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Abstract 
 

As the Arctic continues to open up and the region achieves new geo-political importance, 

Russia is re-asserting itself in the region in order to regain its position as a ‘Great Power.’  

Therefore, analyzing Russia’s Arctic Policy via the instruments of national power, will determine 

what Russia has actually accomplished, compared to its announced intentions in the region.1  

This is especially important due to increasing regional tensions and the overall dearth of 

balanced views among the “analyses of Arctic affairs.”2 

Despite its unique and remote geography, global politics and security challenges affect 

the Arctic.3  The effects of climate change is one of the many driving forces behind the Arctic’s 

new geo-political importance, as previously inaccessible natural resources have the potential to 

become available for extraction from the region.  Tension between Russia and other Arctic states 

are resulting from the competition over these newly uncovered, valuable natural resources and 

the possible economic impact of access to northern waterways, particularly the Northern Sea 

Route (NSR).4   

Overall, Russia’s Arctic Policy is a consistent part of the overall pattern of Russian 

foreign policy, regaining its ‘Great Power’ status on the world stage, lost with the fall of the 

Soviet Union.  The overarching goal of Russia’s Arctic policy is to secure and maintain its 

access to Arctic economic resources, critical to Russia’s national security.  Consequently, the 

region is one of Russia’s top priorities in foreign policy, economic development, and security 

strategy.5   

Russian leadership regularly uses foreign policy in ways to allow them the flexibility to 

be pragmatic in the method used to promote Russia’s national interests.  Russia continues to 

pursue its regional ambitions via negotiations and peaceful dispute through existing institutional 
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mechanisms, in particular the UN.6  It is also crucial to recognize the Russian government’s view 

of bilateral and multilateral compromise as the best current method to fulfill its own national 

interests.7  These institutions provide Russia a method of enhancing its global status by 

highlighting itself as a reliable member of global community.8 

Economic power is another method Russia is utilizing to propel it back to ‘Great Power’ 

status.  Russia’s economy is heavily dependent on oil and natural gas exports, and as Russia 

possesses over half of all the Arctic’s proven hydrocarbon resources, extracting them is a 

strategic imperative.9  The NSR is another viable a source of steady income and Russia intends 

to capitalize on increased shipping traffic through the Arctic.10  The guise of maritime security 

on the NSR also provides Russia an alternative means to exert control in the region, and provides 

an additional pressure point on other powers, evidenced by Russia’s declared right to deny 

access, seize ships, or use other tactics.11   

Since the end of Putin’s second term, the military has garnered an enhanced role in 

efforts to return Russia to a ‘Great Power’ status.12  Over the past ten years, Russia poured 

billions of dollars into its armed forces, steadily increasing its military capabilities in the 

Arctic.13  Moscow is concerned the ‘West’ plans to try to deprive Russia of its Arctic resources 

and control of the NSR, thus Russia is strengthening its Arctic forces as a deterrent.  

Furthermore, Russian military activity in the air and sea has out-paced all other Arctic nations, 

and its Northern Fleet makes Russia the dominant Arctic power.14   

Currently, Russian political, military, and economic interests in the region continue to 

complement each other due to Russia’s long-term strategy for the Arctic.15  The most likely 

assessment of Russia’s Arctic intentions is Russia hedging its bets and attempting to play a “win-

win” Arctic strategy; emphasizing its international cooperation foreign policy via the UN and 
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other institutions, while gaining early military and commercial regional supremacy.  Russia 

supports diplomatic, economic, and some military cooperation in the Arctic, in an attempt to 

secure regional its hegemony.16  As Russia is the most prepared of the Arctic nations to exploit 

any opportunities available, how long will Russia maintain this dual approach, or will it rely on 

an aggressive defense posture to shape the future of the Arctic to its liking?   



 

 
 

 

Introduction17 

 

The United States Geological Survey assesses the area north of the Arctic Circle contains 

approximately 30% of the world’s undiscovered natural gas and 13% of the world’s 

undiscovered oil reserves.18  Undiscovered natural gas is three times more abundant than oil in 

the Arctic and largely concentrated in Russia.  The opening of this area will have an impact on 

worldwide demand for energy.19  Given the history of worldwide conflict over resources, with 

twelve occurring between 1914 and 1982, and twelve resource based conflicts occurring 

throughout the world in 2001, the Arctic becomes more important as multiple countries try to 

exploit the region due to its decreasing ice levels.20 

The Russian government views the Arctic as fundamentally Russian, and considers the 

remaining Arctic nations’ membership in NATO a particular strategic concern.21  Russia’s 

northern shoreline encompasses half of the Arctic’s coastline and the Russian Arctic produces 

approximately 22% of Russian Federation’s GDP.22  Unsurprisingly, the reduction in Arctic sea 

ice is a primary driver in Russia’s Arctic strategy, leading to Russian engagement in the 

diplomatic, economic, and military arenas in the region.23   Russian President Vladimir Putin 

highlights the area’s importance by emphasizing the Russian Arctic in patriotic and nationalistic 

themes.24 

Additionally, under former President Medvedev, Russia began the legal process to 

redefine its Arctic territorial boundaries beyond 200 nautical miles from its coastline, based on a 

claim of an extended continental shelf.25  This claim may eventually grant Russia an additional 
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380,000 square miles of Arctic territory, containing an estimated one-quarter of the world’s 

untapped hydrocarbon reserves.26 

This political move may indicate two separate Russian mindsets: either Russia is 

attempting a resource and territory land grab in conjunction with its new military presence, or 

Russia is announcing its intentions to keep the Arctic region stable and peaceful by abiding by 

international charters.  In either case, Russia’s Arctic Policy is not one-sided and remains a 

coherent part of the overall pattern of Russian foreign policy, regaining the‘Great Power’ status, 

lost with the fall of the Soviet Union.  Therefore, analyzing Russia’s Arctic Policy via the 

instruments of national power, political including both diplomatic and informational, economic, 

and military, will determine what Russia has actually accomplished, compared to its announced 

intentions in the region.27  This is especially important due to increasing regional tensions and 

the overall dearth of balanced views among the “analyses of Arctic affairs.”28  But before 

assessing Russia’s Arctic policy through the political lens, a brief overview of the Arctic and its 

significance is in order. 
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Arctic Overview 

 

The Arctic is the area surrounding the North Pole with its southernmost boundary defined 

by the Arctic Circle.  Five nations, known as the Arctic Five, own territory within the Arctic 

Circle: Canada, Denmark (Greenland), Norway, Russia, and the United States.29  The Arctic does 

not have a permanent land mass, but consists of a large polar ice cap over the Arctic Ocean.  

Roughly, half of the Arctic Ocean floor is considered “continental shelf,” an underwater 

extension of a neighboring land mass, while the other half is a deep-water basin.30   

Currently, the Arctic is experiencing the effects of climate change at previously 

unforeseen levels.31  The effect of climate change a driving force behind the Arctic’s new geo-

political importance as previously inaccessible natural resources could become available for 

extraction if the ice cover continues to recede.  Because of the drastic receding ice cover, 

numerous regional issues have arisen between the Arctic nations (Figure 1-1).  Some of these 

issues include international border disputes, Arctic Sea territorial claims based on undersea 

continental shelf extensions, vast amounts of previously unreachable fossil fuel deposits, and the 

control of newly opening Northern Sea Routes.32 

Numerous sources raise the issue of heightened tensions between Russia and other Arctic 

states, resulting from the competition over formerly inaccessible natural resources and the 

economic impact of the Northern Sea Routes.33  The situation in the Arctic has potential to 

evolve into a new Cold War, as Russia created an Arctic military force, established new military 

bases on its northern frontier, bolstered its Northern Fleet to defend Russian interests, and 

resumed long-range bomber patrols in the region’s airspace.34  Likewise, the Russian Navy has 

resumed patrols in the Arctic waters for the first time since the fall of the Soviet Union.  Viewed 
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from a military perspective at the strategic level, the steady build-up of Russian forces in the 

region may be an auspice of a future arms race or region of conflict.  Analyzing Russia’s 

Diplomatic and Informational Arctic Policy will help determine the likelihood of a future 

regional conflict. 
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Figure 1-1.  Map of the Arctic Region35 
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Russia’s Arctic Political (Diplomatic and Informational) Strategy 

 
Russian Arctic diplomatic and information foreign policies form a significant portion of 

Russia’s Arctic political strategy.  Overall, Russian Arctic Policy is a consistent part of Russian 

foreign policy, as expressed in the 2016 Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation, 

focusing on “consolidating Russia’s position as a center of influence” and its ambition to regain 

‘Great Power’ status lost with the fall of the Soviet Union.36   Russia’s current Arctic Policy 

follows this emphasis and provides a potential method for the nation to reestablish its 

international prestige.   

The overarching goal of Russia’s Arctic policy is to secure and maintain its access to 

Arctic economic resources, critical to Russia’s national security; therefore, the region is one of 

Russia’s top priorities in foreign policy and security strategy.37  Russia’s Arctic political strategy 

uses two methods to help accomplish Russia’s goal of securing Arctic resources: information 

policy statements and diplomatic efforts.  Russia’s claims in the Arctic, and their method of 

assertion, should be considered in the appropriate context.38 

 

Informational Policy Statements 

  

 Russia published its Arctic Policy in March 2009, six months after its official signing.  

The Russian Security Council, whose permanent members include the nation’s most important 

centers of power, such as: the president, prime minister, ministers of interior, foreign affairs, and 

defense, as well as the directors of the Federal Security Service of the Russian Federation (FSB) 

and the Foreign Intelligence Service, designed the fundamentals of the Arctic policy.  According 

to Norwegian Security Policy Senior Fellow Katarzyna Zysk, “[t]he version of the document 
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presented to the public sheds light on how the Russian authorities think about the Arctic and 

reflects areas of particular interest and aspirations.”39  

On the brink of bankruptcy in 1998, Russia made a remarkable economic turnaround, 

largely driven by sales of oil and gas produced in the northern parts of Russia (and increased oil 

prices after 2000).40  After a period of economic weakness, Russia is now using its newly 

acquired wealth to reestablish its “rightful place” in the world.  Russia’s tremendous amount of 

energy resources and its ability to develop them translate into economic growth, in turn affording 

its political leadership greater freedom in conducting foreign relations.41  Energy exports are key 

pillars of Russian foreign policy as Russia possesses the world’s largest mineral and energy 

reserves, and is the largest natural gas exporter in the world.42   

 Accordingly, President Putin views Russia’s energy resources and its foreign policy as 

integrally linked, since energy resource strength bolstered Russia’s profile in international 

affairs.  In fact, Putin specifically stated, “Russia enjoys vast energy and mineral resources which 

serve as a base to develop its economy, as an instrument to implement domestic and foreign 

policy,” and he describes the Arctic as "the most important region that will provide for the future 

of Russia."43 

Former President Medvedev also stated a key aspect of Russia’s Arctic foreign policy, 

noting Russia’s policy in the Arctic is not about racing but is rather a “policy of cooperation.”  

Russia’s overall Arctic strategy currently reflects this concept of international cooperation.  A 

2008 document titled Basic state policy of the Russian Federation in the Arctic for the period 

until 2020 and beyond, outlines Russia’s Arctic interests as both a strategic resource base and a 

zone of cooperation.  Additionally, it professes Russia’s goal of being a good Arctic neighbor by 
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respecting the principles of international law, as well as working bilaterally and “within the 

framework of regional organizations” as necessary.44 

As one commentator noted, “Russia has made no secret of its view its energy resources 

and national security are intimately connected.”45  While this has raised the concern of some 

Western governments, Russia’s informational policy statements attempt to portray a different 

story.  Russia’s soothing words consistently reiterate its policy of international cooperation and 

the desire to work within existing legal frameworks with the hope of reducing regional tensions.  

Russia’s diplomatic efforts mirror the claims stated above, but is this Russia’s long-term goal or 

is it deftly manipulating the international community? 46 

 

Diplomatic Policy Efforts 

 

 Currently, Russia’s Arctic foreign policy is pragmatic as it embraces multi-polarity, 

traditional definitions of sovereignty, and promotes the UN as the legally appropriate 

international body to manage international affairs.  In many aspects, it appears Russia is willing 

to work long-term within the framework of international law and appropriate channels of dispute 

resolution.  Russia has demonstrated this commitment to international cooperation through a 

variety of methods: the Arctic Council, the reoccurring Inuit Circumpolar Conferences (ICC), 

and its claims on Arctic territory through UN legal channels.47 

 

Arctic Council 

 One of the major ways Russia displays its commitment to promoting the Arctic as a 

region of international cooperation and peace is through the Arctic Council.  Established in 1996 
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as an intergovernmental forum, the Arctic Council provides a method to promote cooperation, 

coordination, and interaction among Arctic States.  The primary topics deal with the Indigenous 

Arctic peoples and other Arctic inhabitants on common issues, particularly regarding sustainable 

economic development and environmental protection in the Arctic.  

 

Search and Rescue Agreement 

Another demonstration of Russian diplomatic collaboration occurred through the two-

year development of the Agreement on Cooperation on Aeronautical and Maritime Search and 

Rescue in the Arctic (ACARMSRA).  Officially signed by all eight Arctic nations in May 2011, 

the Search and Rescue Agreement became the first legally binding agreement on any topic ever 

negotiated among all of the Arctic States (Figure 2-1).  The Agreement demonstrates the 

commitment of the Arctic States to further their cooperation in addressing emerging issues in the 

Arctic and remains one of the few areas U.S. and Russian militaries agree upon in the region.48    

 

Inuit Circumpolar Council 

A further display of Russia implementing its declared policy of international and 

multilateral cooperation in the Arctic occurs through the Inuit Circumpolar Council (ICC).  The 

ICC is a multinational non-governmental organization (NGO) representing the 160,000 Inuit 

people, whose goals are to strengthen ties between Arctic people, and to promote human, 

cultural, political, and environmental rights and policies at the international level.49  By signing 

the 2008 Ilulissat Declaration with its stated intentions, and actively participating in the ICC 

forum, Russia appears to be following its professed Arctic foreign policy objective of 

maintaining the Arctic as a “region of peace and cooperation.” 
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Figure 2-1.  Arctic Rescue Area of Responsibilities50 

 

Russia’s Arctic Claim to the Commission on the Continental Shelf 

In 1997, Russia ratified the 1982 UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), 

stipulating all Arctic nations shall have 12-mile territorial waters and 200-mile economic zones 

with free navigation, but exclusive rights for the use of mineral and biological resources.51  In 

December 2001, Russia made a submission to UNCLOS and the Commission on the Limits of 

the Continental Shelf (CLCS) claiming the underwater Lomonosov and Mendeleyev ridges are 

actually extensions of the Russian continental shelf.  If its claim is approved, Russia would 

expand its exclusive economic zone by nearly one million square kilometers or 380,000 square 

miles, including portions of the North Pole (Figure 2-2). 
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Up until now, the CLCS denied Russia’s initial and updated claims (2009, 2011, and 

2015) due to insufficient scientific evidence.52  However, in early 2019 the CLCS declared the 

“outer limits of the Russian continental shelf submission are geologically similar to the structure 

of the continuation of the shelf and the continent of the Russian Federation.”53  While this new 

evidence in no way guarantees the Russian claim approval, it provides positive indications 

compared to previous submissions.  Nevertheless, Denmark and Canada are also making a 

similar claim.  Other members of the Arctic Council—the U.S., Canada, Denmark, Norway, 

Sweden, Iceland, and Finland—may stand to lose if the CLCS approves Russian claims in the 

High North.   

 

 

Figure 2-2.  Russia’s Territory Claim54 
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It is crucial to recognize the Russian government’s view of bilateral and multilateral 

compromise as the current best method to fulfill its national interests.55  These multilateral 

institutions are primarily devoted to non-economic issues, or topics with broadly defined 

cooperation, and have yet to require Russia to compromise any of its stated goals.  Furthermore, 

the institutions provide Russia multiple platforms for voicing its opinions, enhancing its status on 

the world stage.  Finally, by co-founding these institutions, Russia preserved a strong bargaining 

position, thus helping Moscow secure its regional status and display itself as a reliable member 

of global community.56  But, how does Russia’s Arctic economic strategy tie with its stated 

political strategy? 

 

Russia’s Arctic Economic Policy 

 

After a sustained period of economic weakness, Russia is using its acquired wealth to 

regain its ‘Great Power’ status.   Russia’s Energy Strategy 2030 reflects this goal stating “the 

most effective use of natural resources and potential of the energy sector [is] for the purposes of 

sustainable economic growth, improvement of quality of life, and promotion of the country’s 

global interests.”57  Therefore, the overarching goals of Russia’s Arctic policy are to secure and 

maintain its access to Arctic economic resources. 

Economically, the Arctic region is important due to its abundance of natural resources 

and potential sea shipping routes.  According to Russian geological studies, up to “90 percent of 

the hydrocarbon reserves found on the Russian continental shelf is located in the Arctic.”58  

Furthermore, 66.5 percent of those reserves are located in the Barents and Kara Seas, making it 

the Arctic’s most abundant hydrocarbon resource province.59  Additionally, a significant 
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majority of Russia’s precious metals originate from Arctic mines. 60  Therefore, Arctic resource 

development is an essential instrument for continued national economic development.61  

Consequently, Russia’s economic policy stresses developing these natural resources and 

controlling its future Northern Sea shipping route. 

 

Current Economic State 

 

Almost a quarter of Russia’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and approximately 65 

percent of its foreign exchange earnings come from its energy sector.62  Russia’s proven oil 

reserves place it in the top ten international oil states and in 2018, it regained its position as the 

world’s second leading oil exporter behind Saudi Arabia.  Russia also has substantial amounts of 

proven natural gas reserves, totaling a quarter of the world’s known reserves (Figure 3-1).63  

Therefore, Russia’s economy is heavily dependent on oil and natural gas exports, and the 

economy’s overall health depends on the uninterrupted flow of natural gas. 
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Figure 3-1.  Russia’s Proven Gas Reserves64 
 
Oil Production 

 

In oil-producing regions of the world, the largest oil deposits are normally developed 

first, and only after they become exhausted do the smaller deposits receive attention.  Once the 

large fields pass their production peak, an increasing number of new and generally smaller fields 

must be developed to maintain a similar level of production.  From then on, it becomes 

increasingly more difficult to sustain a steady rate of production growth.  The only method to 

break this cycle is to tap into fields capable of producing yields similar to the original large 

deposit, or another large field.65 

In 2008, a Lukoil executive revealed Russia’s output had fallen for the first time in a 

decade, and appeared it would continue its decline for the foreseeable future.66  President Putin 
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called on industry executives to “halt the lagging growth in reserves relative to the volume of 

mineral resources extracted and expand the study and exploitation for the resources of the 

[Arctic] continental shelf and open seas.”67  From 2008 to the present, Russia’s overall oil 

production remained relatively static, but the threat of decline persists.   

In 2010, the Kremlin correctly predicted its current rate of national production would not 

peak until 2020, when they expected production rates to freefall.68  For nations dependent on oil 

as a principal source of revenue, an overall reduction in supply could devastate its economy.  In 

Russia, the devastation would result in an economic catastrophe.  On average, a $1 per barrel 

change in oil prices results in a $1.4 billion change in Russian government revenues in the 

matching direction.69   

 

Natural Gas Production 

 

Russia is the world’s second largest exporter of natural gas and the primary natural gas 

supplier to Europe and adjacent former Soviet states.70  For instance, NATO members with tense 

relations with Moscow are largely dependent on Russian gas, with Germany importing 39 

percent of its consumed natural gas from Russia and Austria importing 69 percent.71   Former 

Soviet states such as Moldova, Latvia, Georgia, and Estonia all are entirely dependent on Russia 

for their supply of natural gas.72  As a result, Russia commands a near monopoly on providing 

Europe and the surrounding areas their natural gas through a series of extensive pipelines; if 

these nations wish to heat their homes in the winter, they must purchase the bulk of their heating 

source from Russia.  Over the past 10 years, Russia exploited this economic and resource 

leverage against its neighbors numerous times, to great effect. 
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Gazprom, a state-controlled corporation, owns the vast majority of Russian natural gas 

mining and pipeline infrastructure, and is the only corporation permitted to export natural gas.73  

The Kremlin’s influence on Gazprom’s business practices directly assists the nation’s foreign 

policy objectives.  Exports form 60 percent of Gazprom’s revenue stream.74  In 2010, the U.S. 

Energy Information Administration’s (EIA) Country Analysis Brief, stated Gazprom’s natural 

gas production forecast calls for little to no growth, and estimated its “Big Three” fields would 

only be able to supply 23 percent of requirements.75  Conversely, EIA predicts global natural gas 

consumption to grow by 2.5% a year for the next 20 years.76 

Historically, Russia has been unable to significantly develop its resources in the Arctic 

region due to a lack of key technological skills required to access them.77  However, in 2018, 

Russia successfully built and began operating a massive, multi-partner consortium natural gas 

plant with a collocated shipping port in the Yamal region.78  The Yamal plant, coupled with other 

smaller initiatives, led to an enormous increase in natural gas production and exports, propelling 

Russia back into the top two producing nations.  Furthermore, its success led to the September 

2019 Russian government approval of a $21 billion multi-partner project to open a second Arctic 

plant in the Gydan peninsula with the aim of exporting 80% of its production to Asia.79 

 

Arctic Shipping via the Northern Sea Route 

 

One of Russia’s fundamental Arctic goals is the development of the Northern Sea Route 

(NSR) as a fully integrated transportation link and key element in maritime connections between 

Europe and Asia.  The importance of the NSR has been highlighted in a range of recently 

adopted strategic documents, pointing to a “sharply increased role” of the NSR in connection 
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with growing extraction of the Arctic’s natural resources.80  Regulating the NSR provides Russia 

additional revenue via shipping taxes and a reason to implement northern maritime border 

control.  Therefore, Russia claims the NSR is a “national transportation route” under its 

jurisdiction based on Article 234 of the UNCLOS.81  

Over the past five years, Russia implemented multiple regulations on the NSR, requiring 

all vessels to provide advance notice and submit an application for guidance, implying the 

payment of a Russian access toll.82  Moreover, in April 2019, the Kremlin placed additional 

limitations for foreign warships transiting the NSR, requiring the ship's particulars and 

information on each ship’s captain, in addition to mandating each ship take aboard a Russian 

pilot.83  Alexey Chepa, the deputy chairman of the Russian State Duma’s international affairs 

committee, stated, “Control of the Northern Sea Route is simply necessary in the current 

international situation.”84 

Interestingly, these limitations occurred shortly after a French military naval vessel sailed 

the route without warning, also implying Russian concerns over maritime border security.  These 

new regulatory limitations help maintain control over shipping and environment impacts due to 

increased commercial and military interest in the route.  Russian authorities also reserve the right 

to deny access to NSR and in the case of un-authorized traffic, apply emergency actions against 

non-cooperating parties.85   

 
 
The Northern Sea Route Viability 

 

If scientists’ predictions of seasonal ice-free Arctic waters occur, the NSR could shorten 

shipping transit time from Europe to Asia by 40 percent.86  This may provide Russia the 
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nineteenth century “Holy Grail of Victorian exploration,” an Arctic shortcut to rich Asian 

markets.87  The shipping shortcuts of the NSR would cut existing oceanic transit times by days, 

saving thousands of miles in unneeded travel and reducing overall transit cost (Figure 3-2.).88  

This savings could be even greater for megaships unable to fit through the Suez Canal and, 

therefore, currently sail around the Cape of Good Hope.  China alone would save $60 to $120 

billion a year by extensively using this route and as a result, China is the biggest client for NSR 

shipments.89  In July 2018, Russia supplied its first liquid natural gas shipment from the Yamal 

plant to China via the route. 90  Finally, the opening of Arctic sea routes would also allow 

commercial and military vessels to avoid sailing through pirate-infested waters off the Coast of 

Africa.91 
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Figure 3-2.  Arctic Shipping Routes92 

 

Trade Levels on the NSR  

Potentially, Arctic shipping could dramatically affect global trade patterns.  As marine 

insurers recalculate the risks involved in these voyages, trans-Arctic shipping can become 

commercially viable and begin on a large scale.93  Increased Russian hydrocarbon extraction in 

the Arctic has already led to a growth of NSR shipping traffic, primarily to Asia.  Due to the 

combined effects of climate change, increasing regional hydrocarbon production, and new ship 

technology, a steady increase of cargo flows through the NSR.  In the 1990s, the NSR averaged 2 
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million tons of cargo traffic, rising to 20 million tons in 2018, and estimates expect 30 million 

tons of shipping in 2019.94  Moreover, Russia projects shipping to increase to 80 million tons a 

year by 2025 and President Putin considers “this is a realistic, well-calculated and concrete task” 

and desires to “make the northern sea route safe and commercially feasible.”95  Currently, the 

NSR predominantly transports oil, gas, and precious metal shipments, but this may rapidly 

change over the next couple of years assuming Russia mitigates its preferential treatment of 

domestic companies.96 

 

Russian Icebreakers 

If the NSR is to prove economically viable, both for Russia and the other nations, ice, a 

problem for numerous months of the year, regardless of the effects of climate change, must be 

dealt with.  Therefore, to make use of this route, Russia needs to possess nuclear powered 

icebreakers to maintain the stability and security of military and commercial passage in the 

Arctic.   

Although Russia owns the world’s largest and most powerful icebreaker fleet, its limited 

maintenance and construction capability resulted in general fleet deterioration since the 1990s.  

Built in the 1970’s, Russia’s four remaining nuclear-powered icebreakers are rapidly aging, and 

all but one scheduled for decommission by 2020.97  According to Putin, three nuclear icebreakers 

are currently under construction, and by 2035 Russia will own a fleet of 13 heavy icebreakers, 

including nine nuclear-powered ones.98  Furthermore, the Ministry of Defense ordered additional 

militarized icebreakers, adding the qualities of a tugboat and patrol ship.99  If construction delays 

or a reduction in the pace of rejuvenating its fleet continues, Russia’s capacity to support its 

economic activities in the region is likely to be drastically reduced in the early 2020’s. 
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Russia’s Arctic Military Policy 

 

Because Arctic economic resources are enabling Russia’s rise back to a ‘Great Power’ 

status, the region is one of the top priorities of Russia’s foreign policy and security strategy.  

Furthermore, Russia is once again concerned about a new “front of vulnerability” in the Arctic, 

hence it is the only region specifically mentioned in both the National Security Strategy through 

2020 and in military doctrine.100  A large portion of the National Security Strategy is devoted to 

the Arctic and includes a plan to strengthen Russian military presence there.101   Moreover, 

international attention devoted to the region, signs of emerging energy resource competition, and 

a range of unresolved maritime delimitation disputes concern Russian leadership in a region they 

consider “rightful Russian territory.”102   Numerous Russian academics share this view, and 

openly advocate for an imperialist policy in the Arctic.103  Predictably, the Kremlin has not ruled 

out military conflict in the region if Russian strategic goals become threatened.104  In fact, 

Defense Minister Shoigu proclaimed in August 2018, “Competition in the Arctic could lead to 

potential [military] conflict.”105 

Therefore, to support its Arctic interests, Russia pledged to strengthen its border-guard 

forces in the region and tighten its security in response to “various military-political 

circumstances,” resulting in Russian remilitarization and intensification of military activity in the 

High North.  Moreover, the Russian variation of classical realist thinking still dominates Russian 

military leaders’ attitudes toward international relations in the Arctic.  Contrary to official Arctic 

policy and security concepts, large parts of the Russian military establishment perceive the 

United States and NATO as its main security threats.106   
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In a sense, Russian leadership views the Arctic under the same threat perceptions as other 

theaters.107  Likewise, they believe the region’s importance as a strategic resource base makes it 

more likely Russia’s “Arctic opponents,” the United States, Norway, Canada, Denmark, and 

NATO, could challenge Russian security.108  Thus, there is an evident interdependence between 

the development of the Russian energy industry, military presence, and force projection in the 

Arctic today; resulting in Russia issuing militarily provocative statements, rebuilding its Arctic 

military forces, and conducting regional military exercises.   

 

Brief Arctic Military History 

 

Of all the oceans, the Arctic and its surrounding region was the last to receive attention 

by the world’s navies.  The technological developments of the Cold War enabled weapon 

systems to sustain operations in the Arctic, a region the Soviets viewed as a territory of 

deterrence.109  Two systems in particular, the long-range bomber and nuclear-powered 

submarine, led to a substantial arms buildup in the region.  These were the main weapons of a 

potential nuclear war between the two world superpowers.  As each nation deemed the ability to 

detect an attack and launch a counterattack as critical, both sides needed dependable observation 

systems as far north as possible.  Thus, the Arctic was the critical strategic location for fighting a 

nuclear war and avoiding it.110  At the conclusion of the Cold War, each side allowed their 

northern forces to dissipate, but this respite proved temporary judging by the Kremlin’s official 

policy documents and statements.  
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Strategic Value of the Arctic 

 

Unquestionably, Russia occupies a unique position among the Arctic states.  First, 

Russia’s Arctic coastline covers approximately half of the Arctic Circle, from the Bering Strait to 

the Norwegian border.  Secondly, the Arctic continental shelf is full of natural resources, with a 

large portion in Russian territory accounting for 22 percent of Russia’s GDP, and includes the 

NSR, an increasingly valuable shipping lane. 

The Arctic is also militarily important to Russia, as the nation is increasingly feeling 

hemmed in by NATO.  With over 12,400 miles of Arctic coastline, Arctic waterways allow 

Russia’s fleets access to the Atlantic and the Pacific Oceans.111  It is also a vitally important 

theater for deploying the Northern Fleet, specifically for basing and supplying its nuclear 

submarines with ballistic missiles, a key component of its strategic nuclear deterrent forces.112  

As of the latest estimates, the Northern Fleet owns 81% of Russia’s sea-based nuclear weapons.  

The operational effectiveness of its nuclear-powered strategic submarine fleet helps defend 

Russia from possible aggression and provides Russia regional and international influence.113  

Historically, Russian perceptions of requiring security via the Arctic region are not new. 

 

Official Policy Documents and Provocative Statements  

 

The National Security Strategy of the Russian Federation until 2020 emphasizes Arctic 

cooperation, but the policy also stresses the importance of a continued military presence, the 

need to maintain “necessary combat potential” in the North, and reveals plans to establish special 

Arctic military formations to “protect the country’s national interests in various military and 
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political situations.”114  This strategy considers the use of military action to resolve competition 

for resources near Russia’s borders, especially in the Barents and other seas, “in case of a 

competitive struggle for resources, it is not impossible to discount it might be resolved by a 

decision to use military might.”115  The National Security Strategy also asserts the Northeast 

Passage (referencing the NSR) is a national transportation route under Russian jurisdiction and 

Russia will view any nation’s efforts to change that legal status as a threat to national security.116  

Additionally, the National Security Strategy declares Russia will take adequate measures 

to withstand attempts to dictate conditions for its conduct in the region by threatening to use 

force.  This could be regarded as typical Russian rhetoric, but viewed in the light of Russian 

actions in its 2008 conflict with Georgia, and the 2014 conflict with Ukraine and Crimea 

annexation, these comments must be regarded as plausible. 

Another implication of this document is Russia’s need to strengthen its Coastal Defense 

Service of the Federal Security Service and border controls in the Arctic zone of the Russian 

Federation, as well as establish technical control over waterways along the entire NSR.  

Therefore, Russia’s Arctic Forces both defend territory and protect Russia’s regional economic 

interests, fostering some Russian experts’ belief in the need to increase the Northern Fleet’s 

strike capability.117 

Through published strategy and doctrine documents, the Russian government stresses the 

importance of continued military presence as essential for securing national interests in the 

Arctic.  These authorities however, emphasize the main purpose of military preparation is to 

combat terrorism at sea, smuggling, illegal migration, and unsustainable use of aquatic biological 

resources (fishing).118  The doctrine therefore, focuses on the development of search and rescue 

capabilities, surveillance, and navigation systems to provide safety for and control of economic, 
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military, and ecological activities.119  While Russia is interested in these capabilities, it is 

possible these documents facilitate a Russian international political ploy or deception, with the 

goal of deemphasizing the anti-NATO nature of its regional actions.120 

 
Rebuilding of Arctic Military Forces 

  

According to the strategies and plans outlined earlier, Russian leadership desires military 

forces to the Arctic.  While the former head of the Russian Northern fleet, Vyacheslav Popov, 

dismissed the idea of stationing new forces north, other Russian news reports suggest Russian 

officials do plan to send new forces north.121  In fact, one senior Russian official stated Russia 

was already training its forces for conflict in the Arctic. 

 

Non-Naval Unit Development 

One way Russia is rebuilding and modernizing its military force is through the 

development of new long-range aircraft (LRA) and Special Forces units.  The plans to build new 

strategic and nuclear capable bombers will result in increased overall military activity in the 

Arctic, as this is their typical area of operations and training.  Over the past ten years, Russia 

developed the Tu-22M3 Backfire, a new strategic bomber designed to replace the Tu-95MC 

Bear.  In early 2019, production model Backfires began flight testing, and full-rate production is 

currently scheduled for 2020.122  Additionally, Russia plans to create special Arctic military 

formations to protect its national interests.  Illustrating this point is the Russian MoD’s plan to 

establish an Arctic Spetsnaz to support Russia’s northern policy and defend the country’s 

continental shelf.123   
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Arctic Basing 
 

During a March 2019 testimony to the U.S. Senate Arms Services Committee, the 

Supreme Allied Commander Europe of NATO Allied Command Operations, General Scaparrotti 

stated, “Russia reopened ten airports along its northern [sea route], put up radar systems and 

periodically moved in different weapons systems to control the area.”124  The Kremlin actually 

began this process in 2013, spending billions of dollars in upgrading facilities and military 

capability along the NSR, equipping them with advanced radar and missile defense systems, 

providing Moscow almost complete coverage of the coastline and adjacent waters.125 

In 2002, Russia established a military and research base at Camp Barneo, the North Pole, 

a precursor to future Arctic expansion.126  More recently, Russia established one of its newest 

Arctic outposts, a complete “closed cycle base,” on the remote Kotelny Island.127  In 2016, 

Russia's Northern Fleet started occupying the facilities, and along with numerous other locations, 

remains on a continual 24-hour alert status.128  As many of the new military bases are co-located 

with civil units, Russia’s Arctic military infrastructure inherently serves a “dual civil/military 

purpose,” providing Search and Rescue (SAR) operations, border enforcement, aviation control 

points, radar and space reconnaissance positions, and overall northern domain awareness.129 

 
 
The Northern Fleet 
 

The Arctic is still an important home base and a suitable operational area for the Russian 

navy, in particular, the sea-based component of the Russian nuclear triad, the Northern Fleet.  

Russia views nuclear deterrent and strike capability as a symbol and guarantee of its ‘Great 

Power’ status, and thus remains a key element of Russian security policy and military strategy.  

Therefore, maintaining nuclear capability is the highest priority in Russian military 
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modernization.  Just as Russia implemented modernization efforts on its long-range aircraft 

(LRA) and missile capabilities, Russian authorities repeatedly confirmed their intention to make 

the Russian Navy the second most powerful in the world within the next 20-30 years.  

Russia essentially desires to recreate a ‘blue-water navy’ exceeding Soviet naval power 

of the 1980s,” by building “five to six aircraft squadrons for the Northern and Pacific Fleets, 

constructing a fourth-generation class of Ballistic Missile Submarines (Borei), and modernizing 

its older sea-based nuclear deterrent (Delta IV).”130  Russia successfully made progress towards 

the Navy’s 2011-2020 modernization plan, completing four Borei class submarines, two Yasen-

class guided-missile submarines, and refurbishment of Delta IV subs.  By 2023, Russia plans to 

complete an additional ten new submarines.131  Furthermore, in April 2019, the defense minister 

Shoigu stated “the Northern Fleet would receive 368 of the latest weapons and by the end of 

2019 would contain 59% of the country’s modern arsenal.”132   

While a great deal has changed since the height of the Cold War, the Northern Fleet, was 

the Soviet’s most powerful fleet and, in most respects, still is Russia’s most powerful fleet.  

However, by comparing programed naval procurement trends for 2020 to 2027, it appears likely 

the Northern Fleet will remain a brown-and green-water force, focused on protecting coastal 

areas along the NSR and on denying foreign military forces access to the Arctic Zone of the 

Russian Federation.133  Until Russia’s modernization efforts are completed, the Northern Fleet 

derives its strength from its nuclear submarine capability. 
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Regional Military Exercises 

 

It should come as no surprise Russian military forces routinely attempt to project power 

in the Arctic region.  In addition to the plans to modernize and build a more capable combat 

force, Russia has expanded its military activities in the Arctic since 2007.134  In fact, Russian 

military activity in the air and sea has out-paced all other Arctic nations.135  These actions have 

raised concerns among other Arctic nations, further emphasizing Russian attention towards 

developing military capabilities, increasingly seen as “an important or even decisive tool in 

pursuing a forceful foreign policy worthy of a global power.”136 

 

Aviation Exercises  

In August 2007, the Russian Air Force, acting on Putin’s directive, resumed long-range 

bomber flights over the Arctic for the first time since the Cold War.137  During 2007, Russia 

penetrated Alaska’s 12-mile air defense zone 18 times, while in 2008, Russian long-range 

bombers conducted 87 flights in the Arctic region. 138  Increased Russian bomber Arctic activity 

remains a relevant concern.  In early 2015, Admiral Gortney, head of North American Aerospace 

Defense Command (NORAD) confirmed Russian bomber patrols are occurring more frequently 

in the Arctic and they have been “aggressive in the amount of flights.”139  Furthermore, in 2019 

the Russian Ministry of Defense decided to resume airspace patrols of the North Pole with MiG-

31BM interceptor fighters.140 

Western experts have deemed Russian long-range strategic bomber patrols particularly 

controversial as these “patrols” have purportedly included mock bombing runs against Norway’s 

northern command center at Bodo.  Russia continues these strategic bomber flights along the 
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Norwegian coast to the present day.  Russia’s regular Arctic bomber patrols and mock “strike 

missions” likely are an attempt to demonstrate regained global reach and defensive capabilities, 

and at a minimum, provide their aircrew ‘practical’ training missions.141  

  

Naval and Land Exercises 

Russian military Arctic posturing is not limited to its long-range bomber force.  Russia 

also started conducting numerous other exercises in the region, to include paratroop drops on the 

North Pole.  For example, in 2015, Russia practiced its largest Arctic military deployment since 

the Cold War, mobilizing 45,000 soldiers, 3,360 vehicles, 110 aircraft, 41 naval vessels, and 15 

submarines for a force readiness exercise.142  In July 2008, Russia resumed Arctic naval surface 

patrols, sailing into disputed waters between Norway and Russia around Spitsbergen, displaying 

Russia’s intention to defend its interests in the region.143  Russian naval military operations 

continue to increase and in 2018 alone, the Northern Fleet accomplished over 100 Arctic patrol 

missions.144  

 Another area of concern is Russia’s continued strengthening of its communication-

jamming capabilities.  For instance, Russia demonstrated its proficiency in creating an anti-

access/area denial “bubble” during its 2017 Zapad exercise.  Norway feels particularly 

threatened by this capability and already claims Russia electronically harasses its critical 

communications systems and networks.145 
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Conclusion 

Tension between Russia and other Arctic states, like Norway, are resulting from the 

competition over these newly uncovered, valuable natural resources, and the possible economic 

impact of access to the Northern Sea Route.146  Opening of the region is one driving force behind 

the Arctic’s new geo-political importance, as previously inaccessible natural resources have the 

potential to become available for extraction.  Therefore, the Arctic region is an integral part of 

Moscow’s future plans.147  Since the Soviet era, the Kremlin viewed the Arctic primarily from 

two angles: security and economic value.148  Unsurprisingly, the specific overarching goal of 

Russia’s Arctic policy to secure and maintain its access to Arctic economic resources is 

consistent with the overall pattern of Russian foreign policy, regaining its ‘Great Power’ status, 

and viewed as critical to Russia’s national security.  Consequently, the region is one of Russia’s 

top priorities in foreign policy, economic development, and security strategy as evidenced by 

how Russia employs its political (diplomatic and informational), economic, and military 

instruments of power.149   

Russian leadership regularly uses foreign policy in techniques allowing them the 

flexibility to be pragmatic in the methods used to promote Russia’s national interests, sometimes 

contradicting the country’s aggressive image.  Although Russia remains keenly interested in the 

Arctic, it continues to pursue its regional ambitions via negotiations and peaceful dispute through 

existing institutional mechanisms, in particular the UN.150  It is critical when assessing Russian 

Arctic foreign policy, not to ignore its efforts to respect international institutions.151  Examples of 

these efforts include Russia’s engagement in the Arctic Council, the Search and Rescue 

Agreement, the Inuit Circumpolar Conference, and submitting its territory claim to the CLCS.  

Therefore, anticipating additional cooperative policies from Russia is sensible if the existing 
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institutional framework remains respected and continues to allow Russia to protect its perceived 

vital interests.152  It is likely Russia’s Arctic policy will change if these same institutions no 

longer protect Russian interests. 

It is also crucial to recognize the Russian government views bilateral and multilateral 

compromise as the best current method to fulfill its own interests.153  These multilateral 

institutions are primarily devoted to topics with broadly defined cooperation, and do not require 

Russia to compromise its stated goals.  These institutions provide Russia another method of 

enhancing its global status.  Moreover, by co-founding these institutions, Russia preserves a 

strong bargaining position, helping Moscow secure its regional status, and highlighting itself as a 

reliable member of the global community.154 

Economic power is another method Russia is utilizing to propel it back to ‘Great Power’ 

status.  Russia’s economy is heavily dependent on oil and natural gas exports and as Russia 

possesses over half of all the Arctic’s proven hydrocarbon resources, it must access them to 

preserve its newfound economic power.155  Therefore, extracting Arctic deposits is a strategic 

imperative.156  Over the past fifteen years, Russian leadership focused on developing its Arctic 

resources to compensate for future production decreases in Western Siberia.157  After numerous 

setbacks, in 2018, Russia achieved its first major Arctic resource development success with the 

opening of the Yamal natural gas plant.   

The NSR is another viable source of steady income and Russia intends to capitalize on 

increased shipping traffic through the region.158  As the Kremlin views the NSR as within its 

territorial waters, it established the NSR administration to regulate navigation along the route and 

arrange for icebreaker and pilotage assistance.159  Russian icebreaker support is essential to 

feasible transport on the NSR, thus leading to an expected revitalization of its nuclear 
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icebreaking fleet.  The guise of maritime security on the NSR also provides Russia an alternative 

means to exert control in the region, and provides an additional pressure point on other powers, 

evidenced by Russia’s declared right to deny access, seize ships, or use other tactics.160  Through 

the cut-off of natural gas supplies to Eastern Europe, Russia previously demonstrated its 

willingness to use economic leverage to attain national political goals.  Hence, it may only be a 

matter of when the Kremlin will use access to, or security concerns on the NSR, to achieve 

political goals. 

Since the end of Putin’s second term, the military has garnered an enhanced role in 

efforts to return Russia to the world stage as a ‘Great Power.’161  Over the past ten years, Russia 

poured billions of dollars into its armed forces, steadily increasing its military capabilities in the 

Arctic.162  Along the NSR, new bases and airfields have opened, equipped with advanced radar 

and missile defense systems.163  However, the improvements in Russia’s Arctic military footprint 

are largely proportional to the overall increase in military spending since 2008.164  Even so, 

Russian military activity in the region has out-paced all other Arctic nations.165  Russia’s Arctic 

military presence is increasingly returning to previous Cold War norms, resulting in escalating 

regional tension.166 

Militarily, thanks primarily to the Northern Fleet, Russia is the dominant power in the 

Arctic.  The Arctic has great significance for Russia’s national security and consequently hosts 

two thirds of its sea-based nuclear force.167  Russians, therefore, believe their geopolitical 

position would be considerably weaker than at present were it not for the strategic nuclear 

deterrent carried by the Northern Fleet.168  Regardless, Russia still views the activities of the 

Arctic Five with a degree of mistrust.  For example, Moscow believes the “West” plans to try to 
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deprive Russia its Arctic economic resources and control of the NSR.  Therefore, Russia is 

strengthening its Arctic forces as a military deterrent against said concerns.169 

 Russia’s military intentions cannot be assumed benign, bringing the issue of what it 

might do with these new capabilities into sharper focus.  Russia’s stated intentions of these 

capabilities are not offensive in nature, but meant to reestablish control of the waters and coastal 

region of the NSR.170  However, Russia is deploying dual-use capabilities, and other nations 

should worry about Russia employing its Arctic military forces for political gain or historic 

‘security concerns.’171  Future regional conflict cannot be ruled out, as Russia demonstrated its 

willingness in 2008 with Georgia, 2014 with the Ukraine, and currently in Syria, to use military 

force if it feels necessary.172  

Currently, Russian political (diplomatic and informational), military, and economic 

interests in the region continue to complement each other due to Russia’s long-term strategy for 

the Arctic.173  So far, Russia is following its stated policy of economic development and 

international cooperation.  However, the rhetoric issued by Russian leaders does not preclude the 

use of force.  Per President Putin, the Kremlin is “open for a dialogue with our foreign partners 

and with all our neighbors in the Arctic region, but of course we will defend our own geopolitical 

interests firmly and consistently.”174  As the Arctic will remain strategically important to Russia 

for the foreseeable future, Russia’s increased military activity in the Arctic and assertive foreign 

policy rhetoric are only the beginning of a more visible Russian presence in the region.   

The most likely assessment of Russia’s Arctic intentions is Russia hedging its bets and 

attempting to play a “win-win” Arctic strategy; emphasizing its international cooperation foreign 

policy via the UN and other institutions, while gaining early military and commercial regional 

supremacy.  This is an extremely intelligent move as it preserves the most amount of options for 



 

  34

Russian leadership, while incurring minimal global political risk.  Currently, Russia acts as a 

status quo power, partly because international law there plays in its favor, and partly because it is 

in Russia’s interest to do so.175  Many Russian academics and some Arctic policy experts, who 

study Russia’s economic motivations and historic Russian security concerns, hold this view.176 

Russia’s Arctic policy gives some hope for continued cooperation between Russia and 

other Arctic nations as Russia will chair the Arctic Council from 2021 to 2023, and is 

responsible for leading efforts to address issues of development, shipping, extraction, and 

environmental protection.177  Likewise, positive scientific feedback from the CLCS provides 

Russia new hope to have its EEZ extended almost to the North Pole, rendering it the beneficiary 

of a vast majority of Arctic resources without the threat of international competition.  From a 

pragmatic point of view, the diplomatic approach also buys Russia time.  By pursuing diplomatic 

options first, Russia gains time by simultaneously collaborating through international agencies, 

while modernizing their defense force to secure their territory from potential threats.178 

At the same time, the Russian viewpoint on the Arctic region falling within its sphere of 

influence is at odds with Western perception.  Consequently, expecting Russian cooperation on 

all issues is unlikely, especially on navigational rights.  As evidenced by its administrative claim 

on the NSR, Russia’s interests do not often align with U.S. or NATO interests.179  Likewise, 

Russia considers the growing presence of other Arctic and non-Arctic nations in the region as 

potential threats.  Russia supports diplomatic, economic, and some military cooperation in the 

Arctic, in an attempt to secure its hegemony there.180 

On the other hand, Moscow is preparing to confront emerging threats to its NSR control, 

perceived Arctic territory, and hydrocarbon production projects.  Russia is increasing military 

‘defense” capabilities in the region during a period of heightened tensions with its neighbors.181 
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In many ways, Russia’s Arctic security programs are sensible, with the stated goal to maintain 

control of vital strategic economic resources, while collaborating with other Arctic states via 

military drills and regional SAR efforts.182  Realist-informed writers however, argue Russia is 

using the Arctic to restore its economic might and demonstrate its military strength.183  Russian 

military capabilities in the Arctic are dual-use in nature, and as of yet, have not taken on a 

significantly aggressive stance.  Instead, Russia intends its military capabilities to deter its Arctic 

neighbors and NATO during peacetime, and to disrupt its adversaries’ capabilities in wartime.184  

While no direct military conflicts have resulted so far, the potential exists for skirmishes 

to occur.  Sources of potential miscalculation are numerous as Russia’s own perception of Arctic 

strength and superiority could embolden it, heightening the risk of miscalculation.  For instance, 

the recent implementation of rigorous navigational concessions to utilize the NSR indicates this 

possibility.185  As previously mentioned, a number of senior Russian analysts and leadership 

figures do not baulk at drawing such conclusions and have urged their government to take all 

necessary steps, including the use of military action, to protect and defend Russia’s national 

interests.186  Thus, it appears, if required, Russia will use military force to maintain its position in 

the Arctic region.   

Russia will either maintain this dual approach of cooperation or utilize an aggressive 

defense posture to manipulate the future of the Arctic.187  For example, it remains unlikely 

Russia will achieve its EEZ extension claim, whereas nations such as Canada and Greenland 

could prevail.  Consequently, the resulting Russian view towards international cooperation will 

be entirely different than it is now.  Indeed, a more anti-Western, paranoid, and militarily active 

Russia will likely emerge in the Arctic.   



 

  36

Russia is the most prepared of Arctic nations to exploit any opportunities available and 

has already gained early regional commercial and military supremacy in the region.188  The U.S. 

and other NATO Arctic Five members strongly need to consider how to achieve greater political, 

economic influence, as well as military parity in the region.  Russia should not view the Arctic 

its uncontested region.189  
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