Cold War 
Moscow stopped to perceive the High North as a region of poten-
tial military (hard security) confrontation with the NATO/West. The 
huge Soviet military infrastructure—air, naval and land forces ba-
ses, navigation, surveillance and monitor systems, fuel, ammuni-
tion and military hardware depots, etc.—has been dismantled or 
degraded. Air and naval patrols were reduced to the minimum. 
The number of Russian troops and armaments deployed in the 
Far North has significantly decreased over the 1990s. 

However, with the beginning of international competition for 
the Arctic natural resources, the launch of (modest) military mod-
ernization programs in the neighboring countries, intensification of 
international organizations' activities in the region (EU and NATO) 
and non-Arctic states (especially the East Asian ones) and poten-
tial rise of new, non-traditional, security threats related to climate 
change (poaching, smuggling, illegal migration, man-made envi-
ronmental catastrophes, etc.) Russia's security perception has 
changed again. On the one hand, there was a return of ‘classi-
cal'/'old' hard security agenda aimed at responding NATO coun-
tries' increased military preparations and activities as well as as-
certaining Russia's national sovereignty over ‘its' Arctic sector. On 
the other hand, Moscow is keen on cooperation with other Arctic 
and non-Arctic states in the field of soft security. It should be also 
noted that Russia's modernized military infrastructure in the Arctic, 
including the Soviet air and naval bases which have been reo-
pened over the last years, is of dual-use nature. Such an infra-
structure can be used not only for military but also for civilian pur-
poses (for example, for search and rescue (SAR) operations). 
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The situation has been aggravated by the Ukrainian crisis. 
Despite the Russian calls on the Western countries to jointly pre-
vent crisis' spill-over effect on the Arctic, the EU and NATO have 
introduced economic and political sanctions on Russia as well as 
stopped their cooperation with Moscow in the military sphere. This 
led to Russia (modest) counter-reaction, including military 
measures in the High North. The Kremlin has accelerated its mili-
tary modernization programs and expanded its military activities in 
the region, including air and sea patrols and military exercises. 

Although the whole security situation in the High North has not 
degenerated to the Cold War-type confrontation, the entire atmos-
phere in the region is poisoned and the feelings of mistrust and 
suspicion are again in place. Along with being a platform for inter-
national cooperation now the Arctic is again perceived by Moscow 
as a hypothetic military theatre to be taken care of. 

To conclude, Russia has substantial reasons to seek a leading 
role in the Arctic. It has important economic, social, environmental 
and military-strategic interests in the region, which Russian offi-
cials have vowed to defend. 



 



35 

Chapter 2.  

Russia's Discourse on the High North. 

Over the last decade the Arctic has become a popular theme for 
discussions in the Russian academic and expert communities. 
Along with issues such as the NATO and EU eastward enlarge-
ments, a series of ‘color revolutions' in the post-Soviet space and 
Arab world, Russia's current and future roles in the Arctic has be-
come an ‘existential question' for the Russian intellectual and polit-
ical elites. While Moscow in its relations with the West and post-
Soviet countries often demonstrates its weakness and inability to 
set an agenda for a dialogue, the Arctic is seen as a ‘dreamland' 
where Russia can demonstrate its creativity and strength. Moreo-
ver, with the help of the Arctic the Russian intelligentsia can es-
cape from the perennial identical dilemma: whether Russia is a 
part of the West or the East? The Arctic suggests an unexpected 
answer: Russians are neither westerners nor easterners; they are 
the northerners or hyperboreans3 (Dugin, 1993). 

On a more concrete note the Russian discourse on the Arctic 
may be reduced to the fighting between, on the one hand, norma-
tivists and pragmatics and, on the other, alarmists (security-
oriented thinkers) and non-alarmists (proponents of the desecurit-
ized approach).  

                                                 
3  In ancient Greek mythology the Hyperboreans were mythical people who lived 

"beyond the North Wind". The Greeks thought that Boreas, the god of the 
North Wind lived in Thrace, and therefore Hyperborea indicates a region that 
lay far to the north of Thrace. Later Roman and Byzantine sources continued to 
change the location of Hyperborea, pointing to Britain, Alps, Central Asia, 
Urals, Siberia, etc. However, all these sources agreed these were all in the far 
north of Greece or southern Europe. In the 19–20th centuries, there were nu-
merous pseudo-academic and esoteric schools which claimed the Hyperbore-
an origin of the Indo-European culture or believed that Hyperborea was the 
Golden Age polar center of civilization and spirituality. In the same vein the 
present-day Russian romantic-nationalistic school believes that the Russians 
are modern hyperboreans who differ from the Western people with their mate-
rialistic/consumerist/individualist culture by spirituality, high moral standards 
and patriotism. 
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The first debate is manifested by the clash between the value- 
and interest-based approaches to the Arctic: 

Value-based approach is mostly shared by the Russian ver-
sion of neo-liberalism. According to this approach, the Arctic (par-
ticularly, its natural resources and sea routes) is a common hu-
mankind's heritage/asset that should be exploited together with 
other countries and in a very careful way (Baranovsky, 2002, 
Leshukov 2001; Zagorsky 2011). The neo-liberals believe that 
subregional institutions such as the AC and Barents-Euro-Arctic 
Council (BEAC) are parts of the global and regional governance 
systems and should be designed and function accordingly. For 
them, the AC and BEAC should avoid discussion of security is-
sues; rather, environmental issues and the ‘human dimension' (in-
digenous people and other residents of the Arctic regions) should 
be their main priorities.  

Interest-based approach is developed by the Russian neo-
realism. According to the neo-realist perspective, Russia's princi-
pal interest is to turn the Arctic into its main ‘strategic resource 
base' and other policy considerations should be subordinated to 
this over-arching goal. Both Russian domestic policies in the 
AZRF and Moscow's international strategy should be oriented to 
the protection of its national interests in the region (Alexandrov 
2009; Oreshenkov 2010; Voronkov 2012). Against this back-
ground it is especially important to secure Russia's economic in-
terests in the Arctic. A variety of various instruments ranging from 
diplomacy and international arbitration to a modest military build-
up and creation of capabilities to effectively prevent poaching and 
smuggling are suggested. In contrast with the neo-liberals, the 
neo-realists are quite pragmatic as regards the international insti-
tutions such as the UN, AC and BEAC. They do not believe that 
these international fora are the components of the global or re-
gional governance system whose existence is sharply denied by 
them. They suggest using these bodies first and foremost to pro-
tect Russia's national interests in the region (like other member 
states do) rather than promote some abstract universal values. 
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Another division line emerged from the debate on Arctic secu-
rity. In this sphere two approaches can be distinguished as well: 

Securitization approach. This approach is developed by the 
alarmist-type analysts (mainly from the geopolitical and realist 
camps) who tend to see every Arctic problem from the national 
security point of view—be it ecological problems and fisheries or 
territorial disputes and control over the sea routes. For example, 
the recent Russian Arctic strategy is partially designed in such an 
alarmist/securitized way (Putin 2013). 

The radical version of this school views the Arctic as a mani-
festation of the perennial geopolitical rivalry between Russia and 
the West. In contrast with the past, the West prefers economic ra-
ther than military instruments for putting pressure on Russia. The 
aim of the Western policies is to secure Russia's status of the 
West's "younger partner" and a source of cheap natural resources 
and labor force.  

Contrary to what has been stated in the Russian official secu-
rity doctrines, the perception of the U.S. and NATO as the main 
threats to Russia's security is still alive in large parts of the Rus-
sian political, military and expert establishment. Military and dip-
lomatic activities by the U.S. and NATO in the High North are rou-
tinely perceived as being of an ‘offensive character.' 

The extreme (nationalistic) version of this approach sees the 
Arctic above all as a crucial element in the revival of Russia's 
great power status and are therefore focused on geopolitical com-
petition with the West, and in particular with the U.S. For example, 
in his book titled The Arctic Battle: Will the North be Russian? Ar-
tur Indzhiev has announced the onset of a sort of the Third World 
War in which a weakened Russia will have to prove its heroism in 
order to safeguard its rights in the Arctic against aggressive West-
ern powers (Indzhiev 2010). As mentioned above, Alexander 
Dugin suggests that nowadays the eternal competition between 
the sea and land powers has been transformed from the geo-
strategic rivalry to the geoeconomic one (geopolitics of natural re-
sources) (Dugin 1991, 1993 and 2002).  
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Other authors put forward a more spiritual view of the role of 
the High North in the construction of Russian identity and the pur-
suit of its traditional messianism. For instance, in his The Myster-
ies of Eurasia, Dugin (1991) elaborates a cosmogony of the world 
in order to make Siberia, the last "empire of paradise" after Thule, 
the instrument of his geopolitical desire for a domination of the 
world, justified by Russia's "cosmic destiny". This group of theo-
rists claims that the North is not only Russia's strategic resource 
base (as stated by the Kremlin) but also its territory of the spirit, of 
heroism, and of overcoming, a symbolic resource of central im-
portance for the future of the country (Laruelle 2014, 39–43). 

In both cases, the Arctic is presented as Russia's "last 
chance," and as a possible way to take "revenge on history." The 
Arctic is presented as rightful compensation for the hegemony lost 
with the disappearance of the Soviet Union.  

De-securitized (technocratic/instrumentalist) approach. 
The proponents of this approach believe that most of the Arctic 
problems can be solved beyond the security context, in a ‘normal 
way'. In case of a conflict, this school suggests to use negotiations 
to realize positions of the opposite party and find a compromise 
that could satisfy both contending sides. To this group of analysts, 
the work on the technical/instrumentalist level has a consolatory 
effect on the conflicting parties and creates an interdependency 
mechanism that additionally contributes to the problem-solving 
process. 

The proponents of this approach (mainly from the neo-liberal 
school) point out that the military significance of the Russian North 
has dramatically decreased in the post-Cold War period. The re-
gion is, in their view, unable to play the role of the Russian military 
outpost. The neo-liberals hope that the Arctic will be further 
opened up for international co-operation to become a Russian 
"gate-way" region that could help Russia to be gradually integrat-
ed in the European and world multilateral institutions. They believe 
that due to its unique geo-economic location the AZRF has a 
chance to be a "pioneer"/pilot Russian region to be included into 
the regional and subregional cooperation. They think that a priority 
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should be given to the issues that unite rather than disunite re-
gional players—trade, cross-border co-operation, transport, envi-
ronment, health care, Arctic research, indigenous people, people-
to-people contacts and so on. In this respect, they view the North-
ern Dimension partnerships as well as AC, BEAC and Nordic insti-
tutions' programs as a helpful framework for such co-operation 
(Baranovsky, 2002, Leshukov 2001; Zagorsky 2011). 

The neo-liberals believe that it is very important to guarantee 
that the Arctic players should interact with each other on the basis 
of the following principles: 

 preserving peace, predictability and stability in the Arctic re-
gion, 

 ensuring sustainable management and development of natural 
resources,  

 international cooperation to meet common challenges in the 
Arctic 

 developing national and international legal mechanisms to 
promote Arctic governance. 

It should be noted that there are not only differences between var-
ious Russian IR schools but also some consensus between them 
exists. For instance, they tend to agree upon the growing signifi-
cance of the Arctic both for Russia and the world at large. They al-
so agree that Russia has to have a sound Arctic strategy which 
should clearly describe Russia's national interests and policy prior-
ities in the region, including both opportunities and limits for inter-
national cooperation. The Russian theorists would like to have a 
flexible Arctic strategy that makes a distinction between Russia's 
long-, mid- and short-term goals in the region and which is able to 
quickly adapt to change. 

To sum up, the Russian discourse on the Arctic cannot be re-
duced to the realist and geopolitical paradigms albeit they are still 
dominant in the Russian foreign policy thinking. This discourse 
has gradually grown diverse and creative. Now, in terms of exper-
tise, the Russian political leadership faces diversity rather than 
uniformity and has the option of choosing among different views 
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and options. And the Putin's decision to make emphasis on the 
soft power instruments in his foreign policy demonstrates that the 
liberal argumentation has been heard by the Kremlin. 

It is important to know that the Russian discourse on the Arctic 
is rather dynamic and subject to permanent changes. The overtly 
anti-Western and nationalistic groupings are now marginal and do 
not really affect the Russian decision-making on the Arctic. At the 
same time, the role of the open-minded and globally-thinking 
schools is of growing significance both in the academia and policy-
making system. Against this background it is important to provide 
the Russian discourse on the Arctic with a favorable international 
environment. When the latter is friendly and cooperative it 
strengthens the Russian neo-liberal and globalists. And—on the 
contrary—when bellicose and anti-Russian voices in the West 
prevail, the Russian geopoliticians and neo-realists become 
stronger. To prevent the rise of the radical groups in the Russian 
academic and expert communities a direct dialogue between Rus-
sian and foreign specialists should be encouraged through various 
academic fora and joint research projects. 
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Chapter 3.  

Russia's Arctic Doctrines. 

After the collapse of the Soviet Union and prior to the early 2000s 
the Kremlin paid a little attention to the North. With the end of the 
Cold War the region has lost its former military-strategic signifi-
cance for Moscow as a zone of potential confrontation with the 
NATO/U.S. In the Yeltsin era, the economic potential of the region 
was underestimated. Moreover, in the 1990s, Russia's northern 
territories were perceived by the federal government as a burden 
or source of various socio-economic problems rather than an eco-
nomically promising region. The far northern regions were almost 
abandoned by Moscow and had to rely on themselves (or foreign 
humanitarian assistance) in terms of survival.  

The situation started to slowly change in the early 2000s when 
the general socio-economic situation in Russia has improved and 
the Putin government with its ambitious agenda of Russia's revival 
has come to power. 

As a result of the increased Kremlin's interest to the High 
North Russia has become one of the first Arctic states to formulate 
its strategy in the High North. Only Norway was ahead of Russia 
in shaping its official Arctic strategy in 2006.  

As early as June 14, 2001, the Russian Cabinet had already 
approved a draft document titled "Foundations of the State Policy 
of the Russian Federation in the Arctic" (Government of the Rus-
sian Federation 2001) which outlineed Russia's national interests 
and main strategies in the Arctic. But it took another seven years 
(and another president) to develop a final version of Russia's Arc-
tic strategy. 

Strategy-2008. On September 18, 2008, President Medvedev 
approved the Foundations of the State Policy of the Russian Fed-
eration in the Arctic to 2020 and Beyond (Medvedev 2008). The 
six-page document enumerated Russian national interests in the 
region: developing the resources of the Arctic; turning the NSR in-
to a unified national transport corridor and line of communication; 
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and maintaining the region as a zone of international cooperation. 
According to Russia's plans for the multifaceted development of its 
northern territories, somewhere between 2016 and 2020 the Arctic 
was expected to become Russia's "leading strategic resource 
base." 

Russia's strategic security goal for the region was defined as 
"ensuring a favorable operational regime in the Arctic zone of the 
Russian Federation, including maintenance of the necessary 
combat capabilities of general-purpose troops (forces) of the 
Armed Forces of the Russian Federation and other troops, military 
formations, and military agencies in this region." This involved 
strengthening the Coastal Defense Service of the Federal Security 
Service (FSS) and border controls in the AZRF, and establishing 
technical control at straits and river estuaries along the entire 
NSR. Thus, the Arctic Group of Forces (AGF) was charged not 
simply with defending territory but also with protecting Russia's 
economic interests in the region. In turn, this could require in-
creasing the strike capabilities of the Northern Fleet which was 
(and is) seen as an important instrument for demonstrating Rus-
sia's sovereign rights in the High North and protecting its econom-
ic interests in the region. 

Although the document was mostly designed for the domestic 
needs (particularly, it aimed at setting priorities for the AZRF de-
velopment) many foreign analysts tended to interpret the Strategy-
2008 as a ‘solid evidence' of Russia's revisionist aspirations in the 
region (Huebert 2010; Schepp and Traufetter 2009; Willett 2009). 
For them, the Russian plans to ‘define the outer border of the 
AZRF', create the AGF and build a network of border guard sta-
tions along the coastline of the Arctic Ocean were the best proofs 
of Moscow's expansionism in the region. The Kremlin's mantras 
on a purely defensive nature of these initiatives were taken with a 
great skepticism. 

The National Security Strategy of the Russian Federation 
through 2020, released in May 2009, also underlined the quest for 
energy resources, which are considered to be the potential means 
for Russia to remain a great power. The document confirmed 



RUSSIA IN THE ARCTIC: HARD OR SOFT POWER?   43 

 

Russia's interest in the North, which was elevated to the status of 
the Caspian Sea and Central Asia as one of the main energy bat-
tlegrounds of the future (Medvedev 2009). 

Strategy-2013. Since the Strategy-2008 was of a rather gen-
eral nature it should be specified and regular updated by other 
documents. On February 20, 2013, the Strategy for the Develop-
ment of the Arctic Zone of the Russian Federation (Putin 2013) 
was approved by President Vladimir Putin, which revised and up-
dated Strategy-2008. It should be noted that this document does 
not fully reflect Russia's Arctic doctrine, as it covers only the AZRF 
rather than the whole Arctic region. In this sense, it is comparable 
to the Canadian and Norwegian strategies for the development of 
their northern territories.  

Strategy-2013 has some international dimensions, including, 
for example, Moscow's intention to legally delimit Russia's conti-
nental shelf in the Arctic Ocean and file a new application to the 
UNCLCS, as well as its emphasis on the need for international 
cooperation in areas such as the exploration and exploitation of 
natural resources, environmental protection, preservation of indig-
enous people's traditional economy and culture, etc. However, the 
main objective of the document is, first and foremost, to provide a 
doctrinal/conceptual basis for the AZRF's sustainable develop-
ment, i.e. it is designed for domestic rather than international con-
sumption. 

Reactions to Strategy-2013 have varied in the Russian and in-
ternational expert community. To its credit, Strategy-2013 is much 
more realistic (even pessimistic in some cases) than Strategy-
2008. In fact, it acknowledges that the main objectives of the pre-
vious strategy were not achieved in the first phase of 2008–2010 
and should be reformulated for the future. For instance, it tasks all 
actors involved with crafting a federal program for the sustainable 
socioeconomic development of the AZRF and completing all the 
preparatory work to launch it by 2015, not 2010 as the old strategy 
required. Moreover, the document acknowledges that Russia 
lacks the necessary resources and technologies to exploit the 
AZRF's natural resources on its own and needs foreign investment 
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and high-tech assistance to develop its Far North. The new strate-
gy also reflects the fact that Russia was unable to complete geo-
physical research on the external limits of Russia's continental 
shelf by 2010 (as required by Strategy-2008) and sets the more 
realistic goal of completing this work by 2015. 

Strategy-2013 is naturally more detailed than Strategy-2008, 
as it was explicitly designed to elaborate and build on the earlier 
strategy. For example, it contains a crude SWOT analysis of the 
AZRF and a rather detailed list of policy priorities, as well as a de-
scription of the mechanisms and instruments to be used in the 
course of executing the strategy. 

It also introduces the long-awaited idea of making the AZRF a 
separate federal entity with its own monitoring system, reflecting 
the specifics of the AZRF and the need to deal with the region on 
an individual basis. 

Unlike the previous document, Strategy-2013 envisions an 
important role for regional and local governments as well as pri-
vate business (public-private partnerships). The document de-
scribes in detail how to engage both regional and local govern-
ments and business in ambitious Arctic projects. 

Strategy-2013 also pays much more attention to environmen-
tal problems in the Arctic. The document establishes a set of prior-
ities for Russian environmental policies in the AZRF and pledges a 
significant financial contribution to future environmental projects in 
the region. 

A clear advantage of the new strategy is its effort to introduce 
an indicator system of monitoring socioeconomic and security de-
velopments in the AZRF. The Strategy-2008 was rather abstract 
and declaratory in nature, and was essentially devoid of specific 
parameters or indices. 

The Strategy-2013 has a more detailed description of the mili-
tary aspects of Moscow's policies in the Arctic. Particularly, the 
document sets up the following tasks in the military/national secu-
rity sphere: 
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 Ensuring a favorable operative regime for the Russian troops 
deployed in the AZRF to adequately meet military dangers 
and threats to Russia's national security. 

 Providing the AGF with military training and combat readiness 
to protect Russian interests in its EEZ and deter potential 
threats to and aggression against the country. 

 Improving the AGF's structure and composition, providing 
these forces with modern armaments and infrastructure. 

 Improving air and maritime space monitoring systems. 

 Applying dual-use technologies to ensure both AZRF's military 
security and sustainable socio-economic development. 

 Completing hydrographic works to define more precisely the 
external boundaries of Russia's territorial waters, EEZ and 
continental shelf (Putin 2013). 

It is also noteworthy that Russia's new AZRF strategy is much 
more open to international cooperation in the interests of solving 
the numerous problems in the Arctic and ensuring the sustainable 
development of the region as a whole. Like its predecessor, Strat-
egy-2013 emphasizes Russia's sovereignty over the AZRF and 
NSR, and calls for the defense of the country's national interests in 
the area. However, coupled with this rather traditional stance is an 
impressive list of priority areas for cooperation with potential inter-
national partners. As a result, Strategy-2013 received a more posi-
tive international reception than the previous document. 

But Strategy-2013 has also met with criticisms. To begin with, 
it does not clearly define the AZRF, which is unusual for this type 
of document and stands in contrast to both Strategy-2008 and the 
draft of the new Russian AZRF strategy, which was originally de-
signed by the expert organization North-Western Strategic Part-
nership (NWSP 2011). Whether the authors of Strategy-2013 de-
cided to skip the definition because it was already introduced in 
the 2008 version, or whether they did not define the AZRF's do-
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mestic and international boundaries because they wanted a free 
hand in this delicate sphere is open to debate.4  

The terminology is equally vague with regard to how Arctic ac-
tors are defined. The document uses the terms "priarkticheskie" 
(literally sub-Arctic) and "pribrezhnye" (coastal) states to denote 
the key Arctic players. While there is no confusion about the con-
cept of a coastal state, "priarkticheskie" is less clear. Is it simply 
synonymous with coastal states (as we learned from Strategy-
2008), or does it mean the eight permanent members of the Arctic 
Council (five coastal states + Finland, Iсeland and Sweden)? If on-
ly the Arctic-5 are meant, the three remaining Arctic countries 
might be offended by Russia's word choice. 

In contrast with Strategy-2008, Strategy-2013 does not de-
scribe Russia's national interests in the AZRF. In light of the spe-
cial Russian Security Council meeting on protecting the national 
interests of the Russian Federation in the Arctic (September 17, 
2008), the new doctrine was expected to improve and elaborate 
on Strategy-2008's section on national interests, which was rather 
vague and fragmentary. However, Strategy-2013 only periodically 
invokes Russia's national interests in the Arctic without specifying 
or systemically describing them. 

As noted, the document begins with a crude SWOT analysis 
of the AZRF. However, in contrast with the NWSP draft which con-
tained a proper SWOT analysis in its final version, Strategy-2013 
lists only AZRF's weak points and risks rather than its competitive 
advantages. As a result, one wonders whether the AZRF has any 
strong points at all. 

Some priorities and specific projects mentioned in Strategy-
2013 are not in line with other Arctic states' policies. For example, 
Moscow's intention to solve the AZRF's energy problems by build-
ing a series of floating nuclear power stations contradicts EU plans 
to move away from nuclear power and has alarmed environmen-
talists concerned about fragile Arctic ecosystems. 

                                                 
4  The presidential decree on the limits of AZRF was issued in May 2014 (Putin 

2014). 
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It is unclear why Strategy-2013 classifies the need to complete 
hydrographic work to define the AZRF's external borders as a mat-
ter of military security (clause 18e). Normally, such work is intend-
ed to designate the limits of an EEZ, not for military purposes. 

The idea to introduce an indicator system to monitor various 
aspects of the AZRF's development is a good one. But it lacks 
consistency and some of the indicators mentioned are strange or 
even irrelevant. For example, what is the benefit of counting the 
number of maritime research expeditions in the AZRF or the share 
of modern weaponry in the military equipment deployed in this ar-
ea? Such a technocratic/instrumentalist approach is hardly helpful 
in developing an efficient monitoring system in the AZRF. 

To sum up, the Strategy-2013 is a good invitation to further 
discussions on Russia's policies in the North rather than a com-
prehensive and sound doctrine. To become an efficient national 
strategy in the region it should be further clarified, specified and 
instrumentalized in a series of federal laws, regulations and task 
programs. The Russian Northern strategy should be also better 
designed for the international consumption. Despite the fact that 
the new Russian doctrine clearly addresses the soft security prob-
lematique, the foreign audiences—by the virtue of inertia—
continue to perceive that kind of Russian documents as manifesta-
tions of Moscow's expansionist plans in the North. For this reason, 
the future Russian doctrinal documents should not start from the 
Cold War-type threat and risk analysis that implies that the country 
operates in the hostile international environment. On the contrary, 
such documents should emphasize the opportunities for interna-
tional cooperation and Russia's readiness to collaborate with other 
regional players. Probably Russia should suggest a special pro-
gram for international cooperation in the North (separate from the 
AZRF developmental strategy) where the Kremlin could explain in 
detail Russia's national interests in the region and its strategic vi-
sion of the North, including the specific priorities for international 
cooperation. 

In April 2014, the Russian government has approved a state 
program on ‘Socio-Economic Development of the Arctic Zone of 



48   ALEXANDER SERGUNIN AND VALERY KONYSHEV 

 

the Russian Federation for the Period up to 2020' which aimed at 
the implementation of specific projects in the AZRF (The Govern-
ment of the Russian Federation 2014). 
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Chapter 4.  

The Russian Arctic: in Search of a 

Sustainable Development Strategy. 

According to both the Russian political leadership and expert 
community, a sustainable development strategy (SDS) should be-
come a key element of Russia's national policy in the region. 
However, it remains unclear what specifically the Russian deci-
sion-makers and academics mean under the SDS concept? How 
is this concept reflected in Russia's current national strategies for 
the AZRF? Whether the SDS has been already operationalized in 
Russia's concrete programs, projects and implementation mecha-
nisms in the region or it is still—more or less—remaining on pa-
per? The analysis below addresses these research questions. 

The problem of definition 

In the Russian scholarship, sustainable development is an eclectic 
concept, as a wide array of views fall under its umbrella. Its defini-
tion dates back to the 1987 UN Brundtland report, which defines 
sustainable development as 'development which meets the needs 
of the present without compromising the ability of future genera-
tions to meet their own needs (United Nations 1987). 

The Russian experts differ by their interpretation of the SDS 
concept.  

One school, the ‘economists', following the Brundtland report's 
approach believes that sustainable development is a pattern of re-
source use that aims to meet human needs while preserving the 
environment so that these needs can be met not only in the pre-
sent, but also for future generations. For this school, sustainable 
development is an economy in equilibrium with basic ecological 
support systems. As for the AZRF the ‘economists' insist on the 
need to preserve its fragile ecological balance while exploring and 
developing region's natural resources. They oppose an unlimited 
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economic growth and call for a mandatory ecological expertise of 
all developmental projects (Dobretsov and Pokhilenko 2010; 
Kochemasov et al. 2009; Kontorovich et al. 2010). 

The ‘green', environmentalist, school makes emphasis on the 
ecological aspects of the SDS. The ‘greens' believe that the Arctic 
ecosystem is unique and—at the same time—fragile. For this rea-
son, it cannot be sacrificed to the AZRF's successful economic 
development based on the exploitation of natural resources 
(Dushkova and Evseev 2011; Ekologicheskoe Sostoyanie Impact-
nykh Raionov 2012). The environmentalists criticize Russia' official 
Arctic strategy that aims at making the AZRF a ‘strategic resource 
base'. They underline that the AZRF should avoid the ‘resource 
curse' and keep its ecosystems intact. They warn that if the eco-
nomic activities in the Arctic would not be reduced to the reasona-
ble minimum the ecological implications will be catastrophic not 
only for the region but also for the entire world. They note, for ex-
ample, that the Arctic shapes not only the regional but also the 
world weather. 

The third, ‘anthropological'/human-centric, approach focuses 
on the social aspects of the SDS underlining the necessity to sub-
ordinate its economic and ecological components to the needs of 
human development. For this reason, the main attention is paid to 
the ‘human dimension' of Russia's Arctic strategy—indigenous 
peoples, urban population, labor migrants, etc. (Fomina 2013; 
Savel'eva and Savel'ev 2010). 

However, over the last decade the so-called integrated ap-
proach to the SDS that has been proposed by both the UN and 
Arctic Council (AC) gained a momentum in the Russian academic 
community [Heininen, Sergunin and Yarovoy 2014]. According to 
such an integrated approach, the SDS is conceptually broken into 
three constituent parts: environmental, economic and social (see 
figure 2). 
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Figure 2. Sustainable development: three dimensions 

 
In principle the Russian expert community shares the AC integrat-
ed approach to the SDS in the High North and it has the following 
priorities for the AZRF: 

Economic dimension of sustainable development  

 Sustainable economic activity and increasing prosperity of 
Arctic communities,  

 Sustainable use of natural, including living, resources,  

 Development of transport infrastructure (including aviation, 
marine and surface transport), information technologies and 
modern telecommunications.  

Environmental dimension of sustainable development  

 Monitoring and assessment of the state of the environment in 
the Arctic  

 Prevention and elimination of environmental pollution in the 
Arctic.  

 Arctic marine environment protection.  

 Biodiversity conservation in the Arctic.  

 Climate change impact assessment in the Arctic.  
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 Prevention and elimination of ecological emergencies in the 
Arctic, including those relating to climate change.  

Social dimension of sustainable development  

 Health of the people living and working in the Arctic,  

 Education and cultural heritage,  

 Prosperity and capacity building for children and the youth.  

 Gender equality.  

 Enhancing well being, eradication of poverty among Arctic 
people  

The Russian version of the SDS in the Arctic is better explained by 
the Russian expert assessments of the global climate change's 
implications for the region. 

Climate change's implications for the AZRF 

Both Russian policymakers and academics acknowledge the man-
ifold effects of climate change on society, the economy and inter-
national relations in the Arctic region. Along with environmental 
and societal implications, climate change contributes to the exist-
ing instability in the Arctic region, and may lead to disputes over 
trade routes, maritime zones and previously inaccessible re-
sources. This competition could pose security threats to particular 
countries of the region and contribute to international instability. 

Moscow is aware of the fact that, in contrast with Antarctica, 
the Arctic region lacks a proper international legal regime to cope 
with security threats and challenges, including environmental 
ones. The Arctic-5 (the five Arctic coastal states—Canada, Den-
mark/Greenland, Norway, Russia, and the United States) deliber-
ately seek to avoid signing any binding agreement on regional se-
curity so as not to encumber themselves in the unfolding geopoliti-
cal race for the division of the Arctic continental shelf. The ab-
sence of a legal regime impedes international cooperation on soft 
security issues (economic, environmental an societal problems, 
etc.) in the Arctic and hampers the search for ways to adapt re-
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gional ecosystems, as well as socioeconomic and cultural institu-
tions, to climate change.  

The situation is complicated by the interference of non-coastal 
Arctic states (Finland, Iceland, Sweden) and non-Arctic states 
(China, India, Japan, South Korea, UK, etc.) in climate change-
related disputes. These states claim a legitimate right to contribute 
to regional environmental cooperation, as climate change in the 
Arctic has global implications and affects them directly or indirectly 
in many ways. Moreover, they have a lot to offer their international 
partners. Many of them have considerable experience in polar re-
search and some (like China, Japan and South Korea) have mon-
ey to invest both in Arctic research and the regional economy. It is 
also important to remember that the Arctic Climate Impacts As-
sessment (2004), the first comprehensive study on the impacts of 
climate change in the Arctic region, was carried out under the 
auspices of the AC, of which all eight Arctic states are members. 

Non-Arctic states also believe that the Arctic is an asset that 
belongs to all of humanity, and, hence, its natural resources and 
transport routes can and should be exploited by all the countries of 
the world. The Arctic should be maximally "internationalized" 
(opened to international access and cooperation) and the coastal 
states should ratchet down their national egoism with regard to the 
High North, while respecting the Arctic-5's legitimate rights in the 
region, including their EEZs. 

As underscored by Russian experts, the environmental effects 
of climate change in the Arctic have caused changes in human 
behavior, socioeconomic development and international relations. 
The areas where climate change poses both challenges and op-
portunities include fisheries, production of hydrocarbons, transport 
systems, tourism, and national security. 

Fisheries. Russian specialists argue that climate change has 
the potential to increase the productivity of some fish stocks and 
change the geographical distributions of others. New areas may 
become attractive for fishing due to the increased access allowed 
by reduced sea ice coverage. There is not yet an international 
conservation and management regime in place for some waters of 
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the Arctic high seas, which could lead to unregulated commercial 
fishing and related disputes. 

For example, fisheries have become a bone of contention in 
the Russian-Norwegian bilateral relations [Heininen, Sergunin and 
Yarovoy 2014] Particularly, the Russian fishing lobby opposed the 
2010 Russian-Norwegian treaty on delimiting maritime zones, be-
lieving that the division of zones is more beneficial for Norwegian 
fishers. The benefits of climate change for commercial fishing in 
the Norwegian "part" of the Barents Sea have also prompted Oslo 
to push for revision of the 1920 Paris Treaty on Spitsbergen 
(Svalbard), which establishes an international regime for economic 
activities on the archipelago. Russia and other signatories oppose 
Norway's calls for revision. There have been repeated clashes be-
tween Russian trawlers fishing around the Svalbard and the Nor-
wegian coast guard, which tried to arrest them. 

Hydrocarbons. Retreating ice opens up new commercial op-
portunities for gas and petroleum production—both onshore and 
offshore. This could increase competition between the five coastal 
states for control over continental shelf and maritime zones, as 
well as cause conflicts between the Arctic-5 and non-coastal 
states (Finland, Iceland, Sweden) and non-Arctic countries (UK, 
China, Japan, South Korea, India, etc.) who would like to partici-
pate in the exploitation of Arctic natural resources. The role of in-
ternational agreements (especially UNCLOS—UN Convention on 
the Law of the Sea) and bodies (UNCLCS) are particularly im-
portant in this regard. 

Transport. Retreating ice opens up new opportunities for 
shipping as well, including more intensive use of the NSR. This 
may increase competition between coastal and non-coastal states 
for the control of these passages and highlight the need for new 
legal regimes as well as transport and search/rescue infrastruc-
ture. China, Japan and South Korea (the nations that are most in-
terested in using this sea route) insist that the NSR is humankind's 
asset, or commons, and should be internationalized and made 
available for everyone. 
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Russia, on the other hand, believes that it has a priority in this 
area for reasons of geographic proximity and history. Moscow 
plans to develop the NSR and create there a more advanced in-
frastructure. 

Tourism. Russia, for instance, uses some of its icebreakers to 
take tourists to the North Pole from Murmansk, and needs addi-
tional infrastructure and security to accommodate tourist ships. 
Given the potential of climate change to expand opportunities in 
the tourism/recreation industry in the Arctic, both Russia and in-
ternational organizations should continue to support sustainable 
Arctic tourism, and welcome efforts to minimize its impact on the 
environment. Environmental protection and benefits to local 
coastal communities should be primary considerations. 

Migration. Climate change promises to increase migration by 
indigenous populations due to radical restructuring of the economy 
and traditional ways of life, and by the workforce in the 
gas/petroleum industry and the transport and military sectors. 
These developments will necessitate large-scale socioeconomic 
programs to help local populations adapt to these radical changes. 

Militarization. Increasing competition for trade routes, mari-
time zones and natural resources continues to drive a military 
build-up in certain coastal states and the intensification of NATO 
military activities in the region. In contrast with the Cold War era, 
when the global confrontation between the superpowers or military 
blocs defined military decision-making, the current military efforts 
by Arctic states are about protecting economic interests and as-
serting national sovereignty over maritime zones and trade routes. 
These developments will have an extremely negative impact on in-
ternational security in the region. Many Russian experts advocate 
for special arms control measures for the Arctic and new legal 
mechanisms to solve climate change-related conflicts. 

International cooperation and governance. Moscow recog-
nizes the challenge posed by climate change and included it in its 
Arctic strategy. Russia has called for improvements to the UN 
Framework Convention on Climate Change and the continuation 
of the Arctic Climate Impact Assessment project, which was jointly 
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implemented by the AC and the International Arctic Science 
Committee. 

Moscow also realizes that there is still a long way to go to cre-
ate an efficient multilateral system of governance to both adapt the 
region to climate change and prevent related conflicts between 
various international players in the Arctic. 

The Russian (Soviet) SDS concept (in its environmental form) 
dates back to 1987 Mikhail Gorbachev's speech. That speech led 
to various environmental initiatives, such as Finland's 1989 initia-
tive on Arctic environmental protection cooperation, which resulted 
in a number of technical and scientific reports between 1989 and 
1991. This ultimately led to the development of the Arctic Envi-
ronment Protection Strategy (AEPS) in 1991 (Heininen 2004, 208–
209). 

Russia signed and ratified the most important international 
agreements on environment protection: the UN Convention on the 
Law of the Sea (1982); Convention on biodiversity (1992); Interna-
tional Convention for the Regulation of Whaling (1946); Fish 
Stocks Agreement (1995); The UNESCO Convention Concerning 
the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage (1972); 
Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild An-
imals (1979); Convention on International Trade in Endangered 
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (1973); Convention on the Pre-
vention of Marine Pollution by Dumping of Waste and Other Mat-
ters (1972); International Convention on Oil Pollution Prepared-
ness, Response and Cooperation (1990); Agreement on Coopera-
tion on Marine Oil Pollution Preparedness and Response in the 
Arctic (2013); International Maritime Organization (IMO) Polar 
Code and amendments to International Convention for the Safety 
of Life at Sea (SOLAS) (Nov. 1, 2014). 

The Russian national legislation on environment protection in-
cludes the following legal acts: Federal Law on Environment Pro-
tection (2002); Water Code of the Russian Federation (2006); 
Federal Law on Internal Marine Waters and Territorial Sea (1998); 
Federal Law on the Continental Shelf (1995); Federal Law on 
Fauna (1995); Russian Federal Law on the Ratification of the 
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Convention on Biodiversity (1995) and Federal Law on the North-
ern Sea Route (2012). This legislation constitutes an integral part 
of the international governance system in the Arctic region. 

The Barents Euro-Arctic Council (BEAC) and the AC have 
emerged as the main international forums to discuss and solve 
Arctic environmental problems. The BEAC approved the "Barents 
Environmental Hot Spot List" in 2010 based on a report by the 
Nordic Environment Finance Corporation (NEFCO) and the AC's 
2003 Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Program (AMAP). The list 
included 42 "hot spots" in the Barents Region, all of them situated 
in the Russian part of the Barents Euro-Arctic Region (BEAR) 
(BEAC 2011). In 2013, the eight-step process to eliminate the hot 
spots began with the financial support of the Barents Hot Spots 
Facility, which is managed by NEFCO on behalf of the govern-
ments of Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden (NEFCO 2013). 

At the national level, a program to clean up the Franz Joseph 
Land Archipelago was launched by the Russian government in 
2011. According to then Prime Minister Vladimir Putin, the gov-
ernment allocated 2.3 billion rubles (approximately USD 77 mil-
lion) to the program to clear the archipelago of barrels of waste oil 
by 2015. Wrangel Island and Russian villages on Spitsbergen are 
next in line. In addition, a comprehensive analysis of the environ-
ment is planned in another seven major Arctic zones (Putin 2011). 
It should be noted that Russia still lacks a sound and coherent en-
vironmental strategy in the Arctic. In recognition of this, Russia's 
recent Arctic doctrine, Strategy-2013, calls on relevant agencies to 
develop one in the near future. 

Conclusion 

The Russian academic community has managed to develop a 
comprehensive vision of the Arctic SD which is based on the com-
bination of different interpretations of sustainable development—
economic, ecological and social/human. 

The Russian doctrinal documents (including the most recent 
ones) acknowledge the need for the SD of the Arctic environment. 
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Numerous efforts have been made over the last two decades 
to solve most acute environmental problems of the AZRF, includ-
ing the program of environmental clean-up on the Arctic islands. 

However, the course toward a combination of modernization 
and innovation with SD charted by the Russian government 
should move from making declarations to the implementation 
phase involving specific, realistic and the same time environmen-
tally friendly projects in the AZRF.  

For example, some development plans are problematic from 
the environmental point of view and not tuned with those of neigh-
bors. The problematic issues include development of hydrocarbon 
resources (Prirazlomnaya rig, Yamal LNG plant, potential oil spills, 
etc.); terrestrial pollution; permafrost; ecological problems pertain-
ing to a potential increase in the NSR traffic; plans for floating nu-
clear stations, etc. 

It should be also noted that there is no special environmental 
strategy/program for the AZRF (hence there is no funding/financial 
facility for this). The environmental SDS is often understood by the 
Russian policy makers and experts in a rather technocrat-
ic/instrumentalist way and reduced to the specific, uncoordinated 
projects (e.g., nuclear waste treatment; ‘cleaning-up' the environ-
mental mess on the Arctic islands and archipelagos—Franz Jo-
seph, Novaya Zemlya, Svalbard, Wrangel, etc.). 

There are also some NSR-related problems, such as the need 
to improve the Russian legislation (in line with the IMO Polar 
Code) and SAR/fighting oil spill capabilities.  

It is also important that the Russian strategy for the SD of the 
Arctic environment should be based on a more solid financial ba-
sis than at the time-being. 

Since the international dimension of the Russian SDS in the 
High North is crucial for its success, the Russian strategy in this 
sphere should better fit in the framework of the regional coopera-
tion in the Arctic, including existing institutions and programs.  
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Chapter 5.  

Paradiplomacy: a Joker? 

The concept of paradiplomacy denotes parallel international activi-
ties of subnational and non-state actors that have limited capabili-
ties—in terms of resources and legal powers − in the foreign policy 
sphere as compared to national governments. According to Solda-
tos (1990) and Duchacek (1986 and 1990) who invented the con-
cept, paradiplomacy is a part of the processes of globalization and 
regionalization, under which sub- and non-state actors play an in-
creasingly influential role in world politics. Regions, municipalities, 
companies, NGOs, etc., seek to promote international coopera-
tion, and account for a significant part of contemporary cross- and 
transborder contacts. The phenomenon of paradiplomacy raises 
new theoretical questions concerning the role of the state, sub-
state and non-state actors in international affairs as well as it chal-
lenges the existing state system and international law that has 
provided the grounds for the international political order in the 
Westphalian era (Hobbs 1994; Hocking 1993; Keating 1999). 

Thus the purpose here is to examine how the Russian north-
ern subnational actors use paradiplomacy as a resource for prob-
lem-solving in various contexts and ensuring their sustainable de-
velopment. In particular we focus on the following questions: What 
are the basic motives laying behind the subnational actors' inter-
national activities? What strategies, instruments and institutions 
are available for them to implement their foreign policies? And fi-
nally: what are the implications—negative and positive—of the pol-
icies pursued for Russia's domestic and international positions and 
the unfolding of political space in the North more generally? 

Local goes global 

In the Cold War era, when the principles of the Westphalian pre-
vailed, there was scant space for other actors other than states in 
the sphere of international relations. Subnational entities such as 
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regions and municipalities were expected to remain exclusively 
within the sphere of the ‘domestic'. However, the prerogative of 
states to insert divisive borders has gradually eroded and conse-
quently various sub-state actors have been able to establish rela-
tions of their own and to do so even without any decisive supervi-
sion exercised by their respective states. Subnational actors could 
thereby contribute to the emergence of transnational space and in 
general the emergence of a more diverse and polycentric world.  

As far as the Russian northern subnational actors are con-
cerned the initial thrust for their external activities can be also ex-
plained by the harsh realities of the 1990s. In the Yeltsin era many 
Russian Arctic territories felt themselves as almost abandoned by 
the federal government; they had to seek for survival strategies of 
their own. Foreign aid and investment were seen as one of the 
most efficient instruments for keeping afloat the local economies. 
In fact, given a broad autonomy of the members of the Russian 
Federation in the Yeltsin period the northern regions managed to 
develop rather diverse international contacts. 

However, with time, when the socio-economic situation in 
Russia under the Putin regime improved, subnational entities 
tended to see international cooperation as an integral part of their 
strategy of sustainability rather than a strategy of survival. This 
paradigmatic shift in subnational units' motivation has entailed the 
radical change in their attitudes to and approach vis-à-vis paradi-
plomacy (Joenniemi and Sergunin 2014). Arguably, the romanti-
cism of the earlier phase has waned and in consequence, subna-
tional actors became more pragmatic and rational as to the poli-
cies pursued. Given the scarcity of resources available and the 
changes in financial conditions surrounding the EU cross-border 
cooperation programs (Brussels introduced the 50:50 matching 
funds rule), collaborative projects became less ambitious and 
more realistic. Overall, they boiled down to the rather practical 
needs of those engaging in cooperation.  

Thus, regions and municipalities now tend to coalescence 
across borders in order to solve concrete and shared problems 
and this is done for reasons of their own and by employing the 
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competence that they themselves harbor. They aim at adding to 
their strength by transgressing various borders—be they concep-
tual, identity-related or spatial—and do so by joining forces in the 
context of various regional endeavors, or for that matter, through 
lobbying in various broader contexts. What used to be in the 
1990s idealistically motivated and mainly citizen-driven endeavors 
with issues such as peace, friendship and mutual understanding 
high on the agenda has more recently turned into something far 
more mundane and elite-oriented. In essence, the driving force, 
one spurred by various economic, social, cultural as well as envi-
ronmental concerns, amounts increasingly to that of self-interest. 

This then also implies that the pursuance of paradiplomacy 
has become less chaotic and more prioritized. In essence, it has 
been subordinated to the long-term developmental strategies of 
subnational actors. At the same time, however, they have been 
compelled to take into account the various restrictive measures 
imposed by the Putin administration with the aim to establish a 
more efficient federal control over the external policies of regional 
and local governments. Notably, in some cases Moscow's restric-
tive policies have actually derailed promising international projects 
such as, for example, the creation of an industrial park on the 
Finnish-Russian border between Imatra and Svetogorsk, or estab-
lishment of the Pomor Special Economic Zone on the border be-
tween the Sør Varanger community (Norway) and Murmansk Re-
gion (Russia). 

As far as other motives of paradiplomacy are concerned, 
some Russian regions have been interested in partaking in the 
federal decision-making in the sense of stating their view prior to a 
final decision being reached or the international treaty signed. For 
example, the Murmansk region wanted to be involved in preparing 
international agreements where its status has been affected (visa 
regime, delimitation of maritime spaces, establishment of special 
economic zones and customs regimes, etc.). 

Furthermore, and importantly, the underlying logic has in 
many cases turned Europe-related (i.e. transnational) rather than 
remained state-oriented (bi-national). With some of the financial 
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means available for the Euroregions, twinning and other forms of 
cooperation coming from the EU and related funds, the profile of 
the subnational actors involved has become quite Europe-
oriented. Previously closed and barred spaces of the Russian Arc-
tic—with regions/cities at the edge of statist space being unavoid-
ably seen as peripheral—have been opening up as these border 
entities aim at benefiting from cross-border networking. It may also 
be observed that subnational actors have, for a variety of reasons, 
become part of an increasingly competitive logic, and they have 
been compelled to devise active strategies of their own. Crucially, 
they also seem to have the self-confidence required to do so and 
act in this context according to their own self-understanding and 
specific needs. 

On a more general note, although the networking of subna-
tional actors is in the first place underpinned by the logic of com-
petition and carried by an interest in conducting a kind of local 
‘foreign economic policies' (Wellmann 1998: 11) the consequenc-
es of such moves reach far beyond the economic sphere. The cur-
rently ongoing "economization" of inter-regional and inter-city rela-
tions implies that these actors now basically follow a rationale of 
their own in linking in and networking with each other. They seem, 
in fact, less state-oriented and aim instead, through new forms of 
signification and imagining space, at bolstering their own subjec-
tivity also in the sphere of transnational relations. Even the current 
tensions between European countries and Russia because of the 
Ukrainina crisis did avert this trend. 

Paradiplomacy: strategies and methods 

Two main types of paradiplomatic strategies—direct (i.e., develop-
ing external relations of their own) and indirect (influencing Rus-
sian federal foreign policies) can be identified (Joenniemi and 
Sergunin 2014). 
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Direct strategies/methods include: 

 Creating a legislative basis for paradiplomacy. This was par-
ticularly important for subnational units in the Yeltsin era when 
paradiplomacy was at its infancy and called for legitimacy. The 
regional and city constitutions/charters and normative acts of 
the 1990s aimed at legitimizing foreign policy activities of sub-
state entities. Some regional/local legislation unavoidably col-
lided with federal law (e.g. the Karelian constitution). However, 
it is also to be noted that in some cases local legislation fore-
stalled the federal one: for instance, in areas such as encour-
aging foreign investment and land ownership. By developing 
the legislative base of their own the regional elites carved out 
their own policies in a hope to become more independent from 
Moscow.  

In the early Putin period, however, the regional and local legisla-
tion was streamlined and increasingly subordinated to the federal 
one. 

 The use of the ‘treaty-making power'. Over the two past dec-
ades, this strategy was at the center of the heated debate on 
the treaty-making powers of the federal center, regions (mem-
bers of the Russian Federation) and municipalities. Despite 
Moscow's resistance, since the early 1990s many Russian 
border sub-state actors have concluded direct agreements 
with the same-type international partners. With some agree-
ments being signed by bypassing Moscow, the inevitable out-
come amounted to a conflict between the federal center and 
the regions. However, in the end a compromise was struck be-
tween the center and local actors by deciding that such 
agreements should not have a status of full-fledged interna-
tional treaties (this is still considered as a federal center's pre-
rogative), they should be concluded with the partners located 
at the same level and not with foreign governments. Moreover, 
they should be prepared in consultation with the Russian For-
eign Ministry.  

Overall, in the post-Soviet period, the Russian northern regions 
and municipalities concluded hundreds international agreements. 
Depending on the size, socio-economic and cultural potential the 
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intensity of the treaty-making policies greatly varied between the 
subnational actors. 

For example, the Arkhangelsk and Murmansk regions, which 
are both to be considered as relatively large (by the Arctic stand-
ards) subnational actors, have pursued rather intensive treaty-
making policies. The Arkhangelsk region has concluded coopera-
tive agreements with two Norwegian, two Finnish, one Belorussian 
and one Armenian provinces. Notably, this region has also been 
allowed to have agreements not only with foreign subnational units 
of the same status but also with foreign government. Thus, the Ar-
khangelsk region has entered into an agreement on trade, re-
search and humanitarian cooperation with Armenia and signed 
another one with Norway on children and families at risk 
(http://apparat.gov-murman.ru/intercoop/direction/index.html). The 
city of Arkhangelsk has altogether 12 foreign twin partners 
throughout the world, including four Nordic cities—Ljusdal and Ki-
runa (Sweden), Oulu (Finland) and Vardø, Norway. The Mur-
mansk region has bilateral agreements with three Norwegian, 
three Finnish and one Swedish provinces. Moreover, this region is 
a part of the Finnish-Russian intergovernmental agreement on the 
multilateral cooperation in the north-western Russia 
(http://apparat.gov-murman.ru/intercoop/direction/index.html). The 
city of Murmansk has eight foreign twin partners, including five 
Nordic cities—Akureyri (Iceland), Luleå (Sweden), Rovaniemi (Fin-
land), Tromsø and Vadsø (Norway). 

To give another example, the Pechenga district (Murmansk 
region) which is seen as a relatively small-scale actor has the only 
international agreement—with the Sør-Varanger community (Nor-
way). The document (signed in 2008) includes the pilot project on 
twinning between two mining towns of Nikel and Kirkenes that are 
located on the Russian-Norwegian border. 

Despite occasional collisions with Moscow, many regions and 
municipalities continue to see the involvement into quasi ‘treaty-
making' strategy as an effective instrument both to build their ca-
pacities and enhance domestic and international prestige. 
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 Establishing representative offices in foreign countries. To fa-
cilitate direct co-operation with foreign countries some Rus-
sian regions have set up trade and cultural missions abroad. 
However, since the federal law on foreign trade of 1995 has 
stipulated that representative offices should be funded by the 
regions and municipalities themselves, it appeared that few 
regions have been able to afford the establishing of missions 
abroad. For this reason, a vast majority of subnational actors 
prefer to rely on the federal structures, i.e. Russian embas-
sies, consulates and trade missions, in the pursuance of their 
international policies. 

 Accommodating foreign consular offices and trade missions. 
To maintain sustainable relations with neighboring foreign 
countries and facilitate travel for its citizens some Russian re-
gions and municipalities have favored the establishing of for-
eign consulates and representative offices. For example, Ar-
khangelsk and Murmansk host Norwegian consulates while 
Petrozavodsk accommodates a Finnish consulate. 

 Attracting foreign investment, promoting joint projects. A num-
ber of Russian northern regions and municipalities have suc-
ceeded in creating favorable conditions for foreign investment. 
For example, the Canadian companies have invested or plan 
to invest in the mining industries (gold and silver) in Chukotka 
as well as Yakutia and oil fields and renewable energy sector 
in the Nenets Autonomous District (http://pda.www.minr 
egion.ru/Arctic/552/650/1693.html). Yet another example con-
sists of the plan to create a U.S.-Russian natural park for the 
protection of biodiversity in the Bering Strait region with a pro-
visional name of Beringia. This project is crucial for the local 
economy which is heavily dependent on the fishery. The 
planned park could be based on the experiences of the exist-
ing ethno-natural park, established in 1993, with the same 
name on the Russian side of the Bering Strait (see the Ber-
ingia park's web-site: http://beringiapark.ru/). 

 Creating a region's positive image abroad. In order to attract 
foreign investors and provide the regional/local reformist pro-
jects with national and international support the Russian north-
western subnational actors have launched a rather aggressive 
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public relations campaign. They have arranged exhibitions, 
organized so-called ‘cooperation days', such as the North Ca-
lotte Peace Days between the Nordic countries and the Soviet 
Union/Russia, and conducted festivals together with their sis-
ter towns, taken part in international fairs and advertised 
themselves in the media of their partners. Regional and mu-
nicipal leaders have undertaken regular and public relations-
oriented foreign trips. Some regions and towns have been 
running bilingual periodicals and web-sites targeted at foreign 
audiences. The main goal of such PR campaigns has been to 
dismiss their image of marginal, remote and depressed areas 
and trade it for much more positive images pertaining to crea-
tivity, dynamic development and the pursuance of innovative 
policies. 

 Co-operation with international organizations. To confirm their 
status of global actors many regions and cities have endeav-
ored at developing relations with international organizations. 
For example, they cooperate with UNESCO, UNIDO, EU, Eu-
ropean Congress of Municipal and Regional Governments, 
Council of Europe, Barents Euro-Arctic Council (BEAC) and 
Nordic institutions. 

For some Russian Arctic subnational units such as the Arkhan-
gelsk and Murmansk regions, Republic of Karelia and Nenets Au-
tonomous District, it has been particularly important to cooperate 
with the EU in the framework of the Kolarctic program (2007–
2013) with the northern provinces of Finland, Sweden and Norway 
as partners (Obshee prostranstvo sosedstva 2012). 

It should be noted that cooperation with international organiza-
tions has been important for subnational units not only in terms of 
getting an additional leverage in the power struggle with Moscow 
but also in terms of opening up them for the world-wide processes 
of globalization and regionalization. 

 Increasing familiarity. While Murmansk and Arkhangelsk en-
joyed some international contacts even in the Soviet times, 
many other regions and towns of the Russian North were vir-
tually behind the ‘Iron Curtain' in the Cold War period. A fresh 
start needed and it took, for understandable reasons, some 



RUSSIA IN THE ARCTIC: HARD OR SOFT POWER?   67 

 

time for the various subnational actors to familiarize them-
selves with the less bordered neighborhood. However, the fa-
miliarization was in some cases quite quick with new and 
more open spaces emerging in the previously quite closed 
borderlands.  

For example, the town of Kirkenes (northern Norway), consisting 
of some 7.000 inhabitants but growing, has in fact been a major 
meeting-point for Russian-Norwegian contacts since the 1990s on 
a variety of levels. The town is multicultural in the sense that in 
addition to a Norwegian majority, there is a Sаmi population in the 
region, a considerable number of Finnish-speakers around as well 
as an increasing number of Russians in the city and its vicinity. 
The latter group amounts to some ten per cent of the city's popula-
tion (Rogova, 2008, p. 29). 

As noted by Rogova (2009), also a considerable number of 
Russians living in the Murmansk region nowadays view the Nor-
wegian-Russian border in terms of a shared borderland. The bor-
der has turned far less divisive not just politically and in adminis-
trative terms, but also culturally and identity-wise. Rogova (2009: 
31) claims that a borderland has emerged "which is neither Rus-
sia, nor Norway to the full extent". Russians visiting Kirkenes do 
not have the feeling of being abroad, as also indicated by Kirkenes 
being named ‘Kirsanovka' or ‘Kirik' with connotations of a small lo-
cal and nearby entity/village in the language used in the Mur-
mansk region. Visits have become frequent for reasons of shop-
ping or, for that matter, using the Kirkenes airport for flights 
abroad. 

In one of its aspects, the Norwegian-Russian cross-border co-
operation can draw upon the somewhat idealized legacy of the so-
called Pomor trade. These coastal trade contacts, which lasted for 
nearly three centuries before dwindling out after the Russian revo-
lution in 1917, were quite important for the development of the 
northern areas. The legacy is frequently referred to and activated 
with the current-day cooperation and border-crossing seen as a 
return to traditional constellations.  
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Still another memory impacting in particular the local attitudes 
consists of that a considerable number of German troops were 
stationed in the region, pursuing quite repressive policies, and it 
was freed by the Soviet Army in 1944. For sure, the Cold War pe-
riod, with perceptions of enmity as the prevalent approach, im-
pacted the views on Russians. The negative views have, however, 
gradually changed and normalized. For instance, it became a 
common tradition to jointly celebrate the date of the liberation of 
the Murmansk region and East Finnmark from the Nazi occupants 
in October 1944. 

 City-twinning has turned into one of the most successful and 
interesting forms of cross-border cooperation. Twinning stands 
for shared citiness and figures as a manifestation of new ur-
ban forms. It testifies, as an aspect of regionalization, with 
considerable clarity that the order-producing impact of national 
borders is waning. Northern Europe is particularly distinct in 
regard to successful experimenting with twinning. In this re-
gion, twinning is one of the departures used by cities in aspir-
ing for a distinct, visible, and favorable profile, and it is, in this 
sense, part and parcel of their policies of place-marketing and 
branding in the context of the increasingly intense and trans-
national regionalization. 

To coordinate and institutionalize twinning activities the City Twins 
Association (CTA) was established in December 2006. Altogether 
14 cities were associated with the CTA, including four pairs locat-
ed in Northern Europe: Valka-Valga (Latvia–Estonia), Imatra-
Svetogorsk (Finland-Russia), Narva-Ivangorod (Estonia-Russia) 
and Tornio-Haparanda (Finland-Sweden) (City Twins Association, 
2010).  

These pairs differ by their experiences and effectiveness. 
While Tornio-Haparanda can be seen as a success story; Valka-
Valga and Imatra-Svetogorsk can be viewed as relatively success-
ful pairs whereas progress is still called for in the case of Narva-
Ivangorod for the two towns to be credibly categorized as twins 
(Joenniemi and Sergunin 2011 and 2012). 
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With the outbreak of the world economic crisis (2008), subse-
quent crisis of the Eurozone and the new round of the Schengen 
zone's expansion (2007) the whole twinning project in Northern 
Europe has seems to have stalled (with a rare exception of the 
Tornio-Haparanda pair). Against this background the joint 
Kirkenes-Nikel initiative to launch a twinning project (2008) and 
plans to join the CTA look as a bold attempt to revive the very idea 
and spirit of twinning.  

Twinning is perhaps still in its infancy and often oriented to-
wards short-term rather than the long-term perspectives but will 
probably get more established and stronger over time. In any 
case, it calls as concrete projects of de-bordering and de-
territorialization for added theoretical insight as well as further em-
pirical enquiry. Whereas the urban areas and larger cities stand 
out as the main engines of development also in Europe's North, 
city-twinning remains nonetheless of considerable symbolic and 
political importance in testing the fixity of identities and questioning 
the divisive effects of borders. 

 Euroregions. A number of the Russian border regions and 
municipalities have been involved into the Euroregion projects 
in the 1990s and 2000s. Euroregions are in essence adminis-
trative-territorial entities. They have been coined in order to 
promote cross-border cooperation between neighboring local 
or regional authorities of different countries located along 
shared land or maritime borders. In fact, they constitute widely 
known mechanisms of cooperation between regions. For ex-
ample, Karelia has participated in the Euroregio Karelia to-
gether with three Finnish neighboring provinces. 

It appears in general, despite the rather successful implementation 
of some projects within the Euroregions framework, that the over-
all results remain rather modest. Moreover, quite often the Euro-
regions have basically been reduced to what common Russians 
call ‘bureaucratic tourism', i.e. exchanges between regional and 
municipal officials. With rare exceptions, the Euroregion do not 
seem to promote cooperation and horizontal links at the people-to-
people, company-to-company or NGO levels. In other words, the 
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Euroregions concept—being a potentially important tool for sub-
regional cooperation ‒ does not appear to work properly. 

To improve Euroregions' performance the Russian and inter-
national experts have recommend to (1) to clarify the legal status 
of Euroregions both in the Russian national legislation and Euro-
pean law; (2) that Euroregions are provided with a sustainable fi-
nancial basis through EU and national long-term funding schemes; 
(3) that they receive funding to the local/regional budgets, and that 
the activities of Euroregions should be highlighted and visualized, 
so that lobbying for recognizable projects in national and interna-
tional bodies becomes much easier (Lepik, 2009; Perkmann, 
2003; Sergunin, 2006).  

Indirect methods boil down to: 

 Influencing the federal legislation. The local legislation not only 
legitimizes the external relations of the regions and municipali-
ties but also affects the federal legislation. For example, the 
Novgorod law on protection of foreign investment (1994) was 
later has been used by the federal parliament to draft a similar 
legislation. It may also be noted that the experiences of Kali-
ningrad accrued in the context of the special economic zone 
Amber have been quite helpful in developing the federal legis-
lation on special economic zones (SEZ). 

 Capitalizing on national diplomacy. Since national law envis-
ages Russian regional and local governments' participation in 
international activities that concern them, subnational actors 
have aspired to impact federal diplomacies. For example, the 
Murmansk authorities assisted in 2010 the Russian Foreign 
Ministry in negotiating the Russian–Norwegian agreement on 
delimitation of maritime territories in the Barents Sea. The re-
gional government of Murmansk assisted Russian diplomats 
and border guards in preparing the 2010 Russian-Norwegian 
agreement on the visa-free regime for the border residents. 

Importantly, international cooperation between various subnational 
actors does not stand out as something isolated but is part and 
parcel of a broader Russian strategy of cooperation with Europe. 
To sum up, and in reality, national diplomacy and the paradiplo-
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macy pursued on subnational level mutually reinforce and com-
pliment rather than contradict each other. 

 Conflict prevention and resolution. With time, Moscow has re-
alized that regionalization can serve as an instrument for prob-
lem-solving with respect to Russia's relations with neighboring 
countries. For example, cooperation between Finland and Ka-
relia has been conducive to an eventual solution of the Karelia 
issue, i.e. a territorial dispute concerning the ceded Karelia. 
The cooperative links between Murmansk and various Norwe-
gian actors contributed to the striking of a compromise be-
tween Moscow and Oslo on the demarcation of the Barents 
Sea. Likewise, the Alaska-Chukotka cooperation has eased 
the U.S.-Russian tensions on the delimitation of the Bering 
Sea. 

 Exploiting the parliament. The Russian regions have used the 
Federal Assembly to lobby their foreign policy interests at the 
federal level. The Council of the Federation (the upper cham-
ber) made up of regional representatives stands out as the 
most popular vehicle for the regional lobbying. The senators 
quite often use their official foreign trips to find new partners 
for their home regions and promote them on the international 
arena. 

 Capitalizing upon the federal infrastructure. In order to influ-
ence federal foreign policies, regional actors often utilize the 
institutional structure created by Moscow in the periphery. For 
example, the Russian Foreign Ministry has established a spe-
cial unit of inter-regional affairs. Along with the diplomatic 
agency, other ministries and federal bodies such as Ministry of 
Industry & Commerce, Customs Committee, Federal Border 
Service, etc., have established offices in the regions engaged 
in intensive international economic and cultural co-operation. 
Theoretically, these agencies should co-ordinate and control 
regions' international contacts, although in reality they often 
serve as additional regions' leverages to put pressure on 
Moscow rather than federal centre's instruments. The problem 
is that they are dependent on local authorities in terms of 
housing, salaries, professional careers and so on. Moreover, it 
also appears that these agencies are more often than not 
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staffed by the locals with close connections to the regional 
elites. 

It may also be argued that the growing dependence of the so-
called ‘power structures' (armed forces, police, special services) 
on the subnational authorities—even under the Putin regime—cast 
doubts on their loyalty to the center. 

 Exploiting international organizations. In order to pressure 
Moscow, regions have managed to use not only federal insti-
tutions but also to exert influence in the context of various in-
ternational organizations. For instance, the northern areas of 
Russia have been represented at the Barents Regional Coun-
cil (BRC) and consequently used this forum to develop direct 
ties with the neighboring regions of Finland, Norway and Swe-
den as well as to get a more privileged status inside the coun-
try (visa-free regime for border areas' residents, more liberal 
customs regime, federal funding for the development of inter-
national academic cooperation, etc.) 

Furthermore, in the real life subnational units usually combine both 
direct and indirect methods because they are of complimentary ra-
ther than mutually exclusive nature. 
 

The Institutional framework 

Obviously, the pursuance of paradiplomacy calls for a favorable 
institutional setting. A proper and supportive institutional frame-
work allows various subnational units to be both active and suc-
cessful in their paradiplomatic initiatives.  

As indicated by the figure 3 below, the Arctic institutional net-
work includes several layers. 

On the top, supranational, level, there are institutions set up by 
the EU, the largest regional actor. For example, European Territo-
rial Cooperation (ETC), previously known as INTERREG Com-
munity Initiatives, has been part of the EU policy since 1990 
providing a framework for the implementation of joint actions and 
policy exchanges between national, regional and local actors from 
different member states and neighboring countries. The ETC has 
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grown from a relatively small INTERREG program to a fully-
fledged strand of the EU regional policy with its separate regulato-
ry framework envisaged for the period 2014–2020. 

In 2007–2013 the Kolarctic program was run by the CBC pro-
gram of the European Neighborhood Partnership Instrument. The 
Kolarctic program area includes the Norwegian provinces of Nord-
land, Troms and Finnmark, the Swedish Norrbotten, the Finnish 
Lapland and three Russian subnational units—the Arkhangelsk 
and Murmansk regions and the Nenets Autonomous District. The 
Republic of Karelia and Leningrad region have been eligible for 
some Kolarctic-related projects as well. The Finnish province of 
Lapland was responsible for the administration of the program. 
About 50 projects related to the development of economic and 
transport infrastructures, logistics, small and medium-size busi-
ness, innovative entrepreneurship, preservation of the indigenous 
peoples' economies and cultures, research and education were 
supported and implemented by the Kolarctic program in northern 
Russia (http://www.kolarcticenpi.info/ru). 

As to the future of the ETC, three strands (cross-border, 
transnational and interregional) will be maintained in the financial 
period of 2014–2020. This plurality will no doubt facilitate its im-
plementation and the use of the already gained experience. 
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Figure 3.  Institutional network in the Arctic region 

 

To avoid unnecessary inter-institutional duplication it is important 
that in the future ETC stronger emphasis will be given to the the-
matic concentration and strengthened links to other EU programs. 
However, it should be guaranteed that the themes to be presented 
by the European Commission as priority ones are sufficient to 
cover the differing needs of CBC-TBC. A delicate balance be-
tween a greater regional flexibility and the need to achieve results 
with scarce resources at hand has to be found. Balance, however, 
can be achieved only if all the parties to the negotiations are treat-
ing each other as partners. 

As Hübner (2012) emphasizes, ETC should be strengthened, 
not only orally, but also financially. This is why the European Par-
liament (where various regional interests are better represented) 
consistently pushed for the seven per cent target in the ETC 
spending in all its three strands and all its dimensions, internal and 
external, in the multiannual financial programming period for the 
years 2014–2010. 

The intergovernmental level is represented by several insti-
tutions. The Northern Dimension (ND) which has been trans-
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formed from the EU BSR/NE-oriented project to a system of 
equally-funded partnerships between the EU and three neighbor-
ing countries (Iceland, Norway and Russia) is clearly the most im-
portant one. Currently, ND includes four partnerships (on envi-
ronment; transport and logistics; public health and social well-
being; culture) which are seen as promising venues for CBC-TBC 
with Russia. Since 2007 (when the transformed ND was launched) 
dozens projects in the above areas have been implemented in 
various regions, including those of Kaliningrad, Karelia, Mur-
mansk. These projects have been supported by the international 
financial institutions such as European Bank of Reconstruction 
and Development, Nordic Investment Bank and Nordic Environ-
ment Finance Corporation. 

The Nordic Council of Ministers is yet another important re-
gional and intergovernmental actor. According to the Guidelines 
for the NCM's cooperation with North-West Russia 2009–2013, 
Council's priority areas include: (a) education, research and inno-
vation, including creative industries; (b) the environment, climate 
and energy; (c) promotion of conditions for economic co-operation 
and trade, including legislative co-operation, anti-corruption 
measures and the protection of intellectual rights and patents; (d) 
the ND's partnerships—especially for public health and environ-
ment; (e) promotion of democracy and civic society through co-
operation on local government and good governance, co-
operation between parliamentarians, co-operation between the 
media and journalists, and co-operation between NGOs (Nordic 
Council of Ministers 2009, 2–3). The NCM has several information 
offices in north-western Russia. 

The problem with the ND partnerships and NCM is that they 
have a multi-focused agenda as their activities do not only cover 
the Barents and Arctic regions but also the Baltic Sea area. Both 
institutions should, it seems, avoid duplications and there is clearly 
a need to establish an improved division of labor between them. 
This is especially important in view of the scarcity of resources 
available to the regional actors. 
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In institutional terms, the NE ‘flank' is covered by the Barents 
Euro-Arctic cooperation. Along with the inter-ministerial BEAC 
there is the BRC which includes 13 counties from Finland, Nor-
way, Sweden and Russia (five of them belong to the Russian 
North). For example, at its Kirkenes meeting in June 2013, the 
BRC adopted a new Barents Program 2014–2018 with the aim to 
promote creative businesses and fast growing enterprises in the 
region; increase CBC to achieve economies of scale and quality of 
life; support joint management and preservation of natural re-
sources; implement a joint climate change adaptation; enhance 
innovation and research cooperation by increasing critical mass; 
focus on missing cross-border links in the transport infrastructure; 
foster mobility across the borders for workers, enterprises, tourists 
and students; focus on cultural cooperation in order to develop 
mutual understanding and regional development (The Barents Eu-
ro-Arctic Council 2013). Given the numerous overlaps with the 
‘sister' institutions involved at cooperation at the subnational level 
(ND, NCM, Arctic Council), BEAC and BRC are seeking synergy 
with them. These two councils have managed to install coopera-
tion on project level with the above bodies in areas, such as cli-
mate change research and the Barents environmental hot spots 
elimination. 

In addition to supranational and intergovernmental levels, 
there is also a purely subnational layer represented by the City 
Twins Association, sister towns networks and Euroregions. These 
organizations are rather important in encouraging paradiplomacy 
in the Arctic region as they operate at the subregional and munici-
pal levels. The problem with the upper institutional levels is that 
they are run by the EU bodies and/or national governments, not by 
subnational units themselves and, for this reason, mostly aim at 
the macro- rather than mezo- and micro-regional levels neglecting 
cooperation between the EU and Russian sub-state units. In con-
trast with the governmentally-sponsored institutions the above fora 
were created by subnational units themselves, in the bottom-up 
way. 
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A proper division of labor between all these actors is called 
for. For example, the BRC and ETC could be especially useful in 
developing and implementing joint projects with Russian regions in 
areas such as environment protection; energy; development of lo-
cal transportation, cross-border infrastructure, public-private part-
nerships and fund-raising for specific projects. In some spheres, 
such as regional transport systems; public health and quality of 
life; science, education and culture the ND and NCM could take a 
lead. The CTA is helpful in sharing best practices in urban devel-
opment as well as solving common municipal problems. 

To sum up, almost all the actors involved more or less clearly 
recognize that their task is to ensure the rightful architectural and 
financial demands for further cooperation in the NE. 

Implications of paradiplomacy 

In all, the record of the various Russian northern sub-state actors 
remains quite mixed as to the impacting of the policies of the fed-
eral center. On the one hand, the aspirations of sub-national ac-
tors and the center often overlapped. Their interests have been 
compatible in matters such as the promotion of cross-border trade, 
attracting foreign investment and know-how, development of 
cross- and trans-border transport infrastructures, facilitation of visa 
regime for the residents of border regions, environmental projects, 
tourism, youth cooperation, cultural and academic exchanges. A 
number of success stories as to center-periphery cooperation can 
be identified consisting of visa liberalization and delimitation of the 
Barents Sea agreements with Norway. The same can be said 
about the unfolding of the Karelia Euroregion and Kolarctic pro-
gram as well as city-twinning in the cases of Imatra-Svetogorsk 
and Nikel-Kirkenes. 

Yet, and on the other hand, the federal center has been quite 
uneasy about Russian regions and municipalities going interna-
tional. Their conduct of paradiplomacy breaks with the state-
centric logic of constructing political space, deviates and breaks 
with such logic and is therefore unavoidably conducive to worries 
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about separatism and unwarranted external influences. At large, 
the reserved attitude has amounted to some distrust and, on a 
more concrete plane, lack of financial and administrative support 
to regions and cities aiming at bolstering their international con-
tacts and cooperation. Some new city-twinning projects and Euro-
regions in the Russian North, have therewith been compelled to 
remain promises rather than concrete projects with substantial 
contents. They stand out as interesting as initiatives, but have not 
been given the chance to developed and matured into concrete 
projects. It may also be noted that the regional and local actors 
have, on a number of occasions, expressed their discontent with 
and mistrust in regard to the policies pursued by the center. These 
policies have been depicted by sub-state actors as being − at a 
minimum − inefficient. 

In general, there is a growing feeling among the subnational 
actors that the very philosophy of the center-periphery relations in 
the field of external relations should be radically changed as the 
current one has proved to be quite inefficient. There is an obvious 
need on the federal side to improve its record if it is to cope 
properly with the challenges that sub-state entities are facing in 
the context of glocalization and in their pursuance of paradiploma-
cy. The federal policies should undoubtedly be better in tune and 
compliment rather than conflict with the policies of the subnational 
actors. This implies, in short, that the search for better coordina-
tion and an optimal combination of the international strategies of 
regional/local and central governments' international strategies is 
bound to continue. 

Conclusion 

It appears, overall, that a clear shift has taken place in the subna-
tional units' motivation to engage in paradiplomacy. While in the 
Yeltsin the establishment of international contacts was a part and 
parcel of the survival strategy as well as an additional arm in the 
center-periphery tug-of-war, in the Putin and Medvedev eras it 
turned into a means to ensure units' sustainable development and 



RUSSIA IN THE ARCTIC: HARD OR SOFT POWER?   79 

 

improve their international image and attractiveness. It hence ap-
pears that the pursuance of paradiplomatic has become less an-
archical and destructive, more pragmatic and skillful, better orga-
nized and coordinated with federal diplomacy. Although clashes 
can still be periodically identified, both sides—the centre and pe-
riphery—now tend to increasingly see paradiplomacy as a com-
mon resource rather than an area of contention. 

Various Russian subnational actors have, for their part, man-
aged to develop an arsenal of specific methods of paradiplomacy 
that fall into two categories—direct and indirect. The latter includes 
seeking legitimacy and international recognition via the adoption of 
local normative acts, signing partnership agreements, establishing 
representative offices abroad, attracting foreign investment, im-
proving international image; cooperating with international organi-
zations, city-twinning as well as partaking in Euroregions. The indi-
rect ones pertain to measures and policies such as influencing the 
federal legislation, exploiting the national parliament, capitalizing 
on federal diplomacy and infrastructure in the regions and exploit-
ing international organizations. Despite the division, it has been 
broadly viewed that the combination of the direct and indirect 
strategies is the best guarantee of success in the conduct of 
paradiplomacy. 

The Russian sub-state units have managed—with Moscow's 
help and on some occasions without it—to exploit the institutional 
network that has been shaped by supranational (EU), intergov-
ernmental (ND, NCM, CBSS, BEAC/BRC) and subnational actors 
and now is available at the BSR/NE. This rather dense network, 
however, clearly needs better coordination, organization and divi-
sion of labor to eliminate bottlenecks, bureaucratic procedures, 
parallelisms and duplications. 

As for the paradiplomacy's implications for the Russian do-
mestic and foreign policies it can also have some negative conse-
quences. It may under adverse conditions amount to a further dis-
integration of the single economic, financial, administrative and 
cultural space. Furthermore, it may be conducive to the rise of 
some rather parochial interest group as well as the emergence of 
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self-willing and outward-oriented local elites and the outcome may 
amount to partial regionalization and privatization of security and 
military structures. The negative record can also include inconsist-
encies in the application of international strategies caused by the 
regional elites' intervening the decision-making process and 
even—at least theoretically ‒ contribute to the rise of separatism 
and secessionism, which could result in disintegration of the coun-
try.  

However, on the other hand, the gradually growing interna-
tional activities of subnational actors also bring a number of posi-
tive changes. First and foremost, paradiplomacy encourages fur-
ther democratization of the Russian administrative system, includ-
ing managing the external relations of regions and municipalities. 
It has also—in being a part of the devolution process ‒ helped to 
discredit the "top-down" model of the Russian federalism and en-
couraged a replacement with the "bottom-up" process with very 
lively grass-roots. Moreover, international cooperation has allowed 
many regions, and in particular some remote and border-located 
regions, not only to survive the transition period but turn their mar-
ginality into an advantage.  

At large, the devolution of power that has taken place in Rus-
sia has boosted the conduct of foreign relations for the part of the 
subnational units. It has, in fact, facilitated their turn into some 
quite real international actors. It is also obvious that paradiploma-
cy has served as an instrument for problem-solving with respect to 
Russia's relations with neighboring countries and has, in this re-
gard, an important integrative function. The reaching towards the 
international by numerous subnational actors has actually coun-
teracted trends pointing to Russia's marginalization or international 
isolation. Moreover, paradiplomacy has been conducive to democ-
ratization and it will undoubtedly continue to play an important 
transformative role in Russia's future. Rather than contributing to 
disintegration, as has been sometimes feared, it appears to have 
served as a catalyst for the pursuance of successful reforms and 
partaking in international integration. 
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Chapter 6.  

Northern Sea Route. 

The physical and economic geography of the NSR. Moscow 
defines the NSR as a historically existing national unified transport 
route of the Russian Federation in the Arctic, and therefore con-
siders it to be under its exclusive jurisdiction. Although Russia's 
Arctic coastline stretches more than 14,000 km across the Bar-
ents, White, Kara, Laptev, and East Siberian seas, the NSR is 
considered to lie between the Kara Gate, at the western entry of 
the Novaya Zemlya straits, and the Provideniya Bay, at the south-
ern opening of the Bering Strait, for a total length of 5,600 km (see 
figure 4). The Barents Sea is therefore not an integral part of the 
NSR's legal regime. The NSR includes nearly 60 straits, the main 
ones being the Vilkitski, Shokalski, Dmitri Laptev and Sannikov 
straits, and passes through three archipelagos, Novaya Zemlya, 
Severnaya Zemlya and the New Siberian Islands. The legal defini-
tion is thus made more complex as there is not one single ship-
ping channel; rather, there are multiple lanes, and the NSR cross-
es through waters of varying status: internal, territorial and adja-
cent waters, EEZ, and the open sea (Dunlap 2002; Moe and 
Oystein 2010; Stepanov, Orebech and Brubaker 2005). Indeed the 
course of the route depends upon whether the ship crosses close 
to the coastlines or further out, or chooses to bypass Severnaya 
Zemlya. 



82   ALEXANDER SERGUNIN AND VALERY KONYSHEV 

 

Figure 4.  The water area of the Northern Sea Route (according to the Russian 

Federal Law of July 28, 2012). 

 
Source: http://asmp.morflot.ru/en/granici_smp/ 

The NSR has been vitally important to Russia both economically 
and socially since the Soviet era. The NSR is now actively used by 
such companies as Norilsk Nickel, Lukoil, Gazprom, Rosneft, 
Rosshelf, and Novatek to ship products and supplies to and from 
their plants, mines, oil and gas fields. It is also one of the main 
routes for Russia's "Northern supply" which delivers foodstuffs, 
consumer goods and fuel to the northernmost Russian settle-
ments.  

In the Soviet era, the NSR was solely a domestic sea route 
and was closed to international shipping. However, as Arctic ice 
continues to melt, the NSR will become more accessible for navi-
gation. Today, Russia has significant interest in transforming the 
NSR into a sea line of communication open to international trade 
(Dunlap 2002; Moe and Oystein 2010; Ragner 2000). The cost of 
maintaining an Arctic fleet, in particular icebreakers, as well as 
port infrastructure is extremely high, and so any additional source 
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of revenue is welcome. As international navigation grows, the cost 
of intra-Russian trade will decline. 

The NSR's competitive advantages. It is widely acknowl-
edged that an ice-free Arctic could significantly reduce transporta-
tion costs by cutting the distance from Western Europe to Japan 
or China by 20% to 40%. All the Asian cities north of Hong Kong 
could reach Europe more rapidly via the Arctic than the Suez Ca-
nal. 

As such, the potential benefits of opening the NSR are of 
greater interest to Japan, Korea and China than, for example, In-
dia. It's easy to see why. The trip between Hamburg and Yoko-
hama using the Suez Canal is 18,350 km, compared to just 
11,100 km using the NSR. This would cut sailing time from 22 to 
15 days, a 40% reduction. From Rotterdam to Shanghai via the 
Cape of Good Hope is 22,200 km, and only 14,000 using the 
NSR. The volatility in the Middle East, especially since the Arab 
Spring of 2011, an overburdened Suez Canal, rising tensions in 
the Strait of Hormuz and, most importantly, growing piracy in the 
Horn of Africa, are all driving the search for new alternatives. 

Crossing the Arctic would also shorten transit from Russia to 
the North American continent. Murmansk is only 9,600 km from 
Vancouver via the Bering Strait, but 16,000 km via the Panama 
Canal. In 2007, Russia and Canada both began talking about the 
idea of an "Arctic bridge" connecting the Port of Churchill in Mani-
toba to Murmansk. The idea had already been proposed some 
years before. OmniTRAX, a major railroad operator that owns the 
Port of Churchill, had been in negotiations with the Murmansk 
Shipping Company on the project. In 2007 and 2008, the first 
shipments of Russian fertilizer from Kaliningrad to the Farmers of 
North America cooperative of Saskatoon arrived in Churchill from 
Murmansk. 

The NSR's weaknesses. In contrast with the optimistic ex-
pectations discussed above, some international experts point out 
that travel along the NSR poses a number of significant challeng-
es (Antrim 2010; Laruelle 2014, 176–181; Moe and Oystein 2010; 
Smith and Giles 2007; Stepanov, Orebech and Brubaker 2005).  
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First, the disappearance of polar ice during the summer does 
not mean that the Arctic Ocean will ever become totally ice-free. 
Ice can quickly form in a wide variety of locations and can take 
ships by surprise, reducing the predictability of travel. There will 
still be icebergs, and the danger of collision will remain considera-
ble. 

Second, travelling in an extreme climate and darkness during 
the Polar Night poses technical challenges and requires ice-class 
vessels, including ice-breaking capacities. 

Third, there are numerous administrative technical barriers to 
be taken into account, such as the Russian demands that foreign 
ships pay to charter icebreakers, access weather and ice reports, 
and hire Russian pilots to guide vessels in the straits. These costs 
are considered too high by the main international shipping compa-
nies. 

Fourth, insurance tends to be very expensive, as international 
insurance companies have to take into account the NSR's unpre-
dictability both in terms of shipping times and conditions. 

Fifth, the NSR currently has a limited operational rescue sys-
tem, with only three rescue centers in Dikson, Tiksi and Pevek. 
The number of deep-water ports that are able to host ships in 
need of repairs is insufficient given the considerable risk of colli-
sions stemming from unpredictable ice conditions and the lack of 
clearly defined lanes of direction. The Russian government plans 
to build 10 search and rescue centers along its Arctic coastline 
(see http://www.arctic-lio.com/nsr_searchandrescue), but it re-
mains an open question whether these plans will ever be realized 
and whether these centers are sufficient to bring the NSR up to 
the level of international safety standards. 

Sixth, maritime traffic in the Arctic region will increase the risk 
of accidents, which pose an environmental hazard. The recent in-
ternational agreement on preventing and fighting oil spills in the 
Arctic signed at the AC ministerial meeting in Kiruna (May 15, 
2013) is a helpful step in the effort to address environmental 
threats but still insufficient to solve the problem. 
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Seventh, China, the most important potential user of the NSR 
has recently changed its priorities with regard to the future plans to 
develop its transport routes from East Asia to Europe. In 2013 Bei-
jing announced its ambitious plans to develop a New Silk Road 
from China to Europe via Central Asia which will consist of land 
routes (highways and railroads) with some branches via the 
southern parts of the Russian Siberia and Urals. The ‘maritime 
component' of the New Silk Road will be based on the southern 
sea routes (via the Suez channel) rather than on the NSR (Hum-
pert 2013). While the idea to use the NSR is not totally abandoned 
by Beijing it is obvious that now this route is of limited interest for 
China. 

Eighth, a number of geopolitical and geoeconomic factors, 
such as the downfall of trade between Russia and Europe after 
the introduction of the EU sanctions and Russian counter-
sanctions in 2014 and the drop in oil prices that made oil produc-
tion in the Arctic unprofitable, reduced the interest of other (than 
China) potential customers from Europe and East Asia to use the 
NSR. 

These concerns, however, do not preclude both Russia and 
potential NSR users from building new plans to develop this im-
portant Arctic route. 

Russia's policies on the NSR. Moscow first offered to open 
the NSR to international shipping as early as 1967, with the be-
ginning of détente between the superpowers, but the idea didn't 
go anywhere. Mikhail Gorbachev repeated the offer in his Mur-
mansk speech (1987). The route was formally opened to interna-
tional use in 1991, just a few months before the collapse of the 
Soviet Union. The rules for using the route were established in the 
Regulations for Navigation on the Seaways of the NSR (1991), the 
Guide for Navigation through the NSR, the Regulations for the 
Design, Equipment and Supply of Vessels Navigating the NSR 
(1995), the Federal Law on the NSR (2012) and the Ministry of 
Transport's Rules of Navigation through the NSR (2013).  

The latter two documents stipulate conditions of transit and 
impose new insurance requirements, under which responsibility 
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for possible environmental damage and pollution lies with ship 
owners, and which set rather costly tariffs for assistance and logis-
tical information. Icebreaker assistance, sailing master services, 
radio communication and hydrographic information are provided 
by the federal state unitary enterprises Atomflot (nuclear icebreak-
ers, pilot services) and Rosmorport (diesel icebreakers) as well as 
by private companies such as the Far Eastern Shipping Company, 
Murmansk Shipping Company, the Murmansk transport branch of 
Norilsk Nickel, Lukoil (diesel icebreakers) and Ice Pilots Ltd (pilot 
services). The NSR Administration, which was revived in March 
2013, considers applications to navigate the NSR, coordinates the 
activities of the above companies and oversees navigation safety. 

The binding rules released by Russia's Ministry of Transport 
have been accepted by major international insurance companies. 
However, the U.S. rejects them, believing that acceptance of such 
regulations would mean recognizing Russia's sovereignty beyond 
its territorial waters. The International Chamber of Commerce has 
expressed concerns, arguing that the UNCLOS regime on straits 
used for international navigation should take precedence over the 
rights of coastal states. Moreover, the U.S. argues that under the 
regulations only foreign ships have to pay for possible environ-
mental damage and pollution, while Russian ships are exempt. 
Moscow denies that the regulations are discriminatory, noting that 
all ships—Russian and foreign—must present civil liability and in-
surance certificates when applying to use the NSR (The Northern 
Sea Route Administration 2013). 

Legal disputes aside, since 2009 international shipping com-
panies have started consistently using the NSR. The peak of traf-
fic was in 2013 when the NSR Administration received 701 appli-
cations from Russian and foreign companies (http://asmp.morf 
lot.ru/en/perechen_zayavlenii/), 620 of them were approved 
(http://asmp.morflot.ru/en/razresheniya/) and 81 were declined 
(http://asmp.morflot.ru/en/otkazu/). The same sources estimate 
that freight traffic through the NSR exceeded one million metric 
tons in 2013 (Ol'shevski 2013). Since 2014 there was a decline in 
the NSR traffic: 661 applications were received by the regulatory 
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body (http://asmp.morflot.ru/ru/perechen_zayavlenii/2014/) and 30 
of them were denied (http://asmp.morflot.ru/ru/otkazu/2014/). By 
July 2015 368 applications were received by the NSR Administra-
tion (http://asmp.morflot.ru/ru/perechen_zayavlenii/) and two of 
them were declined (http://asmp.morflot.ru/ru/otkazu/). 

Contrary to Western assumptions, almost all rejected applica-
tions were declined on purely technical grounds, such as incom-
plete information on the ships listed on the application or lack of 
proper documentation. In fact, more applications from Russian 
vessels were rejected than from the foreign ones. In 2013 the ratio 
was 63:18; 2014 presented a slight deviation—14:16; in 2015 only 
two Russian applications were rejected (http://asmp.morflot.ru/ 
en/otkazu/). There was the only "political case" in the NSR Admin-
istration's practice over the recent years when the application from 
the Green Peace icebreaker Arctic Sunrise was rejected four 
times in 2013. Three denials were based on the lack of information 
on technical details (such as the class of the vessel or its ice belt 
breadth), and the fourth denial was based on the ship's violation of 
the Regulations on Navigation through the NSR: "Navigation in the 
water area of the Northern Sea Route from 24.08.2013 to 
27.08.2013 without permission of the Northern Sea Route Admin-
istration, as well as actions taken that created a threat of marine 
pollution in the water area of the Northern Sea Route, which is 
covered in ice for most of the year" (http://asmp.morflot.ru/ 
files/zayavka/20130920143952ref%20A%20S.pdf).  

As part of its effort to internationalize the NSR, Moscow has 
launched a number of investment projects to upgrade the route's 
infrastructure. To this end in 2012–2014 over 21 billion rubles are 
allocated for the construction and modernization of maritime infra-
structure in the Arctic.8 Some experts expect the volume of freight 
traffic in both Eastern and Western directions of the NSR to reach 
35–40 million metric tons per year by 2020,9 while others continue 
to have serious doubts about not only the prospects of the NSR as 
an alternative route to southern ones but also about the need for 
infrastructure development in the High North. These analysts be-
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lieve that Russia has more important priorities, such as developing 
the national transportation system. 

Despite some legal inconsistencies surrounding the NSR and 
the lack of proper infrastructure, it will remain a priority of Russia's 
strategy in the Arctic region going forward. The Kremlin considers 
the NSR an effective resource for developing the AZRF both do-
mestically and internationally. For this reason, Moscow plans to 
make considerable investments in the NSR and bring its infra-
structure in line with international standards. 

However, as with other aspects of its Arctic policy, Russia fac-
es a difficult dilemma: how to maintain control over the NSR while 
also opening it up to international cooperation and integration with 
the global transportation system. 
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Chapter 7.  

Russia's Relations with Major Arctic 

Players. 

This chapter addresses Russia's policies towards key Arctic pow-
ers, as well as the most important supranational actors, NATO and 
the European Union. Russia's relations with the main Arctic actors 
consist of four major "circles": (1) the coastal states, including 
Canada, Denmark, Norway, Russia, and the United States (the 
Arctic-5); (2) three sub-Arctic countries (the rest of the Arctic-8: 
Finland, Iceland and Sweden); (3) non-Arctic states (East Asian 
countries such as China, Japan and South Korea), and (4) interna-
tional organizations and forums dealing with Arctic issues (primari-
ly the UN, Arctic Council, Barents-Euro-Arctic Council, Nordic in-
stitutions, European Union and NATO) (see figure 5).  

Figure 5. The structure of Russia's relations with regional actors 
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U.S.-Russia 

With increased competition for the natural resources of the High 
North and the need to establish a proper Arctic governance sys-
tem, it is important for Russia to build a policy of cooperation with 
such an influential regional and global player as the U.S. Given 
the U.S. geopolitical and geoeconomic potential and authority it is 
clear that none of the most important questions of the Arctic can 
be solved without Washington. Is there any potential for coopera-
tion between the U.S. and Russia in the High North? Or is the U.S. 
focused on pursuing a unilateral course of action in the region? 

What does the Arctic mean for the U.S.? The U.S. is repre-
sented in the Arctic by the State of Alaska, its only northern territo-
ry, whose continental shelf contains about 31% of the undiscov-
ered oil reserves in the entire Arctic, or 27 billion barrels. Gas is 
also expected to be found there but in much smaller quantities 
(U.S. Geological Survey 2008). 20% of American oil and 8% of sil-
ver are produced in Alaska. This state provides 10% of the world 
zinc production. The Bering Sea and adjacent waters provide for a 
half of the U.S. fish catch. 

Based on recent U.S. Arctic doctrines (National Strategy for 
the Arctic Region 2013; U.S. Department of Defense 2013), Amer-
ican interests in the region can be divided into several groups. 
First, it has military-strategic interests, including missile defense 
and early warning systems; deployment of sea and air systems for 
strategic sealift; strategic deterrence; maritime presence and mari-
time security operations; and ensuring freedom of navigation and 
overflight. Washington is prepared to act unilaterally if necessary 
in defense of these interests. 

Second, the U.S. has a national security interest in preventing 
terrorist attacks or other criminal acts that increase its vulnerability 
in the Arctic region. 

Third, the United States has political and economic interests—
above all, expanding its presence and activity in the region to bol-
ster its sea power. While remaining within the limits of its jurisdic-
tion in the Arctic, Washington intends to do more than just protect 
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its sovereign rights in its EEZ and exercise "appropriate control" 
over the contiguous waters; maintaining freedom of trans-Arctic 
overflights and freedom of navigation throughout the Arctic—
including the NSR which is seen by Russia as a zone under its ju-
risdiction—have also been declared top national priorities.  

It should be noted that Washington's motivation in the Far 
North has significantly changed over the post-Cold War era. Dur-
ing the Cold War, the Arctic was predominantly an area of military 
and strategic confrontation with the Soviet Union, whereas now 
economic interests—access to oil and gas resources in the Arc-
tic—are the primary goal. 

Between rivalry and cooperation. There are both overt and 
concealed differences between the U.S. and Russia on the Arctic 
issues. Like many other countries, the U.S seeks to define the sta-
tus of the NSR, running along the Arctic coast of Russia, as inter-
national. However, this would not only cost Russia significant rev-
enue from the use of the route by other countries, it would in-
crease Russia's military and strategic vulnerability from the north. 
Moreover, Moscow believes that shipping through the NSR with-
out the Russian icebreaker and pilot escort can increase the risk 
of shipwreck and oil spills. For these reasons, Moscow rejects the 
U.S. favorite principle of freedom of navigation with regard to the 
NSR saying that this is a unique case and Russia feels herself re-
sponsible for maritime safety and environment protection in this 
water area. 

Moscow and Washington also see the leading regional institu-
tion, the Arctic Council, differently. Russia is interested in expand-
ing the AC powers, while the U.S. considers the Council only a fo-
rum for discussion and opposes granting it the status of an inter-
national organization with the authority to make binding decisions. 
As the U.S. Arctic Council presidency program for 2015–2017 
demonstrates, Washington has no plans to reform this institution 
and intends to limit the AC's role to the discussions on environ-
ment protection, climate change mitigation, maritime safety, etc. 
(U.S. Department of State 2015). 
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The U.S. also strongly supports strengthening NATO's pres-
ence in the Arctic in a bid to push out other international/regional 
organizations, such as the AC and the BEAC (in which the U.S. is 
not a member). Given the current state of relations between Rus-
sia and NATO, this would have negative consequences for Rus-
sia, which has no reliable allies in the Arctic. 

Until the U.S. ratifies the UN Convention on the Law of the 
Sea, there remains the possibility of worsening disputes with Rus-
sia over borders in Arctic seas and over the continental shelf 
boundary. The U.S. has already demonstrated that it opposes 
Russia's attempts to expand its continental shelf to the Lomono-
sov and Mendeleev Ridges. Russia's application to the UNCLCS 
was rejected in 2001 due to the U.S. State Department pressure. 
Russia has not ratified the treaty with the U.S. on the Bering Sea 
boundary line (see section on territorial disputes). 

Despite these tensions, U.S.-Russian relations have signifi-
cant potential for cooperation in the Arctic. These relations are 
based on the Ilulissat Declaration signed by the "Arctic five" in 
May 2008, which recognizes the Convention on the Law of the 
Sea of 1982 as the legal basis for drawing borders, and states that 
the parties intend to resolve problems through negotiations. In 
keeping with Barack Obama's stated desire to reset relations with 
Russia, there were statements, including by the president himself 
and the secretary of state, on U.S. intentions to cooperate with 
Russia in the Arctic. However, it is likely that cooperation will be 
limited to those areas where the U.S. cannot do without Russian 
participation, particularly SAR operations in the Arctic, which was 
addressed in an international agreement signed under the auspi-
ces of the Arctic Council in May 2011. 

There are also plans for large-scale cooperation to develop 
the natural resources of the AZRF. In April 2012 Russia's Rosneft 
and the U.S. company Exxon-Mobil signed an agreement on co-
operation in the exploration and development of oil and gas de-
posits in the Kara Sea. Russia benefited from this arrangement by 
attracting the necessary financial resources (Exxon-Mobil has a 
capitalization of $400 billion) and modern technologies for explora-
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tion and drilling in northern latitudes. Rosneft and ConocoPhillips, 
an American multinational energy corporation, were also develop-
ing the promising Ardalinskoye field in the Nenets Autonomous 
Area. 

Unfortunately, with the introduction of Western sanctions 
against Russia in 2014 the above-mentioned companies had to 
suspend their exploration activities in the AZRF. According to 
some media reports, Exxon-Mobil lost $1 billion because of the 
cancellation of projects in the Kara Sea (Nilsen 2015). 

Another opportunity for bilateral cooperation is the develop-
ment of circumpolar air routes, which involves building and main-
taining communications infrastructure, as well as upgrading exist-
ing airports in Russia and building new ones. 

Cooperation between the U.S. and Russia in the field of Arctic 
research and environment protection remains mutually beneficial. 
Obviously, any decisions relating to the economic development of 
the Far North should be based on scientific analysis of the vulner-
ability of northern ecosystems and the difficult weather, social, 
domestic and other conditions. Russia has a fleet of icebreakers to 
contribute and enormous experience with Arctic expeditions. 

In the military-political sphere, the two parties should pursue 
confidence and security building measures (CSBM) in the region. 
Such CSBMs could include advance warning of deployments of 
naval forces in "sensitive" zones, as well as limiting the U.S. and 
Russian military presence in the Arctic. 

At present, it is difficult to predict how relations between the 
U.S. and Russia in the Arctic will evolve. This will depend, first, on 
the general mood in Russian-American relations, which is suscep-
tible to change in the domestic situation in one or both countries or 
international crisis. For example, the ongoing Ukrainian crisis has 
caused a general decline in U.S.-Russian bilateral relations and 
led the U.S. to unilaterally suspend cooperation with Russia in 
several areas, including hydrocarbon exploration, military-to-
military contacts and CSBMs development.  

Second, it will depend on the success of Russia's economic 
policy in the Arctic, which seeks to attract foreign investment and 
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technology. Some positive steps have already been taken in this 
regard.  

Third, it will depend on whether the U.S. sticks to its present 
course of predominantly unilateral action in the region (reiterated 
by recent U.S. national security and military doctrines), or opts for 
multilateral cooperation instead. 

Canada-Russia 

The Canadian sector of the Arctic is the second largest (25%) af-
ter the Russian sector (40%), and Canada is one of five coastal 
Arctic states that—in accordance with international law—have 
preferences in economic activity on the Arctic shelf. 

Canada's interests in the Arctic. Canada's main interest in 
the Arctic is to exploit its vast natural resources such as oil and 
gas. Along with conventional oil and gas deposits, the coastal area 
of the Canadian Arctic has huge reserves of methane hydrate. If 
commercial production is launched, these reserves would last for 
several hundred years. Nevertheless, about a third of Canada's 
proven oil and gas reserves are not in use yet. Safe technologies 
have not yet been developed, and Canada does not conduct drill-
ing on its Arctic shelf. The mechanism for insurance coverage in 
the event of a major accident or a threat to the environment has 
not been worked out either. In addition to oil and gas resources, 
the Canadian North has significant reserves of valuable minerals 
such as diamonds, copper, zinc, mercury, gold, rare earth metals 
and uranium. 

Another of Ottawa's priorities in the Arctic region is ensuring 
the sustainable socioeconomic and environmental development of 
the Canadian North. Should polar ice continue to melt, the North-
west Passage (NWP), over which Canada claims control, will only 
grow. If the NWP becomes ice-free, it could theoretically offer 
comparable economic benefits as the Northern Sea Route around 
Russia's Arctic coast, though in practice it is much more difficult 
and demanding to navigate. Compared to the Panama Canal, 
however, the NWP provides a significantly shorter route from East 
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Asia to Europe and the east coast of the United States and Cana-
da. Moreover, transit fees are not imposed. 

Ottawa's policy priorities in the Arctic were outlined in a docu-
ment titled Canada's Northern Strategy: Our North, Our Heritage, 
Our Future (2009). 

Territorial disputes. Along with Russia and Denmark, Cana-
da is seeking to extend the limits of its shelf to the underwater 
Lomonosov Ridge by filing a request with the UNCLCS at the end 
of 2013. In order to demonstrate that this ridge is an extension of 
the North American continental shelf, a U.S.-Canadian shelf sur-
vey was conducted in 2008–2009 north of Alaska onto the Alpha-
Mendeleev Ridge and eastward toward the Canadian Arctic Archi-
pelago. Russia is preparing a similar request (the first request, 
filed in 2001, was unsuccessful). So, Russia and Canada are at 
odds on this issue. 

The Lomonosov Ridge is not Ottawa's only territorial dispute 
with its Arctic neighbors. Canada is also challenging Denmark for 
ownership of the 1.3 km2 uninhabited Hans Island, and the border-
line in the Lincoln Sea. Canada is also in a dispute with the United 
States over the maritime border in the Beaufort Sea, which poten-
tially has oil and gas, as well as over the status of the Northwest 
Passage (Canada insists on its sovereign rights to this passage, 
while the U.S. considers it international waters). 

However, these arguments are not considered serious enough 
to prevent Russian cooperation with these countries, including in 
the military-political sphere. 

Canada's increased military activity in the Arctic. In an ef-
fort to catch up in the field of Arctic military security, Ottawa has in 
recent years set its sights on expanding its military presence in the 
region. For example, it plans to build a military training center on 
the banks of the Northwest Passage in the town of Resolute Bay 
(595 km from the North Pole) and maritime infrastructure. To 
strengthen the capacity of the Coast Guard, the country plans to 
build deep-water berths (in the city of Nanisivik), a new icebreaker 
named Diefenbaker, and three patrol vessels capable of operating 
in ice. The 
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latest Canadian space satellite RADARSAT-2, the joint Cana-
dian-American system NORAD, and the intelligence signals inter-
ceptor station in the town of Ehlert (Ellesmere Island, Canadian 
Arctic Archipelago) will all be used to monitor Arctic territory. The 
forces of the Canadian Rangers were modernized and increased 
from 4,000 (2007) to more than 5,000 people by the end of 2013 
(http://pm.gc.ca/eng/news/2013/08/21/canadian-rangers). They 
are largely recruited from the local indigenous populations and ex-
pected to monitor and carry out search and rescue operations in 
the Arctic. 

In 2010, the Canadian government announced the purchase 
of 65 new F-35 Lightning II fighters from the U.S. for a total of $16 
billion, including aircraft maintenance for twenty years. However, 
the purpose of these fighters in the Arctic is unclear. The F-35 is 
designed to perform tactical missions in support of ground opera-
tions, bombing and close air combat. However, none of the Arctic 
players has plans to land troops in the Canadian North, and a 
couple of old Russian bombers conducting mostly training flights 
to Canada's air border do not constitute a serious threat. Accord-
ing to experts from the Canadian Defense and Foreign Affairs In-
stitute, these purchases are more likely intended as a security 
guarantee for the future than a response to current challenges. 
According to different estimates, Canada must address other cru-
cial tasks: patrol aircraft for coast monitoring and a robust naval 
capacity.  

These and other initiatives have led to a doubling of Canada's 
total military spending since late 1990s (Blunden 2009, 127). 

Since 2008, Canada has been conducting regular exercises of 
its armed forces in the Arctic, as well as joint exercises with other 
countries. The stated purpose is to protect Canadian sovereignty 
in the Far North. Canada has no plans to invite Russia to partici-
pate in such exercises. Canada, the U.S. and Denmark are not 
only conducting joint exercises in the Arctic, but are also perform-
ing patrol functions and practicing rescue operations on the wa-
ters. 
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Nevertheless, Russian experts caution against overestimating 
the importance of these Canadian military preparations, which are 
more a demonstration of Canada's readiness to defend its eco-
nomic interests and respond to "unconventional" (non-military) 
challenges in the region than actual preparation for a large-scale 
military conflict. The Canadians have neither the desire for a large-
scale military conflict nor the logistical capabilities to execute one. 
Ottawa intends to continue relying on the United States for strate-
gic defense, as this is the most beneficial arrangement both finan-
cially and functionally. 

The influence of domestic factors on Ottawa's Arctic poli-
cy. Unfortunately, Canada's Northern Strategy is often held hos-
tage to domestic political wrangling. Politicians in every camp 
know that the majority of Canadians see asserting the country's 
sovereign rights in the Arctic as the country's number one foreign 
policy priority. According to opinion polls, 40% of Canadians sup-
port taking a "hard line" on this issue. Canadian conservatives 
most often play the "Arctic card" in elections. For example, the 
campaign rhetoric of Conservative Party leader and current Prime 
Minister of Canada Stephen Harper is frequently anti-Russian and 
pro-American. Naturally, this is not conducive to improving rela-
tions between Moscow and Ottawa on Arctic issues.  

The recent Ukrainian crisis (with some help from the pro-
Ukrainian lobby in Canada) has touched off a strong anti-Russian 
campaign in Canada, especially in Canadian media. The Canadi-
an government was the first to introduce sanctions against Russia, 
which had a spillover effect on Ottawa's relations with Russia in 
the Arctic region, temporarily freezing political dialogue between 
the two countries in the Arctic Council in which Canada currently 
presides. 

Prospects of Russian-Canadian cooperation in the Arctic. 
Despite the fact that Russia and Canada are competitors in the 
process of dividing the Arctic, they adhere to some general princi-
ples that suggest that cooperation is possible even in this prob-
lematic area. 
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The legal basis for Russian-Canadian relations includes the 
Political Agreement on Consent and Cooperation of June 19, 
1992, and a series of economic agreements: Promotion and Re-
ciprocal Protection of Investments (1991); Trade and Commercial 
Relations (1992); Economic Cooperation (1993); Avoidance of 
Double Taxation and the Prevention of Fiscal Evasion with Re-
spect to Taxes on Income and on Capital (1995); Air Communica-
tion; Principles and Bases of Cooperation Between the Federal 
Districts of the Russian Federation and the provinces and territo-
ries of Canada (2000); Cooperation in the Peaceful Uses of Atom-
ic Energy (2007). 

There are a number of documents that directly address Arctic 
issues. For example, the Joint Russian-Canadian Statement on 
Cooperation in the Arctic and the North, signed on December 18, 
2000, outlined the main aspects of bilateral cooperation in the re-
gion. In November 2007, during a visit to Canada, the Russian 
prime minister signed a number of sectoral agreements on Rus-
sian-Canadian cooperation in the Arctic, the peaceful use of atom-
ic energy, agriculture, fisheries, veterinary and phytosanitary con-
trol, and in the financial sphere.  

Apart from the legal framework, the institutional framework of 
Russian-Canadian relations is also growing stronger. In 1995, the 
Russia-Canada Intergovernmental Economic Commission (IEC) 
was created. The IEC consists of an industrial agriculture sub-
committee and working groups on construction, fuel and energy, 
mining, the Arctic and the North. As of today, nine IEC meetings 
have been held. The last regular meeting of the IEC was held on 
17 June 2013 in Moscow. 

In addition, the Russian-Canadian working group on coopera-
tion in the field of climate change has been operating since Sep-
tember 2002 (formally outside the IEC). The Canada-Russia Busi-
ness Council (CRBC) was created in October 2005. It includes 
working groups on agriculture, mining, energy, information and 
telecommunications technology, transport, finance, and the forest 
industry. 
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Despite the potential for conflict, Russia and Canada have 
numerous opportunities to establish Arctic cooperation in the fol-
lowing areas. 

Trade and economic cooperation. The Northern Air Bridge 
project involves the creation of an integrated communications sys-
tem in the Arctic (for example, by launching satellites into highly 
elliptical orbits and developing the necessary ground infrastruc-
ture) to ensure air communication between the airports in Krasno-
yarsk and Winnipeg. Another project, Arctic Bridge, involves trans-
polar shipping between the ports of Murmansk and Churchill. 

The largest joint investment projects in the Russian Arctic are: 

 purchase and development of the Kupol and Dvoynoe gold 
fields in Chukotka (Kinross Gold Corporation); 

 development of the Mangazeyskoe silver-polymetallic field in 
Yakutia (Prognoz CJSC/Silver Bear Resources); 

 design and supply of equipment for the third phase of the con-
struction of the Koryaga Oil Fields project in the Nenets Au-
tonomous Area (Globalstroy Engineering/SNC LAVALIN); 

 development of the Fedorova Tundra field (Murmansk Re-
gion); 

 adopting Canadian "cold asphalt" technology in the construc-
tion of roads in the extreme climatic conditions of the Arctic 
(Yakutia); 

 design and production of Arctic all-terrain vehicles based on 
air-inflated caterpillars; 

 promoting the deployment of wind-diesel systems capable of 
operating in the Arctic conditions of the Nenets Autonomous 
Area, etc. 

Scientific and technological cooperation. According to the Joint 
Russian-Canadian Statement on Cooperation in Science, Tech-
nology and Innovation, signed on June 2, 2011, the parties priori-
tize joint efforts in the areas of energy and energy efficiency, 
nanotechnology, biomedical technology, climate research and the 
Arctic. Given its lack of ice-breakers, special vessels for research 
in sea ice and reliable space-based communications systems, 
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Canada is interested in partnering with Russia to conduct joint re-
search in the region. The numerous scientific and educational pro-
jects of Russia and Canada include cooperation between Canadi-
an universities and the Northern (Arctic) Federal University in Ar-
khangelsk. 

Environment. The IEC Arctic and North Working Group is im-
plementing a range of projects under a program entitled "Conser-
vation and Restoration of the Biological Diversity of Northern Terri-
tories and the Environmental Protection, Cooperation in the Field 
of Agriculture and Forestry." 

In 2011, the Russian government decided to allocate in 2011–
2013 €10 million for the Project Support Instrument (PSI) being 
created under the auspices of the Arctic Council. Thus, a collec-
tive fund, which will be used to eliminate sources of environmental 
pollution and environmental "hot spots" in the Arctic, was 
launched. A legally binding document on preventing and respond-
ing to oil spills in the Arctic region is being drafted under the Arctic 
Council. Among the Council's major new projects for the upcoming 
period is creating mechanisms for ecosystem management in the 
Arctic, integrated assessment of multilateral factors of changes 
occurring in the region, and trends in human development in a 
changing Arctic. 

Indigenous peoples. In accordance with the Russian-
Canadian Declaration of Cooperation in the Arctic (2000), several 
programs aimed at creating favorable living conditions for the in-
digenous peoples of the North are being implemented. One such 
program, Exchange of Experience in Managing Northern Territo-
ries, launched in 2011, is being carried out with the participation of 
the Plenipotentiary Representative of the Russian President in the 
Siberian Federal District and the Canadian Department of Indian 
Affairs and Northern Development. The Institute of Economics and 
Industrial Engineering (Siberian Branch of the Russian Academy 
of Sciences) is providing the necessary scientific support. 

From 2006 to 2009, a Russian-Canadian cooperation program 
for the development of the North was implemented with the partic-
ipation of the Canadian International Development Agency, the 
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Ministry of Regional Development of the Russian Federation, and 
a number of Russian agencies. It addressed issues concerning in-
digenous minorities in the North. The program was conducted in 
the Yamal-Nenets Autonomous Area, the Khanty-Mansi Autono-
mous Area, and the Khabarovsk Territory. Promoting natural re-
source exploitation and small business are among the program's 
primarily humanitarian cooperation projects. 

Russia and Canada, through the IEC Arctic and North Work-
ing Group, are implementing numerous projects to create for in-
digenous minorities a model territory of traditional nature man-
agement, develop traditional local sports, and set up cultural ex-
changes between the indigenous peoples of the Russian and Ca-
nadian North. 

Under the AC aegis, Russia is working to establish a public In-
ternet archive of data about the development and culture of the 
Arctic ("Electronic Arctic Memory"), supporting young reindeer 
breeders of the North, and working with organizations of indige-
nous peoples to clear the area of sources of environmental pollu-
tion, among other initiatives. 

Resolving territorial disputes. The prospects for resolution 
of the existing territorial conflicts are quite promising because the 
two countries share some common political and legal principles. 

First, the two countries support resolving disputes through ne-
gotiations and on the basis of international law. That is how Mos-
cow and Ottawa plan to solve their dispute over the underwater 
Lomonosov Ridge, which is promising for oil and gas exploration. 
Secondly, both countries support in principle dividing the Arctic on 
the basis of sectors (drawing direct longitudinal lines from the 
North Pole). The sector method is more favorable to both coun-
tries than the so-called median line method, which would create 
regions proportional to each country's coastline. Applying the sec-
tor method would significantly increase the area of the Arctic con-
trolled by Russia and Canada. However, by signing the 2010 Nor-
wegian-Russian agreement on maritime delimitation in the Barents 
Sea, Moscow has, in fact, acknowledged that the median principle 
is acceptable as well. Third, Russia and Canada are in favor of 
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consolidating the status of transit sea routes in the Arctic (NSR 
and NWP) as internal waters, which would yield considerable eco-
nomic benefits to the two countries. 

Cooperation within the Arctic Council. Both countries as-
sign a special role to the AC, created at Canada's initiative in 
1996. The main goal of the two countries is to maintain the Arctic 
Council as the primary and most important forum for Arctic coop-
eration and strengthen the cooperation within the Council. 

According to Moscow and Ottawa, the Arctic Council is a body 
where all the major problems of the Arctic region should be ad-
dressed—from environmental and transport security to protecting 
the rights of the indigenous Arctic minorities and cultural coopera-
tion. 

Russia and Canada proposed for many years that the Arctic 
Council better define the status of permanent observers for non-
Arctic states and international organizations. This would both set 
clear limits on non-Arctic states and international organizations in 
the Arctic, while also confirming the priority of the five Arctic 
states. This is beneficial both for Russia and for Canada, which 
have the longest borders in the Arctic. A document to this effect 
was drawn up and signed at the AC Ministerial Meeting in Nuuk, 
Greenland, in May 2011, helping to streamline the process of 
granting permanent observer status to non-Arctic states and or-
ganizations. The Kiruna AC Ministerial Meeting (May 15, 2013) 
decided to grant permanent observer status to six non-Arctic 
states. 

Security. Moscow and Ottawa have taken some steps toward 
greater cooperation in this sphere. An interdepartmental memo-
randum on military cooperation has been in effect since 1994, 
which involves visits between high-ranking military officials of the 
two countries. Since 2002, Canada has participated in the Global 
Partnership program, which resulted in the signing in 2004 of a 
Russia-Canada intergovernmental agreement on cooperation in 
the destruction of chemical weapons, dismantlement of nuclear 
submarines decommissioned from the Navy, and accounting, con-
trol and physical protection of nuclear materials and radioactive 



RUSSIA IN THE ARCTIC: HARD OR SOFT POWER?   103 

 

substances. Canada announced it was allocating one billion Ca-
nadian dollars over ten years ($100 million Canadian dollars an-
nually) for this purpose. Most of these projects are being imple-
mented in the Russian Subarctic. 

Building on Ottawa's policy of demilitarizing the Arctic, Russia 
should consider Canada's initiative to ban nuclear weapons in the 
region. Russia has responded positively to this initiative (Moscow 
raised a similar idea under Mikhail Gorbachev), but has questions 
about the geographical scope of such a zone. Russia supports 
making the Arctic a nuclear-free zone, provided this would not af-
fect the stationing of troops and the activities of the Russian 
Northern Fleet, two-thirds of which consists of nuclear-armed stra-
tegic submarines. 

In recent years, Russian-Canadian cooperation has been 
growing in the field of "soft security" (new threats and challenges 
posed by climate change and expanding economic activity in the 
Arctic). Issues such as maritime safety, pollution, illegal migration, 
transnational organized crime and terrorism are increasingly tak-
ing center stage. 

It should be noted, that Canadian-Russian security coopera-
tion has been suspended as a result of the crisis in Ukraine. How-
ever, despite the current tensions caused by the Ukrainian crisis, 
there are grounds to expect Russia and Canada to intensify mutu-
ally beneficial cooperation in the Arctic. 

Russia-Norway 

As Russia and Norway are both littoral states of the Arctic Ocean 
and direct neighbors in the European Arctic, they have many over-
lapping interests and goals, as the Norwegian 2006 High North 
Strategy shows (Heininen 2011, 39–40). 

The Norwegian-Russian relations were long complicated, 
however, by the disagreement over their maritime border, until in 
2010 Norway and Russia signed a treaty on the delimitation of the 
maritime territories in the Barents Sea (see the chapter on territo-
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rial disputes), thus removing the most serious obstacle to bilateral 
cooperation. 

This Russian-Norwegian Treaty on the Barents Sea did not, 
however, settle the question of Svalbard, which presents specific 
legal problems, including the huge difference in taxation levels be-
tween Norway and the archipelago. Russian companies accessing 
the Svalbard continental shelf should enjoy the same rights as the 
Norwegian companies, which would translate to taxes of less than 
1% of the cost of the hydrocarbons produced. But as Russian law-
yer Alexander Oreshenkov explained, "If a deposit beginning with-
in the limits of the archipelago's territory extends beyond its territo-
rial waters, the Russian companies will be expected to observe 
the norms of Norway's continental mainland petroleum legislation, 
whereby 78% of the earnings from hydrocarbons produced out-
side Norway's territorial waters will go to the Norwegian treasury 
as tax payments" (Oreshenkov 2010). These financial stakes are 
bound to be at the core of future negotiations. 

The Russian presence on Spitsbergen/Svalbard remains a 
cause for conflict. Plans to build a fish-processing plant, which 
would compete with Norwegian firms, were not well received. In 
recent months, the Norwegian governor of Spitsbergen has taken 
a whole series of restrictive measures: he has expanded nature 
conservation zones to which access by Russian scientists and 
tourists is restricted or prohibited, he has required helicopters to 
obtain advance permission before landing, and has introduced 
regulations for all scientific projects to be registered in a specific 
database. When the Russian side responded to these measures 
by denying Norwegian scientists investigating biological resources 
in the Barents Sea access to the Russian economic zone, this was 
viewed as a discriminatory act. 

Norway continues to object to Russian fishing around Spits-
bergen. Since Norway introduced a 200-mile economic zone 
around the archipelago, it has regarded such fishing as poaching. 
Forcible arrests of Russian trawlers by the Norwegian navy have 
become more frequent. As Russia does not recognize the afore-
mentioned decision by Norway and considers this area open to in-
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ternational economic activity, in 2004 Russia's Northern Fleet 
started regular patrols of the waters around Spitsbergen. Norway 
particularly objected to this move, viewing it as a sign of Russian 
imperial ambitions and of Moscow's unwillingness to cooperate 
with Oslo to settle territorial and economic disputes. Norway also 
has claims to part of the Arctic shelf, but these claims are much 
more modest than those of other states. 

As leading energy suppliers in Europe, there is a good founda-
tion for a strategic partnership between Russia and Norway in the 
exploration and production of oil and gas. The first step in this di-
rection was made in 2008, when Russia's Gazprom, Norway's 
Statoil, and France's Total signed an agreement which set up the 
Shtokman Development AG company to develop the Shtokman 
gas-condensate field. Unfortunately, the final investment decision 
on this project has been postponed for the indefinite future. 

The agreement signed on May 5, 2012 between Rosneft and 
Statoil on cooperation in the joint development of parts of the Rus-
sian shelf of the Barents Sea and the Sea of Okhotsk can also be 
regarded as a promising development in Russian-Norwegian eco-
nomic relations in the Arctic. Of particular importance is the fact 
that the agreement opens up the possibility of Rosneft participat-
ing in the development of the Norwegian continental shelf areas of 
the Barents Sea and shows the intention of the Norwegian side to 
place orders with Russian shipyards for the construction of ice-
class vessels and drilling platforms. This agreement may be re-
garded as a confirmation of the economic benefits Russia gained 
by resolving the maritime delimitation issue with Norway. 

As a major supplier of mineral raw materials, especially in the 
Asia-Pacific region, Norway is objectively interested in expanding 
the possibilities of such exports through cheaper routes. This cre-
ates prerequisites for cooperation in maritime transport and in us-
ing the NSR as the shortest sea route between Europe and the 
Asia-Pacific region. However, this may lead to an element of com-
petition, since Norway is equally interested in having its ports in 
the North used for the traffic flow, whose volume is expected to 
grow. 
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Russia-Denmark 

Considered a coastal state due to Greenland, Denmark has high 
stakes in the Arctic. In its 2011 Arctic strategy the Kingdom of 
Denmark, including Denmark, Greenland and the Faroe Islands, 
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark 2011) pursues the follow-
ing priorities: 

 ensuring that the Arctic remains peaceful, secure and safe 
(supremacy of international law, strengthening of maritime 
safety, exercise of sovereign rights); 

 achieving self-sustained growth and development (using the 
highest standards in mining, renewable energy sources, sus-
tainable exploitation of biological resources, knowledge-based 
growth and development, active involvement in international 
trade); 

 promoting development while at the same time preserving the 
Arctic climate, environment and nature (extensive research of 
the consequences of climate change, protection of the envi-
ronment and biodiversity); 

 fostering international cooperation with foreign partners 
(searching for global solutions to global challenges, enhanced 
regional cooperation, safeguarding national interests on a bi-
lateral basis). 

Unfortunately, the Danish Arctic strategy envisages only rather 
limited possibilities for cooperation with Russia. For example, it is 
suggested, under the auspices of the Danish-Russian governing 
council, to cooperate more closely on strengthening navigation 
safety in Arctic waters. Additionally, enhanced cooperation with 
Russia could incorporate scientific collaboration, for example, on 
the continental shelf. It could also include the exchange of findings 
on economically, socially and environmentally sustainable devel-
opment, as well as confidence building and studies on potential 
cooperation between the Danish and Russian defense, particularly 
in the maritime area. 

It should be noted that Copenhagen takes the hardest line 
against Russia in term of delimiting the Arctic shelf. Denmark lays 
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claim to part of the Arctic shelf and is trying to prove that the Lo-
monosov Ridge is an extension of the Greenland Plate. After the 
Russian expedition of 2007, Denmark (with the United States) 
hastened to send its own expedition to the Arctic to search for evi-
dence in its favor. The general view, however, is that Denmark in-
tends to solve all territorial disputes on the basis of the Ilulissat 
Declaration, i.e. using peaceful methods (Koptelov 2012). 

Russia's relations with East Asian countries 

East Asian countries interests in the Arctic are complex and in-
volve certain economic aspects that should be emphasized above 
all. These are interests in natural resources, transportation and lo-
gistics. Then there are geopolitical interests closely linked with mil-
itary and strategic spheres; and finally there are environmental, 
climatic and other scientific and research interests, both from theo-
retical academic viewpoints and for application purposes (for more 
detail, see The Arctic Yearbook 2012, Section I: Arctic Strategies, 
46–109). 

East Asian countries' interest in the Arctic's natural resources 
can be explained by at least two reasons—the relative deficit of 
such resources in these countries and by the abundance of the 
Arctic's natural resources. 

The importance of the East Asian countries' transportation and 
logistics interests in the Arctic is steadily growing with the increase 
of the export potential of their economies and China's recent rank-
ing as the top exporting state of the world (2010). East Asian 
leaders clearly understand the benefits of commercial transporta-
tion via the Arctic seas. The Northwest Passage is the shortest 
route from the Atlantic to the Pacific, and the Northern Sea Route, 
which goes all along the Arctic coast of Russia, can almost halve 
the distance between East Asian countries and Western Europe. 

Moreover, the exploration of strategically important resources 
and the development of new sea routes in the Arctic are not only 
of indisputable commercial and economic value for East Asian 
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countries, but also hold geopolitical and military and strategic im-
portance.  

Climate change and environment degradation are also priority 
issues for East Asian countries. They have specifically drawn the 
attention of the global community to these issues, stating that "the 
Arctic is the main region responsible for the weather in the North-
ern hemisphere, including the territory of China", that there might 
be a relation between the natural disasters in China and that the 
"stable increase in global temperatures and the melting of the Arc-
tic ice play a critical role in this process" (Karlusov 2012). 

Given their significant interests in the Arctic, East Asian coun-
tries pursue quite aggressive strategies in the region. This has 
been shown not only by the growth of bilateral contacts between 
East Asian countries and Arctic countries, but also by their active 
policies within sub-regional institutions such as the AC and the 
BEAC.  

Russia has differed with East Asian countries on issues such: 

 The internationalization of the Arctic. Moscow has opposed 
the leitmotif of East Asian countries' Arctic policies that the 
North is part of the commons, or a "human treasure" which 
should be exploited and preserved together; 

 The internationalization of the NSR, granting East Asian coun-
tries (especially China, as Russia's "strategic partner") some 
special rights (or bypassing the existing routes due to ice melt-
down);  

 Upgrading East Asian countries' status in the Arctic Council by 
granting them permanent observer status (POS). The latter is-
sue has become topical because East Asian countries and 
some other non-Arctic states have been putting pressure on 
the AC member states to consider their applications for POS. 
Russian (and Canadian) concerns in this regard were ex-
plained as follows: (a) East Asian countries have not suffi-
ciently contributed to regional/ sub-regional cooperation, as 
required by the AC rules; (b) Their future roles in and potential 
contribution to the AC's activities were unclear; (c) Their up-
graded status could legitimize East Asian countries' demands 
on their ‘share of the Arctic pie' (natural resources); (d) An ex-



RUSSIA IN THE ARCTIC: HARD OR SOFT POWER?   109 

 

panded AC may be even less effective than the current AC; 
(e) Granting POS to even one applicant will inevitably result in 
the displeasure of others and unhealthy competition among 
them. 

However, with time, Russian opposition to granting East Asian 
countries POS has waned because these countries promised big 
investments in the Russia Arctic Zone. There was also the possi-
bility that, if neglected, East Asian countries could align with other 
rejected countries to establish an alternative organization that 
could undermine the AC's effectiveness. As a result, at the Kiruna 
ministerial meeting of the Arctic Council, China, Japan, South Ko-
rea, India and Singapore, together with Italy, were granted the sta-
tus of (permanent) observers. 

Potential areas for cooperation between East Asian countries 
and Russia could be investment in the AZRF mining, oil and gas 
industries; development of NSR infrastructure; introduction of the 
environmentally friendly maritime fuel; support for Arctic environ-
ment-related research; cooperation in the AC's working groups 
(Emergency Prevention, Preparedness and Response; Arctic 
Monitoring and Assessment Program Working Group; Circumpolar 
Biodiversity Monitoring Program of the Conservation of Arctic Flo-
ra and Fauna Working Group; Arctic Ocean Review Project of the 
Protection of the Arctic Marine Environment Working Group) and 
expert groups (the Ecosystem-Based Management Expert Group). 
It should be noted that in its relations with East Asian countries 
Moscow faces an uneasy choice between the need to maintain 
cooperative relations with China, its key "strategic partner", and 
protect its national interests in the Arctic. 

NATO and Russia in the Arctic 

Since 2008 NATO has tried to redefine its place in international 
Arctic cooperation and expand its activity in the entire High North. 
The alliance's most prominent representatives have made a series 
of statements on the Arctic; meetings and expert seminars have 
addressed the key issues. NATO clearly defined its priorities in the 
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region at a conference on security prospects in the High North 
held in Reykjavik at the end of January 2009. In formal terms, 
NATO will focus on "soft" security—the ecological consequences 
of global warming and of human activity in the Arctic, the risks of 
ecological and manmade disasters, and so on. 

This focus does not, however, exclude a purely military com-
ponent of NATO policy, as reflected in a series of exercises con-
ducted under the alliance's aegis. In fact, NATO has declared a 
new priority area: the global competition for resources. As envi-
sioned by NATO leaders, the main factors influencing the alli-
ance's military potential and development are "the political condi-
tions in the world community, the operational and strategic situa-
tion, and the reserves of resources and their distribution at the 
global level." This view is confirmed by statements made by for-
mer NATO Secretary General Jaap de Hoop Scheffer to the effect 
that "NATO is set the task of consolidating its grip on regions that 
contain existing and prospective deposits of energy resources and 
routes of their transportation" (Scheffer 2009). In this regard, 
Scheffer has declared that NATO has a strategic interest in the 
Arctic. The alliance's Arctic states (the United States, Canada, 
Norway, Denmark and Iceland), however, disagree over where to 
draw the 200-mile boundary and the shelf boundaries; these dis-
putes can be viewed as justification for broadening the EEZs. 
Scheffer proposed turning NATO into a forum in which these five 
countries could discuss their differences: "We must ensure that, as 
we look today at the High North, and perhaps in the future at other 
regions, we do not get drawn down the path of regionalization—
because that is the path to fragmentation. And that is a path we 
must avoid at all costs" (Scheffer 2009). 

The implication is that the Arctic states should not have sole 
jurisdiction over the use of the region's energy resources. To justi-
fy the alliance's military presence, Scheffer observed that certain 
states were expanding their military potential and activity in the 
Arctic. This statement may refer only to Russia, although he did 
not say so directly. For example, the exercises conducted in Nor-
way on March 13–26, 2009, under the code name Cold Response, 
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show that Scheffer's statements and NATO's involvement are 
aimed precisely at Russia. According to the scenario of Cold Re-
sponse, "The large non-democratic state ‘Nordland' has declared 
its rights to an oil deposit located in the territorial waters of the 
small democratic state ‘Midland.'" However, the entry of Midland's 
allies into the war leads to victory. Russian experts believe that the 
exercises were conducted to ascertain Norway/NATO positions in 
the Arctic. According to a representative of the Norwegian De-
fense Ministry, the authors of the scenario had in mind not only 
Spitsbergen/Svalbard but any other territory where a dispute could 
arise (Diatlikovich and Grebtsov 2009). 

The Russian experts disagree over the reasons and motives 
underlying NATO's involvement in the High North. According to 
one view, NATO, sensing challenges from other international or-
ganizations dealing with European, trans-Atlantic, and global se-
curity (the UN, the EU, the Organization for Security and Coopera-
tion in Europe, the Council of the Baltic Sea States, the BEAC, the 
African Union, the Collective Security Treaty Organization, the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization, etc.), is trying to uphold its 
role as chief guarantor of regional and global security and thereby 
prove that it is needed and effective in a changing world (Shapa-
rov 2013).  

This claim has become increasingly questionable. NATO is 
trying to demonstrate that, while it still has the potential to deter 
any military threat, it is actively transforming itself into an organiza-
tion with new peacekeeping tasks: dealing with the consequences 
of natural and manmade disasters, search and rescue operations, 
the fight against illegal migration and drug trafficking, and other 
challenges to "soft" security. NATO plans to focus on precisely 
such problems in the Arctic. 

Another school paints NATO as an instrument by which indi-
vidual states strive to advance their own interests in the Arctic, ra-
ther than the vehicle of a united policy for the Western community 
(Konyshev and Sergunin 2012). For example, Norway, which as-
signs the High North a leading place in its domestic and foreign 
policy, has long called for strengthening NATO's role in the Arctic. 
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Speaking at the Oslo Military Society in January 2009, Norway's 
defense minister spoke of his country's intention to call NATO's at-
tention to questions of the High North and observed that the alli-
ance is now showing heightened interest in the region. Norwegian 
officials and independent experts point out that on its own, Oslo 
cannot defend its economic and military-strategic interests in the 
Arctic or create the necessary military potential. 

Similar considerations also guide some of the other NATO 
member states in the unfolding "battle" for the Arctic—Canada and 
Denmark, for example. Like Norway, they are not in a position to 
stand up to more powerful rivals on their own. On the one hand, 
they hope that NATO will defend their interests in the face of Rus-
sia's growing strength in the region; on the other hand, they hope 
that NATO will arbitrate disputes over Arctic issues among its 
member-states and restrain increasing pressure from the United 
States, which has lagged behind other countries in joining the con-
test for Arctic resources. The United States, conversely, hopes to 
use its authority in NATO to exert pressure on its competitors with-
in the alliance.  

On the whole, there are many Russian decision-makers and 
experts who expect that NATO will continue to expand its activities 
in the Arctic. This may have some negative implications for Rus-
sia. Moscow is especially concerned with the NATO plans to in-
volve Finland and Sweden into its activities and eventually incor-
porate them into the alliance. Particularly, the Kremlin refers to the 
September 2014 NATO summit's decision to enhance its military 
cooperation with Helsinki and Stockholm. If these two countries 
should join NATO, the Russian analysts warn, this could change 
radically the Arctic strategic balance and bring the region on the 
brink of a renewed military confrontation. 

Opponents of this view believe that NATO is unlikely to con-
duct an effective policy in the region. First, it has limited scope and 
resources for rapidly creating the necessary infrastructure (espe-
cially amid the global economic crisis). Second, the alliance is it-
self driven by internal discord on matters concerning the Arctic. A 
number of NATO member-states have their own ambitions and 
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claims on this region, which has led to U.S.–Canadian and Dan-
ish–Canadian conflicts over specific Arctic policy issues (definition 
of EEZs, division of the continental shelf, etc.). This school calls 
for taking into account the fact that NATO has been transformed 
from a transatlantic military organization for collective defense into 
a more global military-political institution, as its activities in the 
Balkans, Afghanistan and Libya show. Part of the price for this is 
that NATO has not so far been able to redefine its mission in the 
Arctic, though there have been some efforts in the early 21st cen-
tury to do so (Heininen, Sergunin, Yarovoy 2014).  

If, however, NATO succeeds to expand its activity in the Arc-
tic, particularly in the European Arctic, there is a risk that NATO 
could try to sideline Russia in the emerging Arctic security system, 
as it does, for example, in the rest of Europe. Some NATO mem-
ber states, such as Norway and Denmark, will continue to use the 
alliance to strengthen their positions in the region vis-a-vis Russia. 
In any case, Russia has therefore to prepare itself for an uneasy 
dialogue with NATO so as to find acceptable forms of cooperation 
in the Arctic.  

EU, Russia and the Arctic  

Since the late 1990s, the EU has shown a great interest in the 
Arctic, justifying this by its concern over the competition between 
various powers for the natural resources of the High North, over 
territorial disputes and the claims of several countries to control 
the Arctic sea passages, and over ecological ‘'hot spots'' in the re-
gion. 

Initially, the EU mostly limited its activities in the Arctic to the 
implementation of the Northern Dimension program (for more de-
tails see Heininen 2001; Joenniemi and Sergunin 2003; Konyshev 
and Sergunin 2012). In the early 2000s, the idea of an "Arctic win-
dow" grew popular in the EU and was reflected in the new concept 
of the ND adopted in November 2006. The EU actively cooperated 
with three regional institutions concerned with Arctic issues—the 
AC, BEAC and the Nordic Council of Ministers (NCM).  
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In October 2007, the European Commission adopted the Ac-
tion Plan for an Integrated Maritime Policy, which touched on is-
sues such as the division of the continental shelf and the exploita-
tion of sea routes in the Arctic. 

In March 2008 the European Commission and the High Rep-
resentative of the EU for Common Foreign and Security Policy 
(CFSP) drafted a joint document titled "Climate Change and Inter-
national Security" (Commission of the European Communities 
2008a) which focused largely on ecological problems. In particu-
lar, the following issues were highlighted: the destruction of the es-
tablished ecosystem as a result of the melting polar ice; the nega-
tive consequences of economic activity in connection with the de-
velopment of the region's natural resources and the increasing 
number of international trade routes; and intensified competition 
among Arctic powers for the use of natural resources and sea 
routes in the Arctic. 

To prevent dangerous developments, it was proposed: 

 to intensify the activity of regional organizations under the ae-
gis of the renewed ND; 

 to work out an EU Arctic strategy with special emphasis on 
ensuring equal access for various countries to the natural re-
sources and trade routes of the region; 

 to establish a dialogue with Arctic countries that do not belong 
to the EU on how global climate change might affect interna-
tional security. 

The non-EU (Russian, Norwegian, Icelandic, U.S. and Canadian) 
experts have viewed this document as a EU's attempt to claim a 
role in the Arctic affairs. It has also been noted that much of the 
impetus pushing the EU toward a more aggressive Arctic policy 
has come from three Arctic member-states—Denmark, Sweden, 
and, in particular, Finland (Heininen 2011, 26 and 29), that felt ex-
cluded from Arctic affairs despite heavily impacting and having 
significant interests in the region. 

In November 2008 the European Commission released a 
communication on "The European Union and the Arctic Region," 
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(Commission of the European Communities 2008b) designed to 
outline the key points of the EU's Arctic strategy. The document 
sets goals and makes recommendations for the organization of 
Arctic research and working with indigenous peoples, fishing, the 
extraction of hydrocarbons, navigation, political and legal struc-
tures, and interaction with regional organizations. In particular, it 
identifies the three main priorities for the EU's future policy in the 
region: 

 protecting the Arctic environment and indigenous peoples; 

 ensuring the stable development of the region and the rational 
use of its natural resources; 

 developing a mechanism for multilateral cooperation in the 
Arctic. 

The last point deserves special attention. The press release is-
sued by the European Commission on the adoption of the com-
munication states: "Enhancing the European Union's contribution 
to Arctic cooperation will open new perspectives in our relations 
with the Arctic states. The EU is ready to work with them to in-
crease stability, to enhance Arctic multilateral governance through 
the existing legal frameworks as well as to keep the right balance 
between the priority goal of preserving the environment and the 
need for sustainable use of natural resources, including hydrocar-
bons" (The Arctic Merits the European Union's Attention 2008). 
The document notes the need for broad dialogue on questions of 
Arctic policy on the basis of the UN Convention on the Law of the 
Sea, and the key roles played by the Northern Dimension and the 
Arctic Council (in whose work Russia takes an active part) in co-
operation in the Arctic. 

Despite such "multilateralist" rhetoric, these documents hardly 
mentioned Russia and the BEAC, which are considered important 
regional players indispensable for the success of regional cooper-
ation in the Arctic. 

One year later, in 2009, the EU Council of Ministers of Foreign 
Affairs approved the Commission's communication. In January 
2011, the European Parliament called for a more active EU Arctic 
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policy, but its voice in such matters is merely advisory. Finally, in 
July 2012, the Commission and the EU's High Representative for 
CFSP submitted a progress report and an evaluation of the EU 
Arctic Policy (European Commission and EU High Representative 
2012). 

These documents may seem ambitious only if one does not 
take into account the above mentioned limited political instruments 
available to the EU. In practice it all boils down to monitoring, re-
search and discussions, many of which are designed to persuade 
the Arctic countries of the need to maintain higher environmental 
standards, even to the detriment of their economic activity. It is not 
surprising that a few of the non-EU countries of the Arctic region 
are not overly enthusiastic about these claims although they per-
ceive them as reasonable and do not refuse to participate in dia-
logue initiated by the EU. To demonstrate a relative EU's weak-
ness in Arctic politics it should be mentioned that the Brussels' bid 
for the POS was declined by the 2013 AC Kiruna meeting. 

It is possible to conclude that for the foreseeable future the EU 
will attempt to strengthen its presence in the region with increasing 
vigor and uphold its claims for the Arctic more resolutely. Howev-
er, unlike NATO or the U.S., the EU will do this without any partic-
ular emphasis on military power, preferring to use diplomatic and 
economic methods. 



 

Chapter 8.  

Russia and the Territorial Disputes  

in the High North 

The territorial disputes in the High North are seen by Russian 
strategists as a significant threat to the country's security. It should 
be noted that the Arctic region has inherited a number of territorial 
disputes from the Cold War era and Russia was a party to them. 
Some of these conflicts were successfully settled down while oth-
ers are still waiting for their resolution. The analysis below ad-
dresses four cases—the U.S.-Soviet/Russian dispute on the Ber-
ing Sea, Norwegian-Russian dispute on the Barents Sea, Sval-
bard issue and the Russian claim on the extension of its continen-
tal shelf in the Arctic Ocean. 

The U.S.-Russian dispute on the Bering Sea  

Named for the Danish-born Russian explorer Vitus Bering, the 
Bering Sea is an 885,000 nautical mile2 (2,292,150 km2) extension 
of the Pacific Ocean that lies between Russia and Alaska. It is 
bordered to the South by the Aleutian Islands, and the northern 
Bering Strait separates it from the Arctic Ocean. It is the third larg-
est sea in the world. The combination of its natural characteristics, 
such as shallow continental shelves and seasonal ice, has created 
one of the richest fisheries in the world. The sea is connected to 
the Arctic Ocean by the Bering Strait, which separates Asia from 
North America and is believed to have been a land bridge during 
the Ice Age that enabled migration from Asia to North America. 

The Sources of the Dispute. There were three major causes of 
the conflict: 

 The Bering Sea constitutes a strategically important area for 
both the U.S. and Russian fishing industries. It supplies a third 
of Russia's and a half of the United States' total annual catch 
(Conley & Kraut 2010). On the Russian side, commercial fish-
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eries catch approximately $600 million worth of seafood annu-
ally, while the U.S. Bering Sea catches are $1 billion worth 
approximately each year (The International Bering Sea Forum 
2006). Both for the Alaskan and Russian Far East's regional 
economies, fishery is important in terms of revenues, em-
ployment and sustainable development. For example, in case 
of Russia the fishing industry directly employs over 100,000 
people and around one million indirectly (Laruelle 2014: Ch. 
7). The Bering Sea catch is important not only for the U.S. and 
Russian domestic seafood consumption but also for the two 
fishing industries' expansion on the East Asian markets. 

It should be noted that along with the legal market a quickly devel-
oping black market of Alaska pollack and Bering crab exists in the 
region, one which involves not only the Russian Far East but also 
China, Japan and South Korea. It is estimated that the fish caught 
in Russian waters exceeds the official quota by at least 150% (The 
International Bering Sea Forum 2006). This is because poaching 
is rampant, and the Russian organized crime is heavily involved in 
the fish trade. The Russian "fish, crab and caviar mafias" not only 
aim at expanding its commercial activities and sidelining their for-
eign rivals but also at establishing control over the regional gov-
ernments and federal agencies in the Russian Far East. 

Overfishing creates numerous ecological problems in the re-
gion. According to some accounts, as a result of intensive trawl-
ing, species such as crab and perch are in serious decline in the 
entire Bering Sea, while the stocks of pollack fluctuate in an un-
predictable manner from year to year. The once-plentiful pollack 
have had especially dramatic declines on the Western (Russian) 
side of the Bering Sea because of illegal fishing. In the Eastern 
(U.S.) Bering Sea, harvests of snow crab have declined by 85% 
since 1999 (The International Bering Sea Forum 2006). 

In turn, the ecological problems serve as another source of the 
U.S.-Russia tensions because they increase competition between 
American and Russian fishermen and lead to mutual accusations 
of inability to effectively regulate commercial fisheries in the re-
gion. 
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 The ‘hydrocarbon factor' also plays some role in keeping the 
dispute alive. First, oil and gas deposits have been discovered 
in both the offshore and onshore territories near the Bering 
Sea. But the main ‘apple of discord' is not the Bering Sea itself 
but the adjacent Chukchi and East Siberian Seas (parts of the 
Arctic Ocean) where the U.S. and Russian maritime and con-
tinental shelves' boundaries are not settled. According to the 
recent U.S. Minerals Management Service's estimates, the po-
tential oil and gas reserves in the Bering and Chukchi Seas 
comprise some 24 billion barrels of oil and 126 trillion cubic 
feet of natural gas (Kaczynski 2007: 2). 

 Moreover, the Bering Sea is an important transport junction 
between the Russian Far East and East Asia, on the one 
hand, and Alaska, on the other. Additionally, with growing im-
portance of the NSR (controlled by Russia) and North-West 
Passage (controlled by Canada) the Bering Sea (and espe-
cially the Bering Strait) constitutes an important transit area for 
the future traffic from East Asia to Europe and North America 
(and back). 

The Historical Dynamics of the Conflict. Historically, the roots of 
the dispute can be detected as early as in the Russo-American 
accord on the cession of Alaska. The Convention of 1867 deter-
mined two geographical lines—one in the Bering Sea and the 
second one in the Arctic Ocean—to delimit American and Russian 
territories. However, in case of the Bering Sea the 1867 Agree-
ment actually only applied to maritime territories and was not in-
tended for the delimitation of EEZs or continental shelf, the con-
cepts that did not exist at that time. 

Being concerned about the possible discovery of unknown 
lands by Western countries in the Arctic Ocean and repeated U.S. 
claims on some islands in this ocean (such as Wrangell, Herald, 
Bennett, Jeannette, and Henrietta Islands), the Bolshevik Russia 
tried to fix its control over the remote northern territories. On April 
15, 1926, the Central Executive Committee of the Soviet Union is-
sued a decree entitled "On the Proclamation of Lands and Islands 
Located in the Arctic Ocean as Territory of the USSR". According 
to the decree, the Western boundary of the Soviet sector was de-
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fined as the meridian 168°49' 30" W. long. From Greenwich, bi-
secting the strait separating the Ratmanov and Kruzenstern Is-
lands, of the Diomede group in the Bering Sea (The Central Exec-
utive Committee of the Soviet Union 1964).  

As some U.S. legal experts believe, in practical terms, this de-
cree led to establishing the Soviet control not only over the five is-
lands in the Arctic Ocean but also on the Copper Island (with Sea 
Lion Rock and Sea Otter Rock) which, according to this school, 
should belong to the U.S. under the 1867 Convention (Olson et al. 
1998). However, as the U.S. State Department's official document 
emphasizes, none of the islands or rocks above were included in 
the U.S. purchase of Alaska from Russia in 1867, and they have 
never been claimed by the U.S., although Americans were in-
volved in the discovery and exploration of some of them (U.S. De-
partment of State 2009).  

Over time, and in particular when in 1976 both the USSR and 
U.S. decided to define the limits of their EEZs in the economically 
important region, the 1867 Convention line in the Bering Sea be-
came the contentious marine boundary between the two countries. 
In 1977 the U.S. and USSR exchanged diplomatic notes indicating 
their intent "to respect the line set forth in the 1867 Convention" as 
the limit to each countries' fisheries jurisdiction where the 200 nau-
tical mile boundaries overlapped. However, the differences in each 
country's interpretation of the 1867 Convention became apparent 
very soon, making an area of nearly 15,000 nautical miles2 a sub-
ject of a dispute. While the two countries agreed to continue re-
specting each other's interpretation of the Alaska purchase 
agreement as an interim measure, the U.S.-Soviet talks began in 
the early 1980s to resolve the differing interpretations. Unfortu-
nately, the language of the 1867 Convention was silent on the 
type of line, map projection and horizontal datum used to describe 
this boundary. Moreover, neither Moscow nor Washington has 
produced the authenticated maps used during the negotiations to 
resolve the issue. 
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Figure 6.  Differences Between the Bering Sea U.S.-Russian Marine Boundary of 

1867 Using Rhomb and Geodetic Lines on a Mercator Projection 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: Kaczynski 2007: 3 

It should be noted that cartographers normally use two types of 
lines to demarcate marine boundaries. There are rhomb lines, on 
the one hand, and geodetic lines (also known as great circle arcs), 
on the other (Kaczynski 2007: 2). Both lines are used on two 
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common map projections, Mercator and conical. Depending on the 
type of line and map projection used, lines will be either straight or 
curved. For instance, a rhomb line will appear as a straight line on 
a Mercator projection, whereas a geodetic line will be a curved 
one (see figure 6). 

Because both Washington and Moscow interpreted the 1867 
line as a straight line, the USSR defined the Bering Sea marine 
boundary as a rhomb line on a Mercator projection while the U.S. 
opted for a geodetic line on a conical projection. As a result of 
these differences each country's claim included a maximal part of 
the disputed maritime area.  

It took nine years of negotiations to conclude an agreement on 
a new U.S.-Soviet maritime boundary in the Bering Sea. Accord-
ing to some speculations, Soviet negotiators may have ceded ter-
ritory in the Bering Sea to the U.S. in order to waive the U.S. ob-
jections to the Soviet proposals to divide the territory north of the 
Bering Strait (in the Arctic Ocean). Furthermore, Moscow probably 
hoped that agreement with Washington could help the USSR to 
accelerate its talks with Norway on their maritime boundary in the 
Barents Sea. Other reports suggested that Washington promised 
some 150,000 tons of pollack compensation in an annual quota 
from the U.S. side of the Bering Sea if the treaty was to be signed 
and ratified by Moscow. Such a practice has actually existed in 
late 1970s but the U.S. stopped it as a part of economic sanctions 
against the USSR after the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979. 
Finally, some authors speculated that the Soviet Foreign Minister 
Eduard Shevardnadze simply exceeded his authority by signing 
the maritime boundary agreement with his U.S. counterpart James 
Baker (Kaczynski 2007: 4; Palamar' 2009). 

However, the Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov has re-
pudiated these speculations in 2005 by saying that the draft of the 
treaty was endorsed by the Soviet government (Palamar' 2009). 

The agreement which was signed on June 1, 1990 (Agree-
ment between the United States of America and the Union of So-
viet Socialist Republics 1990) split the difference between the US 
claim to a geodetic line and the Soviet claim to a rhomb line as 



RUSSIA IN THE ARCTIC: HARD OR SOFT POWER?   123 

 

shown on a Mercator projection (see figure 7). The section be-
tween the Russian and U.S. sectors, which lies 200 miles out from 
the coastlines of both countries, is known as "The Donut Hole," 
and is considered international waters, or a global commons. This 
comprises 10% of the Bering Sea. The 1990 Agreement also cre-
ated several "special areas." Special areas were areas on either 
country's respective side of the 1867 line but beyond 200 nautical 
miles from the baseline. There were three such areas on the U.S. 
side of the marine boundary called "eastern special areas" and 
one on the Soviet side called the "western special area." The 
USSR ceded all claims to sovereign rights and jurisdiction in the 
eastern special areas to the U.S. and respectively Washington 
ceded all claims to sovereign rights and jurisdiction in the western 
special area to Moscow. 

The same day (June 1), in a separate exchange of diplomatic 
notes, the two countries agreed to apply the agreement provision-
ally (State Department Watch 2009). This agreement took effect 
on June 15, 1990. Being an executive agreement, it can be re-
scinded at any time by either party unilaterally. 

Although both countries ceded territory from their previous 
claims, the US still controlled a far greater amount of area in the 
Bering Sea than if the new agreement had been based on the 
equidistant line principle normally used in international boundary 
disputes. It was quickly ratified by the U.S. Senate (on September 
16, 1991), which was eager to keep control on the area rich in fish 
and to begin the sale of offshore oil and gas leases. 

Criticism of the 1990 Agreement. The 1990 Agreement has 
evoked a heavy criticism both in the Soviet and Russian parlia-
ments for rushing the deal by the Gorbachev-Shevardnadze tan-
dem, ceding the Russian fishing rights and other maritime bene-
fits. Many Russian politicians and analysts called for renegotiation 
of the agreement. The opponents to ratification have put forward 
multiple arguments. 
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Figure 7.  The U.S.-Soviet Maritime Boundary, as of 1990 Agreement 

 
Source: http://go.usa.gov/3pBfR. Public domain. 

According to one legal expert, the Baker-Shevardnadze line 
(which was mainly based on the 1867 Convention line) brought 70 
percent of the disputed areas of the Bering Sea under American 
jurisdiction. If instead the median line principle had been used, it 
could have provided the USSR with an additional 25,000 km2 of 
sea (Vylegzhanin 2010). According to the State Duma's (Russian 
legislature) resolution of July 14, 2002, because of the 1990 
Agreement, Moscow had lost two sectors of the Soviet EEZ in the 
Bering Sea (23,700 km2 and 7,700 km2) and 43,600 km2 of its con-
tinental shelf in the central part of the Bering Sea (beyond the 200 
nautical mile EEZ). Russia has also lost between 1.6 and 1.9 mil-
lion tons of fish in the 1990s (State Duma of the Russian Federa-
tion 2002). The Navarinsk and Aleut fields which are potentially 
rich in hydrocarbons were also ceded to the U.S. 
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The opponents of the Treaty have also questioned the legal 
status of the Baker-Shevardnadze executive agreement because 
the Soviet treaty law did not allow the procedure of an internation-
al agreement's ‘provisional implementation' (Palamar' 2009). 

As result of the above criticism first the Soviet Supreme Coun-
cil and then the Russian State Duma had postponed the ratifica-
tion of the 1990 Treaty for indefinite time. 

There were the U.S. critics of the 1990 Agreement as well. 
They believed that this treaty has legitimized Russia's control over 
eight islands in the Arctic Ocean and Bering Sea as well as de-
prived Alaska from the maritime area which is rich in fish and—
potentially—oil and gas. 

The American opponents of the 1990 Treaty insisted that it 
has been concluded with numerous violations of the U.S. legal 
procedures. Particularly, it was prepared secretly, without consul-
tations with the U.S. Congress. They also noted that the U.S.-
Soviet executive agreement on provisional implementation of the 
delimitation treaty has not been disclosed in any public news re-
lease when it has been signed on June 1, 1990. It was not men-
tioned neither in the President George Bush's transmittal of the 
proposed treaty to the Senate nor at the Senate committee hear-
ings or in the full house debate in September 1991 (Olson et al. 
1998). 

It should be noted, however, that in contrast with the Russian 
opponents to the 1990 Agreement their American ‘counterparts' 
were marginal and unable to get significant support at the federal 
level (neither in Congress nor President's Administration). 

Current status of the Dispute. Given the Russian dissatisfac-
tion with the 1990 Treaty, under the Clinton administration the 
talks between the U.S. State Department and Russian Foreign 
Ministry have begun in an attempt to resolve the issue. There was 
even an offer to concede some fish quotas to Russia as an incen-
tive for ratification in 1997 but it has been withdrawn by the U.S. 
side without any explanation (Kaczynski 2007: 5). 

Washington maintains its firm position that the 1990 Treaty is 
binding and the Baker-Shevardnadze line constitutes the maritime 
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boundary between the two countries. The U.S. policy aims at 
providing evidence of a continued "general state practice" that the 
boundary delineated by the 1990 Agreement is the actual marine 
border between the U.S. and Russia. Such evidence as well as 
"opinio juris"—a sense of obligation to comply with the practice—
are required by the customary international law to legitimize an in-
ternational agreement that did not fully come into force. 

As some experts believe, Russia cannot legally undermine the 
1990 Treaty, even if it refuses to ratify it (Laruelle 2014: ch. 5). 
Moscow has observed the Baker-Shevardnadze line for more than 
20 years and thus helped Washington to provide both the evi-
dence of a continued "general state practice" and "opinio juris". As 
some Russian international law experts suggest, it is not in Mos-
cow's interest to question the legitimacy of the 1990 Treaty be-
cause, on the one hand, such a negative policy can undermine 
Russia's reputation of a responsible international actor and, on the 
other hand, the 1867 line (on which the 1990 document is based) 
can be both mutually beneficial and helpful for reaching a U.S.-
Russian compromise on the division of the Arctic maritime territo-
ries (Vylegzhanin 2010: 9). 

As far as Russia's future policies on the 1990 Treaty is con-
cerned Moscow can at best hope to negotiate some new, more fa-
vorable, fishing rules to compensate the losses incurred in fishing 
because of this agreement and create new bilateral mechanisms 
to open the U.S. fishing zones up to Russian fishermen. There are 
also some plans to create a U.S.-Russian natural park for the pro-
tection of biodiversity in the Bering Strait region with a provisional 
name of Beringia and thus to settle the problem in a friendly way 
(Laruelle 2014: ch. 5; Palamar' 2009). Such a park could be based 
on the experiences of the existing ethno-natural park with the 
same name on the Russian side of the Bering Strait (established 
in 1993) (http://beringiapark.ru/). 

The two countries acknowledge the positive experiences got 
from the implementation of "The Convention on the Conservation 
and Management of Pollack Resources in the Central Bering 
Sea", which was signed in 1994 by China, South Korea, Russia, 
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the U.S., Japan and Poland and was designed to regulate fisher-
ies on the "Donut Hole." 

On the formal level, the U.S. and Russia regularly holds dis-
cussions on Bering Sea issues, particularly issues related to fish-
eries management, but, as the American side emphasizes, these 
discussions do not affect the placement of the U.S.-Russia 
boundary or the jurisdiction over any territory or the sovereignty of 
any territory. The U.S. has no intention of reopening discussion of 
the 1990 Maritime Boundary Agreement. 

The Russian-Norwegian dispute  

on the Barents Sea.  

The Barents Sea is the part of the Arctic Ocean. Named for the 
Dutch explorer Willem Barents, it is bounded by the Norwegian 
and northwestern Russian mainland (south), the Norwegian Sea 
and Svalbard (west), Franz Josef Land (north), and the Kara Sea 
and Novaya Zemlya (east). It is 1,300 km long and 1,050 km wide 
and covers 1,405,000 sq km. Its average depth is 229 m, with a 
maximum depth of 600 m in the major Bear Island Trench. 

The Sources of the Dispute. The Barents Sea is rich in various 
natural resources. First, due to the North Atlantic drift, it has a high 
biological production compared to other seas and oceans of simi-
lar latitude. The fisheries of the Barents Sea, in particular the cod 
fisheries, are of great importance for both Norway and Russia. 

Second, according to some accounts, the Barents Sea may 
hold vast hydrocarbon resources. A recent assessment by the 
U.S. Geological Survey estimated the mean undiscovered, con-
ventional, technically recoverable petroleum resources in the Bar-
ents Sea Shelf include 11 billion barrels of crude oil, 380 trillion 
cubic feet of natural gas, and two billion barrels of natural gas liq-
uids (Klett and Gautier 2009). 

Norway and the USSR started their exploration activities in the 
region in the late 1970s, but in the 1980s they agreed not to carry 
out exploration or exploitation activities in the previously disputed 
area. Deposits discovered so far in the Barents Sea outside the 
formerly disputed area include the Norwegian Snøhvit gas field 
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and Goliat oil field and the Russian Shtokman gas field (see figure 
8). 

The Barents Sea is also an important transport junction be-
tween Russia, on the one hand, and North Europe and North At-
lantic, on the other. Moreover, the Northern Sea Route starts on 
the border of the Barents and Kara seas and continues eastward. 

The pursuit of control over the economically and strategically 
important region as well as the lack of a proper legal regime in the 
Barents Sea were conducive to the Norwegian-Russian dispute on 
these maritime territories. 

History of the Dispute. The Norwegian-Russian dispute on the 
Barents Sea dates back to the 1920s. The above mentioned 1926 
Soviet decree "On the Proclamation of Lands and Islands Located 
in the Arctic Ocean as Territory of the USSR" has reiterated the 
Tsarist Russia's legal tradition that had been characterized by the 
notion of the sectoral line that was, the line of longitude that starts 
from the terminus of the land boundary and intersects with the 
North Pole. The sectoral principle of demarcation of the Arctic ter-
ritories, however, was not supported by some other coastal states, 
including Norway. 

Figure 8.  Oil and gas resources in the Barents Sea 

 
Source: http://www.arcticportal.org/old-news/481-russia-to-explore-barents-sea-shelf 
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In 1957, Norway and the USSR agreed on their first maritime 
boundary in the Arctic. This boundary runs from the northern end 
point of the land boundary in a northeastern direction through the 
Varangerfjord and terminates on the Varangerfjordʼs closing line, 
thereby not extending into the Barents Sea. It was not until after 
each country claimed exclusive rights to the continental shelf in 
1963 and 1968 that Norway and Russia entered into informal talks 
about their maritime boundary in the Barents Sea in 1970. Oslo 
and Moscow agreed to conduct negotiations on the basis of Article 
6 of the multilateral Convention on the Continental Shelf of 1958 
(United Nations 1958). However, Norwayʼs and Russiaʼs different 
perceptions of delimitation of the maritime territory in the Barents 
Sea brought negotiations to a halt. 

Moscow has traditionally based its position on a sector line, 
running roughly along longitude 32 E northwards from the Russian 
coastline. Oslo, on the contrary, has based its position on an equi-
distance (median) line between the coasts on either side of the 
border. It was the continental shelf between these two lines, of 
approximately 155000 km² (and the overlapping EEZs within this 
area) that constituted the disputed area in the Barents Sea. In ad-
dition to this, there were overlapping claims further north in the 
Arctic Ocean, of approximately 20000 km². Altogether the disputed 
area was approximately 175000 km². 

In 1977, the talks between Oslo and Moscow became further 
complicated by the establishment of a 200 nm (nautical mile) Nor-
wegian EEZ and a 200 nm Soviet Fishery Zone. These zones 
were not completely identical with the countries' continental shelf 
claims in the region. The so-called "Loop Hole" in the middle of the 
Barents Sea constituted an area of some 62400 km² of high seas 
that was completely surrounded by the Norwegian and Russian 
200 nm zones. Both Oslo and Moscow agreed to draw a single 
maritime boundary for the continental shelf and the EEZ, but they 
still were unable to agree on the boundary line. 

However, Oslo and Moscow realized the necessity of regulat-
ing foreign fishing activities in the Barents Sea and, for this rea-
son, signed a provisional fishing agreement in 1978 (the so-called 
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"Grey Zone Agreement"). This agreement was initially designed 
for one year, but it remains in force, having been renewed annual-
ly. Its geographical scope is different from the previously disputed 
area. It applies to a total area of 67500 km², of which 23000 km² 
were in undisputed Norwegian waters and 3000 km² were in un-
disputed Russian waters. 

There were ups and downs in the Norwegian-Soviet/Russian 
negotiations over the following years. For example, in 1991 there 
were official announcements that the talks were to be finalized 
soon, but no early agreement was achieved. Through the 1990s 
and 2000s, regular conflicts between Oslo and Moscow took place 
because Norway, for ecological reasons, has introduced strict 
rules and fixed quotas to regulate the fishery in the region which 
were never been accepted by the Russian side. This led to nu-
merous tensions over the inspection and boarding of Russian fish-
ing boats by the Norwegian Coastal Guards. 

Several factors have eventually caused the Norwegian-
Russian compromise. 

First, Norway and Russia signed and ratified the 1982 United 
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) (United Na-
tions 1982) in 1996 and 1997, respectively. By doing this they 
modified the rules applicable to the delimitation of the continental 
shelf and the EEZ because the UNCLOS provides identical rules 
for these legal procedures, thus favoring the median rather than 
sectoral principle of demarcation of maritime territories. 

Second, in the 1990s and 2000s the International Court of 
Justice (ICJ) in The Hague and specially appointed arbitration tri-
bunals have issued decisions that clarified important principles 
and provided guidance for coastal states. Particularly, the ICJ has 
specified that the solution is to be based on objective geographical 
features where any major disparities in the respective coastal 
lengths may be of significance. Both Norway and Russia took a 
notice of the ICJ's decisions to solve their dispute in the Barents 
Sea. 

Third, in addition to the above legal factors, both Oslo and 
Moscow had some serious political reasons to finally strike a deal. 
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For Norway, such a compromise was important because the dis-
pute with Russia was one of the last ones of that sort in its rela-
tions with the Arctic neighbors. In 2006 an agreement between 
Norway, Iceland, Denmark, and the Faroe Islands on a modus vi-
vendi on the delimitation of their common continental shelf beyond 
200 nm in the Northeast Atlantic was signed. In 2009 Oslo got a 
decision from the UNCLCS that formally defined the limits of the 
Norwegian shelf and EEZ in the Arctic (beyond the Barents Sea). 
The proposed accord with Moscow would leave the maritime 
boundary between the outer continental shelves of the Norwegian 
Svalbard Archipelago and Greenland as the last unresolved 
boundary issue affecting Norway in the Arctic. The legal experts 
believe that this issue will likely be resolved soon. 

On the other hand, by solving the Barents Sea dispute Mos-
cow could have free hands for continuation of its ‘fight' for the un-
derwater Lomonosov and Mendeleev ridges that are potentially 
rich in hydrocarbons and where its ambitions collide with the Dan-
ish and Canadian ones. Moreover, by striking a compromise the 
two countries could get great PR benefits because now they could 
present themselves as responsible international actors who were 
able to solve one of the most complicated international disputes by 
peaceful methods. 

Fourth, the economic interests drove the Norwegian-Russian 
compromise. Oslo was particularly interested in the development 
of hydrocarbon deposits in the disputed area because since 2001, 
oil production on the Norwegian shelf has declined. With the end 
of the 1980s moratorium on hydrocarbon exploitation and explora-
tion activities in the disputed area, a resumption of those activities 
and new discoveries could be expected. In case of Russia the 
need for new hydrocarbon deposits was not that strong as in case 
of Norway because Moscow had enough fields to develop in the 
undisputed areas. However, in terms of strategic control over the 
region which is potentially rich in oil and gas Moscow was inter-
ested in reaching an agreement with Oslo to legitimize its territorial 
ambitions. 
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Finally, the two sides were psychologically tired of 40-year-
long negotiations and were eager for putting an end to the dispute, 
on the one hand, and having a success story in their bilateral rela-
tions, on another. 

The 2010 Agreement. In 2007, Oslo and Moscow signed a 
new document that revised the 1957 agreement by extending the 
maritime boundary in the Varangerfjord area northwards to the in-
tersection of Norwayʼs preferred median line and Russiaʼs prefer-
ence, the sector line in the Barents Sea. Norwegian Foreign Minis-
ter Jonas Gahr Støre then stated that this agreement should pave 
a way for an accord on the area of overlapping claims in the Bar-
ents Sea. 

However, it was not until April 2010 that Norwegian Prime 
Minister Jens Stoltenberg and Russian President Dmitry 
Medvedev publicly announced that negotiations had been com-
pleted, with the exception of some technicalities. The final agree-
ment was signed in Murmansk, Russia, on September 15, 2010, 
and has been subsequently approved by the two countries' na-
tional parliaments. The document came into force in July 2011. 

Oslo has withdrawn some of its territorial claims and Moscow 
has consented to a shift of the 1926 demarcation line to share the 
175,000 km2 of disputed area in two almost equal parts defined by 
eight points (see figure 9). The northern terminal point of the de-
limitation line is defined as the intersection of the line drawn 
through points 7 and 8 and the line connecting the easternmost 
point and the westernmost point of the still undefined outer limits 
of the countries' continental shelves (Treaty between the Kingdom 
of Norway and the Russian Federation 2010). 

The agreement allows Russia to exercise such sovereign 
rights and jurisdiction derived from EEZ jurisdiction that Norway 
could otherwise exercise in an area east of the maritime delimita-
tion line that lies within 200 nm of the Norwegian mainland and 
beyond 200 nm off the Russian coast. 

Being entered into force, the new agreement terminated the 
Grey Zone Agreement of 1978. However, this treaty did not alter 
or adversely affect the Norwegian-Russian cooperation in the field 
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of fisheries. This cooperation was continued, for example, in the 
Norwegian-Russian Joint Fisheries Commission. The 2010 
agreement put an end to the 1980s moratorium on the exploration 
and exploitation of hydrocarbon resources. However, the treaty did 
not provoke unhealthy competition in this field. Rather, it has some 
provisions for the coordinated exploitation of transboundary hy-
drocarbon resources. 

Implications of the 2010 Norwegian-Russian Agreement. In 
Norway, the Agreement has been ratified unanimously and is con-
sidered very positively, while in Russia strong debates on the doc-
uments' negative consequences ended up by the ratification by 
the State Duma only because of the constitutional majority of the 
ruling United Russia party. Both political and expert communities 
are split up in two almost equal parts, as well as the disputed area. 

The main arguments of the Treaty's opponents boil down to 
the following: first, the Treaty is an "unjustified concession" of the 
sovereign area to Norway, and, second, the content of the Treaty 
is not sufficiently elaborated with regard to its future application 
(Baliev 2011; Reut 2011). 
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Figure 9.  Delimitation of maritime territories in the Barents Sea in accordance 

with the 2010 Norwegian-Russian treaty 

 
Source:  https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Map_borderline_at_sea_Norway_ 

Russia.gif. Public domain. 
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The first argument is rather emotional, although having its own ra-
tionale in claiming that the Russian-Norwegian relations are far 
from being ideal in practice. There are contradictions over fisher-
ies and continuing discussions over the "administrative sovereign-
ty" of Norway at Svalbard/Spitsbergen. Thus, the only reason to 
sign the Treaty is the possibilities of hydrocarbons extraction, 
which actually would be possible only in a long-term perspective. 

The second argument, although being strictly judicial, partly 
overlaps with the first counter-Treaty argument named above. It is 
stated that the Treaty disregards such an important issue as the 
regime of sea and shelf areas adjacent to Svalbard, which might 
have negative effect on the work of Russian companies in the re-
gion. On the other hand, the proponents of the Treaty maintain 
that by signing the agreement both Norway and Russia clarified 
their maritime boundary in the Barents Sea, thereby ensuring pre-
dictability and legal certainty in the region. This is important for 
enacting and enforcing by the two countries environmental rules 
and fishery regulations as well as for the future exploration and 
exploitation of hydrocarbon resources in the area. 

By concluding the 2010 agreement, Oslo and Moscow 
demonstrated their eagerness to settle remaining disputes that 
create obstacles to the international economic cooperation in the 
region. Particularly, the 2010 agreement can facilitate a future set-
tlement of the residual dispute on the interpretation of the Paris 
Treaty on Svalbard of 1920 (see next section). 

The 2010 agreement has also demonstrated that in resolving 
their territorial disputes Norway and Russia are committed to the 
international law, particularly to the UNCLOS and, in a broader 
context, to the principles of the Ilulissat Declaration of 2008 that 
confirmed the eagerness of the five Arctic coastal states (A-5) to 
solve disputes between them by peaceful means, on the basis of 
international law (Ilulissat Declaration 2008). Finally, Oslo and 
Moscow signaled to other A-5 states that by adopting a common 
policy on conflict resolution they can reinforce their claim to lead-
ership on Arctic affairs against emerging actors such as the EU 
and East Asian countries. 
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Problems Pertaining to Svalbard 

The Svalbard archipelago is located halfway between mainland 
Norway and the North Pole. It is surrounded by the Norwegian 
Sea and the Greenland Sea to the west, the Barents Sea to the 
east and the Arctic Ocean to the north. The land territories of the 
archipelago cover approximately 62 700 km², whereof about 54 
per cent are ice-covered. The largest island of the archipelago is 
called Spitsbergen, until 1925 this name was used to refer to the 
whole archipelago. The administrative centre of Longyearbyen 
and the other inhabited areas of the archipelago are located on 
this island. 

The status of Svalbard is regulated by the Paris Treaty con-
cerning the archipelago of Spitsbergen of 9 February 1920 that 
recognized full Norwegian sovereignty over the archipelago and 
required Norway to ensure certain rights for other contracting par-
ties' nationals (Treaty Concerning the Archipelago of Spitsbergen 
1920). The USSR formally recognized Norwegian sovereignty 
over the archipelago in 1924, in an exchange of notes with Nor-
way. The Soviet Union became a party to the Treaty in 1935. To-
day, there are about 40 States Parties to the Treaty. 

Although Russia and Norway have solved their 40-year dis-
pute on the delimitation of maritime territories in the Barents Sea 
the two countries still have several unresolved questions concern-
ing the Svalbard Archipelago. 

The first problem stems from Oslo's decision to establish the 
Fisheries Protection Zone which is a 200-nautical-mile zone of 
fisheries jurisdiction zone around the Svalbard archipelago (see 
figure 10). It was established on 3 June 1977 pursuant to the Act 
of 17 December 1976 relating to the EEZ of Norway. It should be 
noted that Norway chose in 1977 until further notice to establish a 
200-mile fisheries protection zone rather than a full EEZ. Accord-
ing to Oslo's official position, the main purpose of the zone was to 
ensure the protection and sound management of the living re-
sources, since this is one of the most important nursery areas for 
important fish stocks. Norway underlines that as a coastal State, it 
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has a special responsibility for the management of the living re-
sources in these areas. The Norwegian legal experts maintain that 
rules governing the zone are formulated in such a way that they 
would not be in conflict with those of the 1920 Treaty. They also 
believe that these regulatory measures take into account previous 
foreign fishing patterns in the area and that even though Oslo has 
a legal right to reserve fishing in the zone exclusively for Norwe-
gian fishermen, its management practices are non-discriminatory 
(Fife 2013). 

Russia (similar to some other signatories to the Paris Treaty) 
does not recognize the aforementioned decision by Norway and 
considers this area open to international economic activities, in-
cluding fishing (Portsel' 2011). Norway regarded such fishing as 
poaching and a number of arrests of Russian trawlers by the Nor-
wegian coastal guards took place over the last two decades. In 
2004 Russia's Northern Fleet started regular patrols of the waters 
around Svalbard to protect Russian trawlers. The Norwegian side 
interpreted such practice as illegal, viewing it as a sign of Russian 
imperialistic ambitions and of Moscow's unwillingness to cooper-
ate with Oslo to settle economic disputes. The 2010 Russian-
Norwegian Treaty did not solve the problem and the freedom of 
the Russian fishing around Svalbard remains an open question. 
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Figure 10.  Norwegian maritime boundaries 

 
Source:  http://www.regjeringen.no/en/dep/ud/selected-topics/civil--rights/Spesi 

ellfolkerett/folkerettslige-sporsmal-i-tilknytning-ti.html?id=537481 (Map 
printed with the permission of FMGT, and illegal reproduction is 
prohibited) 

Another problem is related to Russia's potential economic activi-
ties on the archipelago's shelf and concerns the significant differ-
ence in taxation levels between mainland Norway and the archi-
pelago (Portsel' 2011). Russian companies accessing the Sval-
bard continental shelf believe that they should enjoy the rights 
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which are envisaged in the 1920 Paris Treaty, particularly the right 
to pay taxes less than 1 percent of the cost of the hydrocarbons 
produced. But as Russian international law specialist Alexander 
Oreshenkov explained, "If a deposit beginning within the limits of 
the archipelago's territory extends beyond its territorial waters, the 
Russian companies will be expected to observe the norms of 
Norway's continental mainland petroleum legislation, which means 
that 78 percent of their earnings from the hydrocarbons produced 
outside Norway's territorial waters will go away in tax payments to 
the Norwegian treasury" (Oreshenkov 2010). These financial 
stakes are bound to be at the core of future negotiations. 

The Russian presence on Svalbard remains the subject of 
conflict as well. For example, the plans to build a fish-processing 
plant, which will compete with Norwegian firms, were not well re-
ceived. In recent years, the Norwegian governor of Spitsbergen 
has taken a whole series of restrictive measures: he has expand-
ed nature conservation zones to which access by Russian scien-
tists and tourists is restricted or prohibited, required helicopters to 
obtain advance permission before landing, and introduced rules 
for the registration of all scientific projects in a special data base. 
When the Russian side responded to these measures by denying 
Norwegian scientists investigating biological resources in the Bar-
ents Sea access to the Russian EEZ, this was viewed as a dis-
criminatory act. 

Despite these disputes both Moscow and Oslo believe that 
problems pertaining to Svalbard can be solved in the foreseeable 
future through negotiations and on the basis of international law. 

Russian Claims on the Arctic Continental Shelf 

According to the UNCLOS, a coastal state has exclusive sover-
eign rights to explore and exploit the natural resources of its conti-
nental shelf up to 200 nautical miles from its shores. Beyond this 
limit, a coastal state has to provide scientific evidence to establish 
the extent of the legally defined continental shelf up to 150 nauti-
cal miles to exercise the same rights. According to international 
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law, a coastal state can exploit living and non-living resources of 
the shelf's seabed and subsoil, but these rights do not extend to 
resources in the water column such as fish stocks, which are cov-
ered by a separate regime. The application should be submitted to 
the UN CLCS, a review body of scientists created under UNCLOS. 
The CLCS covers continental-shelf claims beyond the 200 nautical 
miles zone, up to a maximum of 350 nautical miles. It should be 
noted that the CLCS's ruling is final and binding one. 

Due to marine research that has been systematically made in 
the High North since the Soviet time, in 2001 Russia became the 
first country to apply to the UNCLCS. 

Other coastal states (except the U.S. which did not ratify the 
UNCLOS) followed Russia. For example, Norway was the second 
(after Russia) to submit its application to the CLCS in 2006 and 
the first one among the Arctic state to get a positive decision from 
the Commission. 

In its 2001 claim, Russia argued that the Lomonosov Ridge 
and the Alpha-Mendeleev Ridge are both geological extensions of 
its continental Siberian shelf and, thus, that parts of the Central 
Arctic Ocean, as well as parts of the Barents Sea, the Bering Sea, 
and the Sea of Okhotsk, fall under its jurisdiction. In effect Russia 
claimed sovereign rights over resources on the seabed area of 
some 1.2 million km2 outside the 200-mile line (see 
http://www.un.org/Depts/los/clcs_new/submissions_files/rus01/RU
S_CLCS_01_2001_LOS_2.jpg). 

However, the CLCS found the substantiation of the Russian 
claim on the shelf insufficient and asked for more information. To 
collect data and make a new submission comprehensive research 
expeditions have been organized. The expedition of 2007 with flag 
planting as a by-product was one of them. 

Interestingly, in preparing a new submission Russia used not 
only the academia but also the military. For example, the objective 
of the Russian Navy's mission within the framework of the expedi-
tion Arktika-2012 was to prove that its landmass extends to the 
North Pole by drilling into the sea floor to collect rock samples for 
scientific analysis. In September 2012, the Kalitka, a Losharik-
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class nuclear-powered auxiliary submarine, was used to guide the 
Kapitan Dranitsyn and Dickson ice breakers in drilling three bore-
holes at two different sites on the Mendeleev ridge, collecting over 
500 kg of rock samples (International Institute for Strategic Studies 
2012). 

In August 2015, Russia has officially resubmitted its applica-
tion for the extension of its Arctic shelf 
(http://www.un.org/depts/los/clcs_new/submissions_files/rus01_re
v15/2015_08_03_Exec_Summary_English.pdf). The CLCS plans 
to start its reviewing in 2016. 

International experts suggest several scenarios for the further 
developments if a second, revised submission be returned by the 
CLCS. One extreme would be for Moscow to withdraw from the 
UNCLOS and just declare unilaterally that its continental shelf 
reaches up to the North Pole. Russia would still retain the right to 
a continental shelf, and would find itself in the same position as 
the U.S., which remains outside the UNCLOS, and would have to 
rely on customary law to support its claim. However, this option is 
hardly acceptable for Moscow because it would provide a much 
less secure legal position than would a CLCS' decision which is 
considered as a final and binding ruling. 

The strong nationalistic groupings in Russia would support 
such unilateralism. However, Russia's official policy undoubtedly 
lies within the UNCLOS framework. Russia has much to lose if it 
undermines the authority of the UNCLOS in the Arctic. Moscow 
tries to avoid a conflict situation because any conflict, even if not 
armed, would prove to the world that the UNCLOS does not work 
and weaken the legitimacy of the Convention. Such weakening is 
seen by Moscow as dangerous and unacceptable. 

As Moe (2014) put it, the other extreme scenario would be to 
accept that the initial submission was too ambitious and not sub-
stantiated by geophysical research and come back to the Com-
mission with a revised, less expansive position. On the one hand, 
this alternative would definitely show respect for international law. 
However, on the other hand, such an initiative would entail large 
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domestic political costs for a Russian leader who would dare to 
abandon Russia's ambitious Arctic claim. 

Both foreign and Russian experts do not exclude one more, 
third, scenario which, they believe, is both possible and the most 
likely. That option is Moscow's agreement to postpone the revision 
the new submission by the CLCS (Moe 2014; Zagorsky 2013). 
First, it will take the CLCS years or even decades to consider the 
existing and forthcoming applications. Even if it becomes clear 
that the Russian claims on the Lomonosov and Mendeleev ridges 
cannot be substantiated, all the Arctic states may decide that it is 
better to agree on disagreement and continue business as usual. 
Besides the need to preserve the UNCLOS in the Arctic, also a 
realistic assessment of their economic interests and technical ca-
pabilities prevent them from a conflict over the disputed areas. 
These areas are very deep and extraction of oil and gas there will 
not become profitable for many decades. 

Moreover, as the most authoritative assessment of Arctic min-
eral resources from the US Geological Survey maintains, most 
hydrocarbon resources are likely to be found in relatively shallow-
er waters, within the 200-mile limit (U.S. Geological Survey 2008). 
Most of these uncontroversial continental shelves are relatively 
unexplored and the conflicting parties first should develop them. 

In any case, as Moscow repeatedly underlined, the Kremlin 
plans to solve the problem within the UNCLOS framework, peace-
fully and on the basis of a solid research data. 
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Chapter 9.  

Russian Military Strategies in the Arctic. 

The Russian military strategy in the High North is a subject of par-
ticular criticism from the Western politicians and experts. They be-
lieve that the Russian force modernization programs and military 
activities violate the existing regional military balance and provoke 
a new round of arms race in the Arctic (Borgerson, 2009; Huebert, 
2010; Huebert et al., 2012; Smith and Giles, 2007; Zysk, 2008). 
Russia's critics suggest that the Ukrainian crisis has demonstrated 
Moscow's willingness to use military-coercive instruments to pro-
tect its national interests, including those in the Arctic. Moscow 
denies these allegations and points out that it can use military 
power only as a last resort to defend itself in case of foreign ag-
gression or attack on its critical objects in the region. 

It is an ambition of this chapter to discuss the question wheth-
er Russia is really a military revisionist power in the Arctic or it can 
be evaluated in different, more positive, terms, particularly as a 
country that is interested in the region's stability and open to inter-
national cooperation in this part of the world? However, before ad-
dressing this main research question the Russian threat percep-
tions should be analyzed. 

Threat perceptions 

Since the general focus of the Arctic policies had shifted from hard 
to soft security (see the Introduction) the Russian threat percep-
tions have also evolved significantly over the last two decades. 
Moscow is no longer concerned about the threat of a large-scale 
nuclear war and pays now the greater attention to threats and 
challenges that stem from the climate change and growing compe-
tition over the Arctic natural resources and sea routes rather than 
from the military sphere. Now the Russian national security struc-
tures are charged not only with purely military functions but also 
with things like cleaning the Soviet-made environmental mess, 
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SAR operations, fighting oil spills, poaching, smuggling and illegal 
migration.  

It should be noted that some climate change implications such 
as, for example, the Northern pole ice cap's meltdown necessitate 
some serious changes in the Arctic states' military strategies, in-
cluding the Russian one. On the one hand, as the recent U.S. Na-
vy's document argues, the extension of the ice-free season can 
result in a significant expansion of surface naval activities in the 
Arctic (The United States Navy Arctic Roadmap for 2014 to 2030, 
2014: 8, 16–19). However, on the other hand, the shrinking ice 
cap provides less protection to submarines making them visible for 
enemy's satellites and aircraft. 

Along with the significant economic and environmental inter-
ests the Russian perceptions of the Arctic to a larger extent are 
still based on hard security considerations. For example, the Kola 
Peninsula and the adjacent area are still considered a region of 
special strategic importance to Russia's national security. The di-
rect access to the Arctic and Atlantic oceans, a relatively close 
proximity to potential U.S./NATO targets, and a relatively devel-
oped military infrastructure make this region well-suited for strate-
gic naval operations (Khramchikhin 2011 and 2013). The strategic 
importance of the Kola Peninsula is above all explained by the fact 
that it hosts two-thirds of the Russian sea-based nuclear forces. 
As some military analysts emphasize, the nuclear deterrent re-
mains not only a key element of the Russian military strategy, but 
serves also as a symbol and guarantee of Russia's great power 
status (Zysk, 2008: 81). Maintaining strategic nuclear capabilities 
is, therefore, one of the highest priorities of Russia's military poli-
cies both in the High North and globally. 

The Russian military analysts believe that the Archangelsk Air 
Defense Sector is still crucial for the prevention of surprise attack 
over the North Pole. The Norwegian Sea still can serve as the 
main launch area for Western seaborne attack, so, these analysts 
maintain, the Russian Navy should still be concerned about the 
readiness of its anti-submarine forces in the Arctic (Khramchikhin 
2011 and 2013). 
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Both the Russian politicians and military repeatedly point to al-
legedly increasing political and military pressures from the U.S. 
and other NATO member states in the North. They believe that the 
West/NATO want to undermine Russia's positions in the region. 
They emphasize the fact that Russian armed forces in the High 
North are still facing NATO just across the border. The Arctic 
coastal states' armed forces modernization programs are predom-
inantly treated in the alarmist way.  

While the American experts believe that Washington has quite 
modest military-strategic ambitions in the Arctic (Corgan 2014), 
Moscow is worried about the recent U.S. military strategy in the 
Arctic that envisages Washington's increased security activities in 
the region. Moscow was especially concerned about the U.S. 
plans to increase its readiness to conduct maritime and air patrol 
and interception operations; to exercise and assert its navigation 
and overflight rights and freedoms in the region; to ensure its ac-
cess to global commons in the Arctic; to expand its power projec-
tion capabilities, etc. (U.S. Department of Defense, 2013; The 
United States Navy Arctic Roadmap for 2014 to 2030, 2014). 

Given the ice-free Arctic in the foreseeable future (at least for 
the part of the year) the Russian military analysts do not exclude 
the possibility that the U.S. could permanently deploy a nuclear 
submarine fleet and sea-based ABM systems in the Arctic Ocean 
(Khramchikhin, 2013; Russia fears missile defense, 2009). In this 
case the U.S. will create capabilities for intercepting Russian bal-
listic missile launches and making a preventive strike. For the 
above reasons, this school of strategic thought recommends Rus-
sia not only to keep its strategic forces at the present level but also 
to regularly modernize them. 

President Vladimir Putin has immediately reacted to the new 
U.S. doctrine by ordering the Russian Defense Ministry to accel-
erate the creation of the AGF, modernization of the Northern Fleet 
and reopening the Soviet-time air and naval bases along the NSR 
(President Putin, 2013).  

It should be noted that there is some difference in threat per-
ceptions between the Russian strategic and operative-tactical 
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forces. For the Russian strategic forces, the Arctic, North Atlantic 
and North Pacific create a single operation zone or military theatre 
where they confront the U.S. strategic forces. For the conventional 
forces, the Arctic is an area where they should mainly protect 
Russia's economic interests and state borders (land, maritime and 
air). From the operative-tactical point of view, the Arctic is split to 
several sectors which represent various zones of responsibility. In 
the Western sector, the Russian land and air forces confront the 
NATO (Norwegian) troops while the conventional component of 
the Northern Fleet protects Russia's economic interests in the 
Barents Sea and provides nuclear forces with auxiliary services. 
The Northern Fleet and Border Guards are responsible for the pro-
tection of the NSR and the Arctic Ocean's coastline while the Pa-
cific Fleet controls the Bering Sea, Bering Strait and the access to 
the Chukchi Sea. 

To sum up Russia's threat perceptions, there is a clear ten-
dency towards the increasing role of the soft security-related inter-
ests such as ensuring Russia's access to the natural resources 
and transport routes in the region, climate change mitigation and 
cleaning up the environmental mess. At the same time, as some 
Russian strategists believe, there are a number of security threats 
and challenges in the region that require preservation and further 
development of a certain military potential and presence in the 
North. They took a notice that the ongoing Ukrainian crisis has 
negatively affected the overall Russia's relations with NATO and 
its member states which unilaterally suspended several coopera-
tive projects with Russia, including military-to-military contacts and 
the development of confidence and security-building measures. 

Military activities and modernization plans 

Contrary to the Western alarmists' worries about Moscow's military 
pre-eminence in the North the Russian military presence in the re-
gion has considerably decreased over the last two decades. Both 
components—naval and air force—of the Russian armed forces in 
the region are inferior to the NATO ones (see tables 2 and 3). 
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It should be also noted that in contrast with the Cold War peri-
od when Russian military strategies in the North were dictated by 
the logic of global political and military confrontation between two 
superpowers (USSR and USA) or two military blocs (Warsaw Pact 
and NATO), the current Moscow' military policies in the region are 
driven by completely different motives. As the threat of a global 
nuclear war has disappeared, these strategies aim at three major 
goals: first, to demonstrate and ascertain Russia's sovereignty 
over the AZRF (including the EEZ and continental shelf); second, 
to protect its economic interests in the North; and third, to demon-
strate that Russia retains its great power status and has world-
class military capabilities. 

Table 2.  The Russian armed forces in the North 

 USSR in 1980s Russia in 2010s 
Submarines 172 30 
-of them SSBN 39 7 
SSBN in permanent patrol 10–12  

(6–7 in Arctic) 
1–2 

Aircraft carriers 2 1 
Larger ships 74 17 
Auxiliary vessels 200 33 
Aircrafts 400 100 
Helicopters - 40 

Source: Arbatov, 2011. 

Table 3.  U.S. and NATO forces capable to operate in the North 

 U.S. in 1980s U.S. in 2010s NATO in 2010s 
Submarines 78 33 85 
-of them SSBN 28 6 8 
SSBN in permanent 
patrol 

- 6–8 - 

Submarines armed 
with cruise missiles 
Tomahawk 

- 39 - 

Aircraft carriers 7 4 6 
Larger ships 90 49 100 
Amphibious assault 
ships 

24 14 - 

Aircraft 700 360 200 

Source: Arbatov, 2011. 
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The demonstration of Russia' military power and its regional pres-
ence in the Arctic are mainly done through strategic bomber and 
naval patrols as well as land and naval exercises. 

The air force is perceived by Moscow as a central element in 
its demonstration of power. Over-flights of Russian military aircraft 
over the Arctic fell from 500 per year during the Soviet period, to 
only half a dozen in the 1990s and at the start of the 2000s. In 
2007, Russian strategic bombers flew over the Arctic for the first 
time since the end of the Cold War. Two Tu-95MS, based in the 
Saratov region at the Engels aviation base with mid-flight refueling 
capability, now regularly patrol the region. These over-flights drew 
heavy criticism from Norway, Canada, UK and the U.S. which 
have seen these patrols as evidence of Russia's return to the So-
viet-like military practices and growing strategic ambitions in the 
North. However, as most authoritative Western military experts 
point it out, the resumption of the strategic bomber patrols may be 
interpreted more in terms of the desire not to lose capacities and, 
above all, as a political tool rather than the sign of a renewed ag-
gressiveness in the region (Lasserre et al., 2012: 16; Laruelle, 
2014: 128–129). 

As far as the air force potential available for operations in the 
North is concerned, Russia's air assets consist mainly of the air-
craft supporting the Northern Fleet or stationed in northern Russia. 
Many of these do not have the range for operations in the Arctic 
area outside Russia (Wezeman, 2012: 9). In addition, Russia has 
a fleet of ageing long- and medium-range bombers most which are 
located outside the AZRF. There are 63 turbo-propelled Tu-95MSs 
which are very old (designed in the 1950s) but still the mainstays 
of the Russian strategic aviation. The Russian air force also has 
18 more modern, long-range Tu-160 Blackjacks bombers, as well 
as 80 Tu-22M Backfire medium bombers that were especially 
feared by NATO in the Cold War period for their anti-ship capaci-
ties. It should be noted that these planes are not stealthy and are 
easily detected when flying at high altitude, despite additional 
electronic countermeasures recently added to the Tu-160 and Tu-
22M. Moreover, the shortage of mid-air refueling tankers remains 
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the most serious problem affecting the operational capabilities of 
Russian strategic aviation. The airfield Temp on the Kotelny Island 
(Novosibirsky Archipelago) although with quite limited and dual-
use (military and civilian) capacities has been reactivated in 2013 
(Zagorsky, 2013). Several other Arctic air bases in Alykel', 
Amderma, Anadyr', Nagurskoe, Naryan-Mar, Rogachevo and Tiksi 
are to be reactivated in the foreseeable future (Shoigu sozdast, 
2013). 

No credible plans to modernize the above fleet are known. In 
2009, the Russian government granted a contract to Tupolev 
company to develop a new stealth bomber the PAK-DA that would 
replace the Tu-22M, the Tu-160 and the Tu-95MS. The prototype 
is scheduled to fly in 2020 and the aircraft is expected to enter 
service only in 2025–30. However, these plans can be changed if 
other programs (for example, the 5th generation fighter Sukhoi T-
50/PAK-FA) would become a more important priority for the Rus-
sian Air Force. Because of the long time frame for the develop-
ment of the PAK-DA, it was decided to upgrade the Tu-22M and 
produce 10 more Tu-160s before 2020. Some experts suggest 
that probably many present Russian strategic and medium-range 
bombers will no longer be operational by 2025–2030 and the air 
force will then be left only with its ageing Tu-160 and Tu-95 fleet 
(Lasserre et al., 2012: 17–18). 

As far as the naval patrolling is concerned, since 2007 Russia 
resumed long-range patrols in different parts of the world. This 
was symbolized by the patrols undertaken by the nuclear-powered 
guided-missile cruiser Peter the Great through the Mediterranean 
and Caribbean Seas, Atlantic, Indian and Pacific oceans (2008–
2010). In 2008, Russia confirmed that it was expanding its current 
level of operations in the Arctic. The Navy resumed its warship 
presence in the Arctic ocean with military ships patrolling near 
Norwegian and Danish defense zones. It also increased the oper-
ational radius of the Northern Fleet's submarines, and under-ice 
training for submariners has become a priority task. 

Russia has ambitious plans to modernize its navy deployed to 
the High North. For example, after the Peter the Great's success-
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ful trip around the world in 2008–2009, the Ministry of Defense 
announced that it would upgrade three other heavy nuclear-
powered missile cruisers, the Admiral Lazarev, the Admiral Na-
khimov, and the Admiral Ushakov. Currently, the Admiral Kuz-
netsov, the only Russia aircraft carrier, operates with the Northern 
Fleet, hosting twenty fighters and ten anti-submarine helicopters 
on board. The destroyer Vice-Admiral Kulakov, recently repaired, 
was integrated into the Northern Fleet in 2011. The naval aviation 
includes 200 combat aircraft and fifty helicopters.  

Looking at the problems that the Northern Fleet currently fac-
es, it should be noted that the fleet needs coastal ships and frig-
ates able to conduct rapid intervention operations. Several are 
currently under construction, but they have already experiences 
numerous delays. The project to build eight Admiral Gorshkov 
class and six Krivak class frigates which is constantly delayed will 
not be enough to renew Russia's ocean-going surface ships. 
There were plans to purchase two or four Mistrals helicopter carri-
ers from France. However, it was decided to limit these plans to 
building only two vessels and deploy them to the Pacific fleet, not 
the Northern one. 

Keeping nuclear deterrence capabilities is crucial for the future 
of the Northern Fleet. The older sea-based nuclear deterrent is in 
the process of deep modernization. Presently, Russia has six op-
erational Delta III and six Delta IV strategic submarines. According 
to the Russian Defense Ministry, there are no plans to modernize 
the older Delta III class submarines. They were built during the 
1980s and will be decommissioned in the near future. Only the 
Delta IV submarines undergo the process of modernization. They 
will be provided with a new sonar system and the new interconti-
nental ballistic missile (ICBM) Sineva (Skiff SSN-23) which en-
tered service in 2007. Sineva is a third-generation liquid-propelled 
ICBM which is able to cover a distance up to 8,300 km and to car-
ry either four or ten nuclear warheads (http://www.arms-
expo.ru/049055051051124052049049.html). Russia is planning to 
equip its Delta IV class submarines with at least 100 Sineva mis-
siles which are to stay on alert status until 2030. The Sineva mis-
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siles can be launched from under the ice while remaining invisible 
to enemy's satellites until the last moment (Laruelle, 2014: 122). 

Another class of the Russian strategic submarines, the Ty-
phoons which are considered as the world's largest, will be re-
equipped with long-range cruise missiles. For the time-being, only 
one Typhoon-class strategic submarine, the Dmitri Donskoy, has 
been modernized and deployed to the Northern Fleet. It serves to 
conduct test firing for the Bulava system, a new generation solid-
fuel SLBM, designed to avoid possible future U.S. anti-ballistic 
missile defense weapons, and which can cover a distance of more 
than 9,000 kilometers (http://www.arms-expo.ru/04905705404812 
4050052056054051.html).  

It is planned that in the future, the Typhoon-class submarines 
should be replaced with the new Borey-class fourth generation 
nuclear-powered strategic submarines. The first Borey-class sub-
marine, the Yuri Dolgoruky—that was the first strategic submarine 
to be built in Russia since the collapse of the Soviet Union—has 
been in operation by the Northern Fleet since January 2013. Two 
other Borey-class submarines, the Alexander Nevsky and the Vla-
dimir Monomakh, run the sea trials and the fourth one, Prince Vla-
dimir, is under construction at the Severodvinsk shipyard 
(http://bastion-karpenko.narod.ru/955_more_01.html). These three 
submarines will be placed with the Pacific Fleet. The Borey-class 
submarines which are to be deployed to the Northern Fleet will be 
based at the Gadzhievo navy base (about 100 kilometers from the 
Norwegian border), where new infrastructure is being built to host 
them. This new generation of the Russian strategic submarines is 
almost invisible at deep ocean depths and—having several types 
of cruise missiles and torpedoes—it will be able to carry out multi-
purpose missions, including attacks on enemy aircraft carriers and 
missile strikes on coastal targets. According to the Defense Minis-
try's plans, the building of eight Borey-class submarines (four for 
the Northern Fleet and four for the Pacific one) should be com-
pleted by 2020, which once again seems too ambitious and unlike-
ly. 
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To provide the logistical and administrative support to the 
Northern Fleet a new Arctic Centre for Material and Technical 
Support with a staff of more than 15,000 was created in 2012. 

As far as the land forces are concerned until recently there 
were two major units—the 200th independent motorized infantry 
brigade and marine brigade—both based nearby Pechenga (Mur-
mansk region) close to the Norwegian border town of Kirkenes. 
There were plans to reorganize the motorized infantry brigade to 
the Arctic special force unit, with soldiers trained in a special pro-
gram and equipped with modern personal equipment for military 
operations in the Arctic. The Arctic brigade should be operational 
by 2015 or 2016 (http://www.discred.ru/news/sukhoputnye_voj 
ska_arkticheskaja_motostrelkovaja_brigada/2012-02-22-977; We-
zeman, 2012: 9). According to the former Defense Minister Ana-
toly Serdyukov, one more Arctic brigade could be created to be lo-
cated probably in the Arkhangelsk region. However, the current 
Defense Minister Sergey Shoigu did not confirm these plans refer-
ring only to the need to reorganize the 200th brigade (Shoigu soz-
dast, 2013). No future plans concerning the marine brigade at 
Pechenga were announced. 

However, the Ukrainian crisis has made adjustments to Rus-
sia's military planning. While two Pechenga-based brigades were 
left in place, the Arctic brigade was surprisingly created ahead of 
the schedule (in January 2015) and deployed in Alakurtti which is 
close to the Finnish-Russian border (http://yle.fi/uutiset/tass_ 
rossiya_nachala_razmeshchenie_voisk_v_alakurtti_vozle_granitsy 
_s_finlyandiyei/7735585). 

Along with the army, air force and navy, the efforts to 
strengthen the Border Guards Service's (which is subordinated to 
the FSS) control over the region were made. An Arctic border 
guards unit was created as early as in 1994. Its aim was to moni-
tor the circulation of ships and poaching at sea. The unit was reor-
ganized in 2004–2005. In 2009, it was announced that new Arctic 
units had been established in border guard stations in Arkhan-
gelsk and Murmansk. They started to patrol the NSR—for the first 
time since the Soviet time. Now the border guards assigned with 
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the task to deal with the new—soft security—threats and chal-
lenges such as the establishment of reliable border control sys-
tems, the introduction of special visa regulations to certain re-
gions, and the implementation of technological controls over fluvial 
zones and sites along the NSR. It is currently controlled from the 
air by border guard aircrafts and on the land and sea by the North-
Eastern Border Guard Agency; the Russian border guards further 
plan to establish a global monitoring network from Murmansk to 
Wrangel Island. All in all, Moscow plans to build 20 border guard 
stations along the Arctic Ocean's coastline (Zagorsky, 2013). 

As mentioned above all the conventional forces in the AZRF 
should be united under the auspices of the AGF led by the joint 
Arctic command. Given an ‘increased NATO military threat' in the 
North President Putin has decided to accelerate the creation of a 
new strategic command ‘North' which was done in December 
2014 (Gavrilov 2014). 

All the power structures (army, navy, border guards and the 
Ministry of Emergency Situations) are charged with implementing 
the AC agreement of 2011 on the creation of a Maritime and Aer-
onautical Sea and Rescue System. Each country is responsible 
for its sector of the Arctic and Russia has the biggest one. The 
SAR agreement's signatories undertake joint exercises on the 
regular basis. As many experts believe, the SAR activities are a 
clear sign of the shift from the armed forces' purely military func-
tions to the soft security missions. 

To sum up, the Russian modernization programs do not affect 
the regional military balance. The most impressive programs are 
related to the modernization of the strategic forces that have glob-
al rather than regional missions. As far as the convention-
al/general purpose forces are concerned they will be at the same 
or reduced level. It should be noted that other Arctic coastal states 
have also begun to upgrade their military equipment and military 
doctrines with a view to a better control of the North, but it has 
nothing to do with an arms race. As, for example, the Canadian 
Standing Committee on National Defense concluded in its 2010 
report, "there is no immediate military threat to Canadian territo-
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ries. […] The challenges facing the Arctic are not of the traditional 
military type. […] Rather than sovereignty threats we face what 
might best be termed policing threat. These do not require combat 
capability" (http://www.parl.gc.ca/HousePublications/Publication.as 
px?DocId=4486644&File=21&Language=E&Mode=1&Parl=40&Se
s=3). 
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Conclusions 

As Russia's both strategic documents and practical policies 
demonstrate Moscow has extremely important national interests in 
the region. These interests include the access to and exploitation 
of the AZRF natural resources (mineral and biological ones). Rus-
sia tries to modernize and further develop the AZRF's industrial 
base which makes a significant and valuable contribution to the 
country's economy. Moscow is also interested in opening up of the 
NSR for international commercial traffic and developing circumpo-
lar air routes. Moscow is deeply concerned about the environmen-
tal situation in the AZRF. Russia still has considerable military-
strategic interests in the region and tries to modernize its armed 
forced located there. Similar to other coastal states Moscow sees 
its military presence in the region as an efficient instrument to 
demonstrate its sovereignty over and protect its national interests 
in the High North. 

In general terms, Moscow's Arctic policies represent a combi-
nation—sometimes quite eclectic—of the hard and soft power ap-
proaches. On the one hand, Moscow is quite assertive as regards 
its claims on the Arctic continental shelf. The Russian military 
modernization programs in the High North are seen by other Arctic 
players as excessive and destabilizing the regional strategic bal-
ance. The Russian international partners are also concerned 
about the lack of serious progress in Russia's environmental strat-
egies and its policies toward the indigenous people. 

However, on the other hand, it is possible to identify a number 
of positive changes in Moscow's Arctic policies. Conceptually, the 
Russian leadership now realizes that most of threats and chal-
lenges to the AZRF originate from inside rather than outside of the 
country. These problems are caused by the complex of factors 
such as the degradation the Soviet-made economic, transport and 
social infrastructures in the region, the current resource-oriented 
model of the Russian economy, the lack of funds and managerial 
skills to develop the AZRF, etc. For this reason, Russia's current 
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strategy aims at solving existing domestic problems rather than 
focuses on external expansion. 

Moscow understands that the success of its Arctic strategy, to 
a larger extent, depends on how effective its socio-economic and 
environmental policies in the region are. The Russian decision-
making and academic communities managed to develop an inte-
grated approach to the sustainable development strategy in the 
AZRF. The stimuli to innovatively develop the AZRF industrial sec-
tor were created by the government over the last 10–15 years. At 
the same time, the serious efforts to balance the industrial devel-
opment plans with the needs of indigenous peoples and Arctic en-
vironment were made. It should be noted, however, that the 
course toward modernization and innovation charted by the Rus-
sian government should move from making declarations to the im-
plementation phase involving specific and realistic projects in the 
AZRF.  

Russia's political leadership seems to understand the need for 
constructive dialogue and deeper political engagement with Rus-
sia's Arctic regions, municipalities, indigenous people and NGOs. 
Moscow encourages these actors to work with international part-
ners (unless it takes the form of separatism or attempts to chal-
lenge federal foreign policy prerogatives). The main problem here 
is implementation again. In reality, the federal bureaucracy's poli-
cies are not always conducive to the initiatives of local and civil 
society institutions. Moscow is also demonstrating a growing will-
ingness to solve the environmental problems of the AZRF and co-
operate with international bodies in this sphere. Hopefully, this will 
result in a more systemic approach to Russian environmental poli-
cies in the region, backed by considerable financial support. 

As far as Moscow's military strategies in the region is con-
cerned its overall assessment demonstrates that the Russian am-
bitions in the North may be high, but they are still far from being 
realized, and they are not necessarily implying the intentions and 
proper capabilities to confront other regional players by military 
means. Russia may be eager to develop powerful armed forces in 
the North, but its plans to modernize its strategic air force, to rec-
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reate a strong navy, to modernize its fleet of strategic submarines, 
to lay down new icebreakers and replace the old ones, to create 
an AGF, to establish new FSS border control and SAR units are a 
difficult task. It is hard to imagine that Russia has the financial and 
technical capacities as well as managerial skills to meet these ob-
jectives in the foreseeable future. 

It should be noted that the Russian military modernization 
programs are rather modest and aim to upgrading the Russian 
armed forces in the High North rather than providing them with 
additional offensive capabilities or restoring the Soviet-time huge 
military potential. Given the financial constraints these programs 
have recently become less ambitious and more realistic. The Rus-
sian military increasingly aims at defending the country's economic 
interests in the region and control over the huge AZRF territory ra-
ther than expanding its ‘sphere of influence'. 

To conclude, in contrast with the internationally wide-spread 
stereotype of Russia as a hard/revisionist power in the Arctic, 
there are serious grounds to believe that in the foreseeable future 
Moscow will pursue quite pragmatic and responsible policies in the 
region. On the one hand, such a strategy will aim at protecting 
Russia's legitimate economic and political interests in the High 
North. On the other hand, Moscow says that it is open to a mutual-
ly beneficial cooperation with foreign partners in areas exploiting 
the Arctic natural resources, developing sea routes, Arctic re-
search and environmental protection.  

Russia clearly demonstrates that it prefers to use soft power 
(diplomatic, economic and cultural methods) rather than hard 
power (coercive) instruments, as well as to act via international 
organizations. This brings the Russian behavior (at least regional-
ly) closer to the soft power model albeit there is a long way to go 
to Russia fully fitting in this frame. It should be noted that to con-
solidate the soft power "pattern" of Russia's behavior and make it 
sustainable a proper international environment in the Arctic should 
be created by common efforts. Other regional players should 
demonstrate their responsibility and willingness to solve existing 
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and potential problems in a quiet/friendly way and on the basis of 
international law. 
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