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ABSTRACT The undertaken research �nvest�gates the
contemporary demonstrat�on of the “Great Game” at the
North Pole by cons�der�ng Russ�a’s expand�ng p�vot towards
the reg�on. Over the past two decades, the Arct�c reg�on has
exper�enced s�gn�f�cant changes �n �ts geopol�t�cal and
ecolog�cal landscape as a result of cl�mate change. The r�s�ng
global temperatures and the rap�d �ce-melt�ng �n the reg�on
are open�ng up new opportun�t�es for the great powers
�nclud�ng Russ�a and North Atlant�c Treaty Organ�zat�on
members for mar�t�me trade and econom�c opportun�t�es.
Unl�ke the NATO ne�ghbours, the Russ�an �nvolvement �n the
Arct�c reg�on both �n terms of m�l�tary and econom�c
�nvestment �s unprecedented. By employ�ng a theoret�cal
framework based on the Real�st School of Internat�onal
Relat�ons, spec�f�cally the theory of geopol�t�cs, th�s study
analyses the var�ous d�mens�ons of Russ�a's �nvolvement �n
the Arct�c. The research exam�nes Russ�a's two major
strateg�c object�ves: balanc�ng geopol�t�cal compet�t�on w�th
asp�rat�ons for cooperat�on and assess�ng �ts �mpl�cat�ons for
econom�c, geopol�t�cal, and secur�ty landscapes. By carry�ng
out a comprehens�ve �nvest�gat�on of d�plomat�c �n�t�at�ves,
strateg�c manoeuvres and m�l�tary presence of Russ�a, the
study a�ms to explore the mot�vat�ons beh�nd �ts expans�on
to the Arct�c reg�on. F�nally, the research �nvest�gates the
consequences of the Russ�an rap�d expans�on towards the
Arct�c reg�on for geopol�t�cal affa�rs and reg�onal stab�l�ty by
emphas�z�ng the susta�nable secur�ty arch�tecture to prevent
a geopol�t�cal turf between Russ�a and �ts NATO ne�ghbours. 
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Introduct�on
The term "Great Game" refers to a long-stand�ng geopol�t�cal phenomenon that
dates back to the 19th century, when the Russ�an Emp�re and Imper�al Br�ta�n
engaged �n a f�erce compet�t�on for dom�nance over Euras�a (Parker, 2010).
Although the Great Game concluded more than a century ago, the concept has
cont�nued to play a s�gn�f�cant role �n geopol�t�cal d�scourse up to the present day.
In recent t�mes, a new geopol�t�cal landscape has been unfold�ng �n the �ce-
covered Arct�c reg�on, wh�ch may potent�ally serve as a fresh arena for Great Power
r�valry (Gabr�elson & Śl�wa, 2014). The accelerat�ng pace of cl�mate change and the
melt�ng of Arct�c �ce have made the North Pole a focal po�nt for major powers,
�nclud�ng Russ�a, Ch�na, and NATO countr�es (M�chel, 2011). As a result, Russ�a
�ncreas�ng �nvolvement �n the Arct�c reg�on by establ�sh�ng m�l�tary bases and
a�m�ng for dom�nance over the area may �n�t�ate a new chapter �n the Great Game
w�th NATO. The huge amount of untapped energy resources such as o�l, and gas
and �ts mar�t�me s�gn�f�cance make the Arct�c Ocean a new geopol�t�cal ground for
the major powers (Depledge, 2020). Russ�a has been concentrat�ng on enhanc�ng
�ts Arct�c strategy s�nce 2010 by �n�t�at�ng the Dr�ft�ng Stat�on North Pole-38 �n
October of that year and launch�ng the nuclear �cebreakers Ross�ya and the
research sh�p Akadem�k Fyodorov �n July 2011 (Sergun�n & Konyshev, 2014). The
�ncreas�ng �nvolvement of Russ�a �n the form of s�gn�f�cant �nvestments �n the LNG-
1 and LNG-2 projects, as well as the development of three major ports �n the Arct�c
r�ng, has attracted the attent�on of other Arct�c coastal states, �nclud�ng those �n
the NATO all�ance (Moe, 2020). S�nce 2010, Russ�an Pres�dent Vlad�m�r Put�n made
the development of the Arct�c Sea mar�t�me Sea Route a major object�ve of Russ�an
Fore�gn Pol�cy (Staun, 2017).

Russ�an p�vot to the Arct�c reg�on �s pr�mar�ly shaped by two dom�nant
�nternat�onal relat�ons (IR) d�scourses, wh�ch serve as gu�d�ng fore�gn pol�cy
d�rect�ons. F�rst, there �s a d�scourse rooted �n real�sm and geopol�t�cs, wh�ch
pr�or�t�zes secur�ty and often exh�b�ts a strong sense of patr�ot�sm (Godz�m�rsk� &
Sergun�n, 2020). Th�s d�scourse �nvolves explor�ng, w�nn�ng, or conquer�ng the
Arct�c and assert�ng power, �nclud�ng m�l�tary power, to protect Russ�an nat�onal
�nterests �n the reg�on. The second d�scourse emphas�zes cooperat�on and
collaborat�on w�th other Arct�c states, wh�le also acknowledg�ng the reg�on's
env�ronmental and econom�c potent�al (W�lhelmsen & Gjerde, 2017). However, the
ex�st�ng secur�ty framework concern�ng the Arct�c Reg�on fa�led to develop an
env�ronment of cooperat�on and consultat�on between Arct�c states. Russ�an
�nvolvement �n the Arct�c reg�on stands out among other Arct�c states, and �t could
potent�ally put the secur�ty of the reg�on at r�sk �n the years to come (Ke�l,  2014).
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In th�s respect, a new secur�ty arch�tecture �n the Arct�c reg�on �s needed to avo�d
a future confrontat�on between Russ�a and the NATO bloc. W�thout the
development of a susta�nable secur�ty arch�tecture for the Arct�c reg�on, �t �s
poss�ble that the reg�on could become a new ground for the Great Game
between Russ�a and the NATO all�ance (Blunden, 2009). By focus�ng on the
�ntr�cate geopol�t�cal d�mens�ons of Russ�a's �nvolvement �n the Arct�c, th�s study
a�ms to uncover the econom�c, geopol�t�cal and secur�ty �mpl�cat�ons of �ts
assert�ve pol�c�es �n the reg�on.
 
Prev�ous stud�es have only focused on the secur�ty parad�gms of the Arct�c
theatre, however, th�s research a�ms to �nvest�gate the nature of geopol�t�cal
compet�t�on between Russ�a and NATO through the lens of the New Great Game.
The paper employs a real�st perspect�ve to �nvest�gate tact�cal moves, d�plomat�c
endeavours, and the m�l�tary presence of Russ�a �n the Arct�c, to evaluate the
poss�ble consequences for reg�onal stab�l�ty and global relat�ons. Contemporary
geopol�t�cal dynam�cs �n the Arct�c reg�on, character�zed by �ntense secur�ty
compet�t�on �nvolv�ng NATO, are v�ewed through the lens of offens�ve real�sm �n
expla�n�ng the bell�cose act�ons of Russ�a �n the reg�on. S�nce offens�ve real�sm �s
assoc�ated w�th the structure analys�s of �nternat�onal system and states that
states often pursue compet�t�on and confrontat�on to max�m�ze the�r self-�nterest,
power and fear of other states. In the case of Arct�c reg�on, the expand�ng
�nfluence of Russ�a �n the North Pole �s pr�mar�ly tr�ggered by secur�ty, econom�c
and geopol�t�cal �nterests w�th an a�m of status-seek�ng �n the global affa�rs
(Lagut�na, 2019; Grajewsk�, 2017). However, var�ous Arct�c scholars l�ke Andreas
Østhagen (2019) v�ewed the Russ�an aggress�ve push towards the Arct�c reg�on
from secur�t�zat�on and new Internat�onal Relat�ons (IR) constructs such as
‘secur�ty reg�ons’ to explore the role geography �n the determ�ng the state
behav�our. Accord�ng to Østhagen, the expand�ng p�vot of Russ�a towards the
Arct�c ar�ses from the ‘secur�ty reg�ons’ v�ewpo�nt s�nce the Arct�c bas�n shares
borders w�th the NATO countr�es (Østhagen, 2019). However, as per the offens�ve
real�sm, the compet�t�on among the major powers �n the strateg�c theatre �s not
l�m�ted to reg�onal secur�ty framework. It also �nvolves �ntense compet�t�on for
max�m�z�ng power, secur�ty d�lemma, strateg�c advantage, and resource
dom�nat�on.
 
In th�s respect, the major purpose of th�s study �s to prov�de a comprehens�ve
Russ�a's strateg�c manoeuvres, d�plomat�c efforts, and m�l�tary presence �n the
Arct�c, and to evaluate the potent�al consequences for reg�onal stab�l�ty and
global relat�ons. For th�s purpose, the study uses qual�tat�ve research method that
�ncludes the content analys�s of d�plomat�c strateg�es, m�l�tary strateg�es and
ex�st�ng l�terature on Arct�c geopol�t�cs. The content of the research �s based on
the ex�st�ng scholarly works and pr�mary sources l�ke Kathle�n Ke�l’s (2014) ‘ Arct�c 
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Secur�ty Matters and Alexander Sergun�n’s Russ�a �n the Arct�c: Hard Or Soft
Power. The paper cons�sts of four major sect�ons that underscore the d�rect�on of
the research. The f�rst sect�on br�efly d�scusses the h�story of the North Pole
rang�ng from major exploratory phases and the evolut�on of sc�ent�f�c research to
the geopol�t�cal evolut�on of the reg�on. The second sect�on explores the
contemporary geopol�t�cal landscape of the Arct�c reg�on, wh�le also cons�der�ng
the �mpl�cat�ons of the �ncreas�ng Russ�an presence �n the reg�on for the global
pol�t�cal order. The th�rd sect�on br�efly d�scusses the expans�ve Russ�a's expans�ve
terr�tor�al cla�ms �n the Arct�c Ocean w�th�n the framework of the 1982 Un�ted
Nat�ons Convent�on on the Law of Seas and �ts �mpl�cat�on for Arct�c governance.
Lastly, the paper exam�nes the potent�al geopol�t�cal confl�ct �n the Arct�c reg�on,
seen through the lens of Russ�an strategy to assert dom�nance, �n a manner
rem�n�scent of the h�stor�cal "Great Game" between Russ�a, Ch�na, and NATO. 

I.H�story of the North Pole: From explorat�on, Sc�ent�f�c research to Geopol�t�cs
The Arct�c reg�on �s a huge geograph�cal landmass, wh�ch �s the northernmost
area of the Earth, extend�ng from the Nord�c coasts to the northern reg�ons of
Scand�nav�a, Russ�a, Canada, Greenland, and the U.S. state of Alaska. The earl�est
explorat�on of the Arct�c reg�on dates back to the 330s BC when the Greek
voyager Pytheas travelled from the north to modern-day Br�ta�n (Roller, 2005, p.
60). Although the reg�on was not of great geograph�cal �mportance to the
European Emp�res due to �ts topography covered �n �ce, �t became s�gn�f�cant �n
the 15th century when explorers sought to f�nd the Northwest passage to connect
Europe and As�a d�rectly. In the late 13th century and early 15th century, two
prom�nent European explorers, John Cabot and Mart�n Frob�sher took var�ous
voyages to f�nd the Northwest Passage (Costa, 1880). F�rst, �n the late 13th century,
John Cabot from Italy took two major voyages �n search of the Northwest route
but rema�ned unsuccessful. However, h�s exploratory voyages d�d d�scover North
Amer�ca, wh�ch mot�vated other European explorers (Skelton, 2017, p. 20).
L�kew�se, �n the late f�fteenth, Engl�sh explorer Mart�n Frob�sher �n�t�ated h�s Arct�c
d�scovery exped�t�on to f�nd the Northwest Passage. He took three major voyages
across the North Pole between 1576 and 1578 to study the chokepo�nts and
general topography of the Arct�c zone. In 1576, �t �s bel�eved that he d�scovered
gold on Baff�n Island dur�ng h�s �n�t�al exped�t�on, thereby attract�ng the attent�on
of European emp�res to the area (Wheatley, 2009). However, later h�s cla�ms
turned out to be false, but h�s exped�t�ons were notable for the�r groundbreak�ng
explorat�on of the Arct�c reg�on, wh�ch led to the Br�t�sh terr�tor�al cla�ms to
Canada. 
The exped�t�ons undertaken by John Cabot and Mart�n Frob�sher �n the Arct�c
dur�ng  the M�ddle Ages were p�votal �n the colon�zat�on of the reg�on dur�ng the
19th and 20th centur�es (Auger, 2018).
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The s�gn�f�cant p�vot towards the Arct�c reg�on began dur�ng the 19th century,
wh�ch was mot�vated by nat�onal pr�de, colon�zat�on, sc�ent�f�c cur�os�ty and
�mper�al compet�t�on (Wheatley, 2009). In 1845, Br�t�sh explorer S�r John Frankl�n
took one of the largest exped�t�ons towards the North Pole w�th a crew of 128 men
aboard HMS Erebus and HMS Terror. HMS Erebus and HMS Terror, along w�th
the�r crews, van�shed w�thout leav�ng any trace, thereby g�v�ng r�se to the en�gma
surround�ng the great voyage (Zorn, 2023, p. 25). Th�s major event marked a
s�gn�f�cant turn�ng po�nt �n Arct�c explorat�on by tr�gger�ng one of the largest
search manoeuvres �n h�story. Throughout the 20th century, var�ous exped�t�ons
were taken by voyagers to trace the wreckage of HMS Erebus and HMS Terror,
wh�ch contr�buted �mmensely to the sc�ent�f�c study of the North Pole (Têtuet al.,
2019). The wrecks of the Erebus and Terror were d�scovered �n 2014 and 2016,
respect�vely, wh�ch prov�ded some answers but left many quest�ons unanswered
about the f�nal days of the crew.

From the h�stor�cal standpo�nt, the beg�nn�ng of the 20th century marked a
p�votal moment �n the Arct�c reg�on's explorat�on, w�th Scand�nav�ans, the Br�t�sh,
Amer�cans, and the Sov�ets embark�ng on exped�t�ons towards the North Pole
(Depledge, 2020). Moreover, �n the past, the Arct�c reg�on was commonly referred
to as the f�nal front�er of human�ty that had yet to be managed or controlled. Th�s
percept�on preva�led unt�l the m�ddle of the 20th century (Osherenko & Young,
1989, p. 11). In�t�ally the nature of the Arct�c explorat�on compet�t�on between the
Sov�et Un�on, Scandenav�ans, the U.S. and Br�ta�n �n the arct�c was purely focused
on Sc�ent�f�c research (Doel, et al., 2014). However, the race of sc�ent�f�c research
turned �nto geopol�t�cal compet�t�on, when Russ�a d�scovered the Tazovskoye O�l
and Gas Condensate F�eld �n 1962, mark�ng �ts �n�t�al s�gn�f�cant Arct�c energy
explorat�on. After a few years, �n 1968, the U.S. made �ts f�rst Arct�c o�l and gas
d�scovery �n the Prudhoe Bay f�eld s�tuated on the North Slope of Alaska coast
(Toker, 2014). The geopol�t�cal �mportance of the Arct�c reg�on rose to prom�nence
after the Sov�et d�scovery of the large proport�ons of gas reserves, wh�ch forced
the Europeans and Amer�cans to st�mulate the�r explorat�on process.

On the contrary, the latter half of the 20th century was a p�votal moment �n the
story of Arct�c explorat�on, as countr�es surround�ng the Arct�c, �nclud�ng the
Sov�et Un�on, the Un�ted States, Canada, Denmark, Norway, and the Un�ted
K�ngdom, �n�t�ated offshore o�l and gas explorat�on �n the reg�on (Depledge, 2020).
After the Sov�et d�scovery of a gas f�eld at Tazovskoye, the U.S. also �ntens�f�ed �ts
offshore o�l and gas explorat�on by construct�ng art�f�c�al gravel �slands on the
Alaskan State waters (Toker, 2014). L�kew�se, Canada also followed su�t at the
beg�nn�ng of the 1970s pursu�ng offshore o�l and gas explorat�on �n the Canad�an
Beaufort Sea on the coast of MacKenz�e R�ver. 
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In th�s regard, the Arct�c reg�on ga�ned geopol�t�cal s�gn�f�cance �n the 1960s due
to the compet�t�on between the Western bloc and the Sov�et Un�on over offshore
gas and o�l explorat�on (Marshall, 1986). Moreover, after the 1980s, the Sov�et Un�on
and �ts Western r�vals dur�ng the Cold War began construct�ng major research
stat�ons often referred to as bases, wh�ch are largely d�str�buted across northern
polar parts of the Arct�c. Dur�ng the he�ght of the Cold War �n the early 1960s, the
U.S. and the Sov�et Un�on �ntens�f�ed the construct�on of secret m�l�tary and
�ntell�gence stat�ons �n the Arct�c reg�on (Doel et al., 2014). Compared to the
Un�ted States and other Western countr�es, the Sov�et Un�on was more act�ve �n
the construct�on of research centres, a�r bases and �ntell�gence outposts �n the
Arct�c due to �ts prox�m�ty to North Amer�ca. 

However, the end of the Cold War and the breakup of the Sov�et Un�on sh�fted the
geopol�t�cal landscape of Arct�c explorat�on. The breakup of the Sov�et Un�on
sh�fted the power dynam�cs on the world stage as Russ�a could not catch up w�th
the superpower status due to econom�c and pol�t�cal bankruptcy �n the 1990s
(Hansen-Magnusson, 2019). The econom�c turmo�l of the late 1990s drove post-
Sov�et Russ�a to shutter �ts fore�gn bases, �nclud�ng those �n the Arct�c, wh�ch
rema�ned closed for over a decade and a half. The Russ�an loss of focus �n the
Arct�c reg�on also led to the decl�ne of Western �nterest towards the Arct�c reg�on
desp�te �ts potent�al geopol�t�cal �mperat�ve (Depledge, 2020). The geopol�t�cs of
the Arct�c reg�on rema�ned the least d�scussed �ssue �n ma�nstream global pol�t�cs
unt�l 2007, desp�te �ts s�gn�f�cance. In 2007, Russ�an Pres�dent Vlad�m�r Put�n
re�n�t�ated the Russ�an p�vot to the Arct�c reg�on as a v�s�on to restore Russ�an
global power status. Nonetheless, explor�ng the Arct�c strateg�c potent�al has
rema�ned a major geopol�t�cal amb�t�on of the former Sov�et and New Russ�an
pol�t�cal el�tes (Hansen-Magnusson, 2019). Pres�dent Vlad�m�r Put�n �s deeply
�nvested �n the Russ�an asp�rat�ons �n the Arct�c and endeavours to cap�tal�ze on
the Arct�c theme of human tr�umph over nature, wh�ch �s a prom�nent aspect of
contemporary Russ�an nat�onal�sm (Laruelle, 2013). S�nce Russ�a holds a s�gn�f�cant
port�on of the Arct�c coastl�ne, wh�ch �s over 53%, and the construct�on of offshore
gas f�elds prov�des Russ�a w�th an advantage �n the reg�on, �t �s clear that Russ�a
has a strong presence �n the Arct�c (Ke�l K., 2013). Moreover, s�nce 2007, Russ�a has
s�gn�f�cantly rev�tal�zed �ts pos�t�on �n the Northern Polar reg�on by establ�sh�ng
Northern Naval Fleet and Arct�c m�l�tary br�gades along w�th the establ�shment of
major m�l�tary bases concentrated around Murmansk Oblast (Boulègue, 2019).

The Russ�an expand�ng �nfluence �n the Arct�c reg�on �n the last decade and a half
became a major geopol�t�cal concern for NATO members such as the Un�ted
States, Canada and other Arct�c coastl�ne states �n Europe (Depledge & Kennedy-
P�pe, 2018). 
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From the perspect�ve of NATO, the Russ�an m�l�tar�zat�on of the Arct�c reg�on
seeks to accompl�sh three goals. F�rst, Russ�a by m�l�tar�z�ng the Arct�c reg�on
wants to augment homeland defence, part�cularly a frontl�ne defence aga�nst
fore�gn �nvas�on �n the wake of grow�ng econom�c �nvestments �n the reg�on
(Depledge, 2020). Second, the Arct�c reg�on conta�ns huge o�l and gas reserves,
wh�ch are essent�al for the econom�c future of Russ�a. Last, by expand�ng �ts
presence �n the Arct�c reg�on, Russ�a wants to rev�ve �ts global power status by
project�ng �ts powers �n the North Atlant�c (Laruelle, 2014). Moreover, the Un�ted
States and �ts NATO all�es �n Europe have a clear understand�ng of Russ�an grand
strategy regard�ng Arct�c dom�nat�on, and they are also act�vely �nvolved �n the
reg�on. As a result of he�ghtened tens�ons �n the Arct�c reg�on attr�buted to NATO
cla�ms, Russ�a started closely collaborat�ng w�th Ch�na, a non-Arct�c country, to
jo�ntly �nvest �n the Arct�c development process (Tabachn�k & M�ller, 2020). Today
Ch�na �s a major econom�c and strateg�c partner of Russ�a �n the Arct�c
geopol�t�cal race because the development of the Arct�c route �s geopol�t�cally
and geoeconom�cally s�gn�f�cant for the global econom�c dom�nat�on by Ch�na
(Ra�nwater, 2013). Hence, the grow�ng expans�on of the Russ�an p�vot towards the
Arct�c reg�on w�th a close partnersh�p w�th Ch�na threatens the geostrateg�c
�nterests of the NATO bloc, wh�ch ult�mately altered the geopol�t�cal landscape of
the Arct�c reg�on (MacDonald, 2021). From a modern h�stor�cal perspect�ve, the
current geopol�t�cal power dynam�cs �n the North Pole �nd�cate the
commencement of a New Great Game between the West and Russ�a �n the
Arct�c.
 
I.Contemporary Geopol�t�cs �n the North Pole and Russ�an Arct�c Pol�cy
Due to the cl�mate, the Arct�c �ce �s melt�ng at a faster pace mak�ng the reg�on
more access�ble to resources and econom�c opportun�t�es (Eb�nger & Zambetak�s,
2009). Accord�ng to the U.S. Energy Informat�on Adm�n�strat�on, the Arct�c Oceans
conta�n approx�mately 13% (90 b�ll�on barrels) of untapped o�l reserves and 30% of
und�scovered gas reserves of the world (EIA, 2012). The access�b�l�ty to the Arct�c
reg�on m�ght tr�gger compet�t�on between the great powers such as Russ�a and
NATO, wh�ch ult�mately w�ll determ�ne the future secur�ty prospects at the North
Pole (Østhagen, 2019). So far, the Arct�c ecosystem seems vulnerable due to the
lack of susta�nable secur�ty arch�tecture and the expand�ng �nfluence of Russ�a �n
the reg�on (P�lyasov et al., 2015). As the largest Arct�c coastal state, Russ�a holds
52% of the hydrocarbons �n the Arct�c, wh�ch makes �t a major power �n the reg�on
from the emp�r�cal est�mat�on, and the d�str�but�on of est�mated Arct�c o�l and gas
resources among the f�ve coastal states (Ke�l K., 2013) �s �llustrated below �n F�gure
1.
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Note: Th�s f�gure shows a rough est�mate retr�eved from Ke�l K., “The Role of Arct�c
Hydrocarbons for Future Energy Secur�ty”, NAPSNet Spec�al Reports, January 07,
2013https://naut�lus.org/napsnet/napsnet-spec�al-reports/the-role-of-arct�c-
hydrocarbons-for-future-energy-secur�ty/  

Russ�a �s s�gn�f�cantly more act�ve �n the Arct�c than other Coastal States, as
ev�denced by the approval of a $300 b�ll�on �ncent�ve program �n 2020 by the
Russ�an government for the development of �nfrastructure, �ndustr�al zones, and
o�l and gas f�elds �n the reg�on. On the other hand, the total amount of �nvestment
by Western countr�es �n the Arct�c, �nclud�ng the U.S., Canada and Europe worth
less than $250 b�ll�on, wh�ch demonstrates the slow pace of the Western coastal
states �n the Arct�c. The �nvestments �n Arct�c energy projects are a fundamental
part of Russ�an grand strategy towards Europe and the U.S. From the Russ�an
v�ewpo�nt, �nvestments �n the Arct�c are essent�al to reduce �ts dependency on
Europe and boost �ts defence capab�l�t�es �n the face of host�le NATO near �ts
borders (Tabachn�k & M�ller, 2020). 

The fore�gn pol�cy strateg�es of the Coastal states on both s�des of the Arct�c
Ocean are gu�ded by a un�que spat�al log�c that �nfluences the�r act�ons �n the
context of an �nd�st�nct Arct�c terr�tory and takes �nto account the most recent
developments �n reg�onal construct�on (Knecht & Ke�l, 2013). To fully comprehend
the strateg�c �mportance of the Arct�c reg�on, �t �s necessary to v�ew �t through the
pr�sm of the �ntens�fy�ng geopol�t�cal r�valr�es among the major powers, several of
wh�ch are now act�vely engag�ng �n the area (Depledge, 2020). Geopol�t�cs �s at
the heart of the new great power compet�t�on for the spat�al and econom�c
dom�nat�on of the Arct�c reg�on. The contemporary nature of power dynam�cs �n
the Arct�c reg�on can be d�st�ngu�shed �n terms of the geopol�t�cal �nterests of the
�nd�v�dual Arct�c coastl�ne states. When Russ�a placed �ts flag on the North Pole �n
the summer of 2007, the Western ma�nstream med�a reacted w�th alarm�ng
headl�nes to draw the attent�on of the publ�c. 
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 The popular headl�nes �ncluded catchy phrases such as New Cold War, New Great
Game, Arct�c Meltdown and Arct�c Land Grab referr�ng to the Russ�an grow�ng
�nfluence �n the Arct�c reg�on coupled w�th the forthcom�ng confrontat�on w�th
NATO (Antr�m, 2010). Moreover, the narrat�ves concern�ng the Russ�an expans�on
towards the North Pole were constructed upon geopol�t�cal bel�efs of the 20th
century concern�ng Russ�an h�story dat�ng from the �mper�al and Sov�et t�mes
(Laruelle, 2012). The major object�ve of the construct�on of these narrat�ves was
a�med at refurb�sh�ng the geopol�t�cal r�valry between the Euras�an heartland and
the Western Mar�t�me heartland (Antr�m, 2010). The melt�ng of �ce �n the Arct�c
reg�on due to cl�mate change has made �t poss�ble to access f�sh�ng and sea
routes, attract�ng the attent�on of major powers such as Russ�a, NATO countr�es
led by the U.S., and other nat�ons (Eb�nger & Zambetak�s, 2009). Th�s development
opened a new geopol�t�cal front�er for the poss�ble confrontat�on between the
Russ�an Federat�on and NATO countr�es.
 
�.Russ�an Off�c�al Pol�cy Towards the Arct�c 
The Russ�an focus at the state level towards the Arct�c off�c�ally began �n 2006 that
marked the beg�nn�ng of the new geopol�t�cal race �n the reg�on. W�th�n two
years, on September 28, 2008, the Russ�an pres�dent Dm�try Medvedev approved
f�rst state-level strategy cons�st of s�x pages towards the Arct�c ent�tled ‘The
Foundat�ons Of The Russ�an Federat�on’s State Pol�cy In The Arct�c Unt�l 2020 And
Beyond’[1] (Medvedev, 2008). The s�x page document cons�sts of s�x major sect�ons
outl�n�ng the Russ�a key focus �n the Arct�c that �ncludes Russ�an nat�onal
�nterests �n the North pole: extract�on of the resources �n the Arct�c; turn�ng the
NSR �nto a un�f�ed nat�onal transport corr�dor and l�ne of commun�cat�on; and
ma�nta�n�ng the reg�on as a zone of �nternat�onal cooperat�on (Arct�c Portal , 2010).
The document was amended and approved on February 20 2013 by Russ�an
pres�dent Vlad�m�r Put�n under the New t�tle “Strategy for Development of the
Russ�an Federat�on’s Arct�c Zone and Ensur�ng Nat�onal Secur�ty unt�l 2020”,
wh�ch made the development of the Arct�c reg�on as fundamental component of
nat�onal secur�ty strategy of the Russ�an Federat�on (Russ�an Government, 2013).
The new Arct�c strategy further emboldened Russ�an geopol�t�cal and secur�ty
maneuvers �n the Arct�c reg�on. Under the new Arct�c strategy on December 1
2014, the Northern Fleet Jo�nt Strateg�c Command was establ�shed to enhance
the Russ�an m�l�tary presence �n the Arct�c (Tass, 2014). The establ�shment of the
Northern Fleet Jo�nt Strateg�c Command under the 2013 Arct�c strategy clearly
demonstrated the Russ�an m�l�tary amb�t�ons �n the Arct�c reg�on. 
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rev�sed �n 2013 and f�nally �n 2013 susequently by Russ�an Pres�dent Vlad�m�r Put�n. 
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On the contrary another major turn�ng po�nt �t the Russ�a state pol�cy towards
Arct�c occurred on october 26 2020, when the Russ�an Pres�dent approved the
rev�sed vers�on of Russ�an Arct�c Strategy under the new t�tle “Strategy for
Develop�ng the Russ�an Arct�c Zone and Ensur�ng Nat�onal Secur�ty unt�l 2035”
(Kreml�n, 2020). The presendent�al decree No. 164 �s d�splayed �n the F�gure 2
below, wh�ch deta�ls the Russ�an geopol�t�cal, secur�ty and econom�c amb�t�ons �n
the Arct�c reg�on by 2035. The new s�x page document conta�ns updated Russ�an
goals and object�ves �n the Arct�c reg�on reflect�ng current geopol�t�cal,
env�ronmental, secur�ty and econom�c cond�t�ons �n the reg�on.
 
F�gure 2 Russ�an Pres�dent�al Decree on Art�c Strategy 2035

Note: Th�s Pres�dent�al Decree No.164 was adapted from “On the Strategy for
Develop�ng the Russ�an Arct�c Zone and Ensur�ng Nat�onal Secur�ty unt�l 2035”,
Kreml�n.ru, October 26, 2020 http://www.en.kreml�n.ru/acts/news/64274

Under the new rev�sed strategy the core focus of Russ�an state strategy to
develop the cr�t�cal �nfrastructure rang�ng from h�ghways, ra�lways, �ndustr�es and
to new developed Northern Russ�a. Another key goal of the new strategy to
�mprove the l�v�ng standards of Russ�ans l�v�ng �n the North pole. The document
states “the government needs to �mprove the qual�ty of l�fe for people l�v�ng �n the
North and members of �nd�genous commun�t�es, accelerate the reg�on's
econom�c development, take care of the env�ronment, protect Russ�an nat�onal
�nterests �n the Arct�c” (Arct�c Russ�a, 2020). 
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However, the major Russ�an goal as ment�oned �n the document �s the protect�on
of Russ�an terr�tor�al �ntegr�ty and sover�gnty �n the Arct�c reg�on by preserv�ng
the Arct�c as the "area of peace". In th�s respect, the newly rev�sed off�c�al strategy
of the Russ�an Federat�on clearly demonstrates the assert�venes of Russ�an P�vot
towards the Arct�c both econom�c and secur�ty sphere. 

�.Threat Matr�x �n the Arct�c and NATO’s response 
 The mar�t�me geopol�t�cal overtures �n the early 20th century began w�th the
famous work The Problem of As�a by Amer�can Naval theor�st Alfred Thayer
Mahan, wh�ch addressed poss�ble confrontat�on between the Russ�an Emp�re and
Western powers over trad�ng passages across the As�an cont�nent, from the Near
East to Ch�na (Antr�m, 2010). In h�s sem�nal work The Problem of As�a (1900),
Mahan br�efly ment�oned the l�m�tat�ons of Russ�an naval power �n dom�nat�ng
key mar�t�me routes to the As�an cont�nent, wh�ch bel�eved gave an upper hand
to Western mar�t�me powers such as Great Br�ta�n and the Un�ted States (Mahan
& Sachsman, 2003, p. 33). For �nstance, the naval presence of Russ�a �n the Balt�c
Sea through Sa�nt Peterburg faces the sea power of Nord�c states across the
Dan�sh Stra�t and the Gulf of F�nland. S�m�larly, �n the Black Sea, the Naval fleet of
Russ�a faces Br�t�sh and Amer�can Sea power �n the Med�terranean across the
Dardanelles and Stra�t of G�braltar (Luz�n et al., 1994). L�kew�se, �n the Far East, the
Russ�an naval presence �n Vlad�vostok �s fac�ng compet�t�on from the Japanese
Navy, wh�ch has made the outpost a l�m�ted challenge to Western �nterests �n the
reg�on (Antr�m, 2010). Several years later, Br�t�sh Geographer Halford Mack�nder �n
h�s sem�nal work The Geograph�cal P�vot of H�story po�nted out the southwestern
parts of �mper�al Russ�a as a key juncture between Europe and East As�a.
Accord�ng to Mack�nder, Russ�a could dom�nate the major corr�dors between East
As�a and Europe through steppes and pla�ns �n the Southwest, wh�ch was the
central theatre dur�ng the Great Game of the 19th century (Hall, 1955).
 
Both Mahan (1900) and Mack�nder (1904) d�d not d�rectly address the Russ�an
naval potent�al �n the Arct�c, wh�ch was �naccess�ble for naval deployment dur�ng
the early 20th century. However, �n h�s groundbreak�ng geopol�t�cal work, Mahan
d�d ment�on the Debatable Lands, wh�ch d�v�de Russ�a from Western Europe
along the per�pher�es of As�a (K�kkert & Lackenbauer, 2020). Moreover, the Arct�c
coastl�ne of Russ�a falls �n the category of Debatable Lands co�ned by Alfred
Thayer Mahan because the Arct�c coastl�ne of Russ�a extends from the Norweg�an
border on the Kola Pen�nsula to the eastern reg�on of the Ber�ng Stra�t (Antr�m,
2011).
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 In 1933, the Sov�et Un�on establ�shed �ts Northern Naval fleet based �n the Kola
reg�on, wh�ch presently forms the largest port�on of the Russ�an Navy (Luz�n et al.,
1994). Nonetheless, the geopol�t�cal dynam�cs of the Arct�c reg�on altered dur�ng
the second half of the 20th century when Arct�c �ce melt�ng progressed at a rap�d
pace. The cl�mate change-dr�ven transformat�ons �n the Arct�c allowed the Sov�et
Un�on, Un�ted States, Canada and Europeans to pursue offshore o�l and gas
explorat�on that brought the Arct�c reg�on to ma�nstream geopol�t�cal d�scourse
(Chaturved�, 2020). In th�s respect, the contemporary Russ�an strategy towards the
Arct�c reg�on can be traced back to the Sov�et Un�on, wh�ch played a p�votal role �n
shap�ng the contemporary approach of Russ�a towards the North Pole by
establ�sh�ng the Northern Naval Fleet, m�l�tary bases, �ntell�gence outposts and
research headquarter (Sergun�n & Konyshev, 2017). Moreover, to comprehend the
current geopol�t�cal s�tuat�on of the world, �t �s cruc�al to take �nto account the
latest wave of compet�t�on between Russ�a and the West, espec�ally NATO, �n the
Arct�c reg�on.
 
On the other hand, the geopol�t�cal theor�es p�oneered by Mahan and Mack�nder
dur�ng the early 20th century play a cruc�al role �n comprehend�ng the
contemporary geopol�t�cal dynam�cs of the Arct�c reg�on. From the geopol�t�cal
standpo�nt of Mahan and Mack�nder, the ongo�ng great power compet�t�on
between Russ�a and the West at the North Pole �s an apparent geopol�t�cal real�ty
of the 21st century (Chaturved�, 2020). Moreover, the ongo�ng great power
compet�t�on for resources �n the Arct�c �s accompan�ed by sh�ft�ng power
dynam�cs, global secur�ty r�sks and reg�onal stab�l�ty at the North Pole. For
�nstance, the expand�ng Russ�an p�vot towards the Arct�c Ocean espec�ally �ts
mass�ve m�l�tary presence �n the Arct�c zone jeopard�zes the secur�ty dynam�cs of
the reg�on (Done, 2020) �llustrated �n F�gure 2. In the past ten years, the Arct�c
Ocean has become a reg�on of strateg�c �mportance, as �t �s of s�gn�f�cant �nterest
to NATO member countr�es, part�cularly the Un�ted States and �ts European all�es
(Wegge, 2020). Moreover, from the Russ�an perspect�ve, the development of the
Arct�c Mar�t�me route �s essent�al for rev�v�ng the global prom�nence of Russ�a.
S�nce 2010, Russ�an Pres�dent Vlad�m�r Put�n has strengthened the pos�t�on of
Russ�a �n the Arct�c reg�on by establ�sh�ng m�l�tary bases along w�th huge
�nvestments �n the development of Arct�c ports (Sergun�n & Konyshev, 2014). In
contrast to the substant�al Russ�an presence �n the Arct�c, the �nvolvement of the
other s�x coastal states, the major�ty of wh�ch are NATO members, �s relat�vely
�ns�gn�f�cant. The huge untapped natural resources �n the Arct�c reg�on are
geopol�t�cally �mportant for both Russ�a and �ts Western ne�ghbours (Antr�m,
2010). The attempt by a s�ngle power to dom�nate the Arct�c Ocean can result �n a
s�gn�f�cant geopol�t�cal confl�ct that could destab�l�ze the ent�re reg�on. 
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 Unl�ke Russ�a there �s no formal strategy of the NATO towards the Arct�c reg�on,
however, s�nce 2015 NATO became deeply concerned w�th the chang�ng secur�ty
arch�tecture of the H�gh North. The �n�t�al attent�on towards the chang�ng
Secur�ty landscape of the Arct�c came from U.S. when Pres�dent Obama s�gned
the Execut�ve Order ent�tled ‘Enhanc�ng Coord�nat�on of Nat�onal Efforts �n the
Arct�c’ on January 21, 2015. The execut�ve order enta�led the new U.S. strategy
towards the chang�ng secur�ty landscape of the Arct�c (Wh�te House , 2015). Th�s
execut�ve order became the foundat�onal document for the NATO to m�t�gate the
secur�ty r�sks �n the H�gh North and develop a parallel strategy to address them.
The f�rst major comp�led report concern�ng the secur�ty of the Arct�c was
prepared and presented �n the NATO parl�amentary Assembly on October 7, 2017.
The t�tle of the report was ‘NATO and the Secur�ty �n the Arct�c’ wh�ch br�efly
h�ghl�ghted the evolv�ng secur�ty landscape of the reg�on espec�ally the grow�ng
Russ�an presence �n the Arct�c and �ts close cooperat�on w�th Ch�na (NATO, 2017, p.
1).
 

F�gure 3 The Secur�ty Ecosystem of the Arct�c Reg�on �n the Wake of Russ�an
M�l�tary Bu�ldup
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Note: Th�s f�gure was retr�eved from Isa real Cold War poss�ble �n the Arct�c?Russ�a
D�rect, November 28, 2013, https://www.russ�a-d�rect.org/content/real-cold-war-
poss�ble-arct�c “

F�gure 3 �llustrates that the threat matr�x �n the Arct�c between Russ�a and NATO
�s complex stemm�ng from the comb�nat�on of geopol�t�cal, econom�c, and
secur�ty factors. Both part�es are compet�ng for control over the vast untapped
resources �n the reg�on such as o�l and natural gas, result�ng �n �ntens�f�ed r�valry.
The NATO countr�es that share borders w�th the Arct�c Ocean are far beh�nd
compared to Russ�a, when �t comes to the development of the reg�on (Wegge,
2020).
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S�nce 2010, Russ�a has been at the forefront of expans�on to the Arct�c reg�on by
develop�ng key ports, choke po�nts, and mar�t�me routes. Furthermore, Russ�an
dom�nat�on and excess�ve explo�tat�on of resources �n the reg�on pose a threat to
the �nterests of other coastal states, wh�ch have not g�ven much cons�derat�on to
the area (P�skunova, 2010). Hence, the threat matr�x concern�ng the ex�st�ng
secur�ty system can be understood by cons�der�ng the expand�ng �nfluence of
Russ�a �n the North Pole through mass�ve m�l�tary bu�ldups that could tr�gger a
geopol�t�cal turf between Russ�a and NATO countr�es �n the com�ng years. 

I.UNCLOS, Arct�c Governance, and Russ�an Terr�tor�al Cla�ms
In the last decade and a half, governance �n the Arct�c has become a major theme
of debate and d�scuss�on among the members of the Arct�c Counc�l and experts
�n �nternat�onal Law. The grow�ng Russ�an expans�on towards the Arct�c reg�on �n
the m�l�tary and econom�c spheres became a major secur�ty concern for the
members of the Arct�c Counc�l, wh�ch �ncludes the Un�ted States, Canada,
Denmark, F�nland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden (Ing�mundarson, 2014). The Arct�c
Counc�l was founded on September 19, 1996, as the lead�ng �ntergovernmental
forum for cooperat�on, �nteract�on and promot�on of reg�onal stab�l�ty �n the Arct�c
reg�on. Desp�te �ts global presence, the Arct�c Counc�l rema�ned �nact�ve for
several years to address the r�s�ng challenges �n the Arct�c reg�on (Young, 2010).
However, �n the past f�ve years, the Arct�c Counc�l rev�tal�zed �ts act�v�t�es due to
emerg�ng secur�ty challenges �n the wake of grow�ng Russ�an engagement �n the
reg�on. The lack of a legal reg�me concern�ng the regulat�on of the Arct�c bas�n
has obl�gated the Arct�c Counc�l members to work on a common treaty
(Molenaar, 2017) for two reasons. F�rst, the rap�d �ce melt�ng at the North Pole due
to r�s�ng global temperatures has boosted the access�b�l�ty of the coastal states to
develop offshore o�l and gas f�elds (Young, 2010). Second, Russ�a has the largest
coastl�ne state �n the Arct�c �nclud�ng two and half m�ll�on people l�v�ng �n �ts
Arct�c terr�tor�es. Moreover, the grow�ng Russ�an ax�s towards the Arct�c reg�on
through m�l�tar�zat�on and �nfrastructure developments threatens the �nterests of
other Arct�c l�ttoral states (Roberts, 2015). In th�s respect, the lack of legal reg�mes
allows Russ�a to explo�t and advance �ts geopol�t�cal amb�t�on w�thout legal
constra�nts.
 

Internat�onal Law experts v�ew the absence of a legal reg�me �n the Arct�c reg�on
as a major source of the forthcom�ng confrontat�on between Russ�a and other
Arct�c Counc�l members, most of them are NATO members (Ing�mundarson,
2014). Var�ous legal d�scuss�ons and conferences were organ�zed between 2005
and 2008 by the Arct�c Counc�l members to work on the common Arct�c Treaty.
To form the bas�s for the common treaty, contrasts were drawn between the
Arct�c and the soph�st�cated legal framework that ex�sts �n Antarct�ca. 
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 Hence, the d�scuss�ons concern�ng the Arct�c Treaty were prepared �n the �mage
of the 1959 Antarct�c Treaty to develop a d�st�nct�ve Arct�c legal reg�me (Molenaar,
2017). The debate conclus�vely was brought to an end when the f�ve Arct�c l�ttoral
states—Russ�a, the U.S., Norway, Canada, and Denmark accepted a non-b�nd�ng
Ilul�ssat Declarat�on �n May 2008. The Declarat�on urged the l�ttoral states to
cons�der the Law of Seas as a legal framework for the resolut�on of �nternat�onal
legal �ssues �n the Arct�c (Rothwell, 2013). Moreover, the legal sect�ons of the
Declarat�on were espoused w�th�n the framework of UNCLOS to resolve the
�nternat�onal legal challenges �n the Arct�c. The Declarat�on opens w�th an
acknowledgement of the Arct�c Ocean as the major threshold of contemporary
global pol�t�cs (Dodds, 2013).
 

 Although the Ilul�ssat Declarat�on acknowledges that an extens�ve �nternat�onal
legal framework could be appl�ed to the Arct�c Ocean, however, �t does not
d�rectly g�ve reference to any prec�se �nstrument of the UNCLOS (Rothwell, 2013).
Therefore, the lack of any d�rect reference to the prec�se �nstruments of UNCLOS
makes the appl�cat�on of the Ilul�ssat Declarat�on l�m�ted when �t comes to legal
reg�mes �n the Arct�c. Us�ng th�s legal gap, the non-observab�l�ty of UNCLOS �n the
Ilul�ssat Declarat�on allows the powerful l�ttoral states �n the Arct�c such as Russ�a
to v�olate the �nternat�onal legal reg�mes (Molenaar, 2017). Nevertheless, as per
UNCLOS, the coastl�ne state has the legal r�ght to cla�m �ts mar�t�me borders up to
200 naut�cal m�les from �ts coastl�ne, along w�th sovere�gn r�ghts over the seabed
and any resources that may be present beneath the surface (Luc�a & N�ckels,
2020). In add�t�on, the UNCLOS also allows the coastl�ne state to cla�m the
Cont�nental Shelf exceed�ng the 200 naut�cal m�les mar�t�me border r�ghts
(Dodds, 2013). Unl�ke the other coastal states, the Russ�an terr�tor�al cla�ms
regard�ng both the EEZ and the Cont�nental Shelf �n the Arct�c pose a threat to
the stab�l�ty of the reg�on (P�skunova, 2010). The Russ�an huge terr�tor�al cla�ms �n
the Arct�c cause d�sputes between Russ�a and other coastal states. Because to
cla�m the Cont�nental Shelf �n the cont�nental waters, the coastal states are
obl�ged to subm�t proposals to the Comm�ss�on on the L�m�ts of the Cont�nental
Shelf (CLCS) w�th�n the framework of Art�cle 76(8) and Art�cle 3 of Annex II of the
UNCLOS (Eklund & Watt, 2017).
 

On December 20, 2001, Russ�a, the nat�on w�th the most extens�ve coastl�ne �n the
Arct�c reg�on, subm�tted a proposal under Art�cle 76.8 of UNCLOS to the Un�ted
Nat�ons regard�ng �ts terr�tor�al cla�ms �n the Arct�c, wh�ch was �n contrad�ct�on
w�th the prec�se �nstruments of the UNCLOS (Luc�a & N�ckels, 2020). The Russ�an
terr�tor�al cla�ms �n the Arct�c were d�sputed by the K�ngdom of Denmark, wh�ch
urged the UN to call on Russ�a for rev�s�on. Based on the d�sputed cla�ms of
Denmark, the UN urged Russ�a to rev�se �ts proposal concern�ng the extens�on of
�ts Outer L�m�t of the Cont�nental Shelf (OLCS) (Eklund & Watt, 2017).
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The Un�ted Nat�ons requested for a rev�sed proposal under Paragraph 1 of the
Art�cle 75 of the UNCLOS (2001), wh�ch says; 

Subject to th�s Part, the outer l�m�t l�nes of the exclus�ve econom�c zone and the
l�nes of del�m�tat�on drawn �n accordance w�th art�cle 74 shall be shown on
charts of a scale or scales adequate for ascerta�n�ng the�r pos�t�on. Where
appropr�ate, such l�m�t l�nes or del�m�tat�on l�nes may be subst�tuted by a l�st of
geograph�cal coord�nates of po�nts, spec�fy�ng the geodet�c datum (UNCLOS,
2001, p. 52). 
 
To uphold the UN recommendat�ons, Russ�a subm�tted an updated vers�on of �ts
cla�ms to the UN on August 3, 2015, express�ng �ts sovere�gn r�ghts over roughly 2
m�ll�on square k�lometres �n the Arct�c Ocean, wh�ch goes beyond the l�m�ts of the
200 naut�cal m�les (P�skunova, 2010). However, the expans�ve terr�tor�al cla�ms by
Russ�a �n the Arct�c were aga�n d�sputed by the four coastal states Denmark, the
U.S., Norway and Canada, wh�ch duped the Russ�an cla�ms as a v�olat�on of the�r
sovere�gn r�ghts �n the Arct�c Sea. The legal rebuttals from the other four Arct�c
coastal states pushed the UN to urge Russ�a to rev�se �ts proposal aga�n (Roberts,
2015). F�nally, on March 31, 2021, Russ�a subm�tted a rev�sed proposal to the Un�ted
Nat�ons assert�ng �ts terr�tor�al r�ghts �n the Arct�c. The rev�sed proposal extends �ts
terr�tory all the way to the Exclus�ve Econom�c Zones (EEZs) of Canada and
Greenland, �ncreas�ng the area by approx�mately 705,000 square k�lometres
compared to the prev�ous proposal (Eklund & Watt, 2017) as �llustrated �n F�gure 4.
The rev�sed proposal cla�ms Russ�an sovere�gn terr�tor�al r�ghts �n the Central
Arct�c Ocean w�th a major add�t�on to the OLCS of Russ�a �n the reg�on.
 

F�gure 4 Russ�an Expans�ve Terr�tor�al Cla�ms �n the Arct�c
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Note: Th�s map was adapted from“Polar Pol�t�cs and Commerce”, World Ocean
Rev�ew, 2019 https://worldoceanrev�ew.com/en/wor-6/polar-pol�t�cs-and-

commerce/the-arct�c-and-antarct�c-as-pol�t�cal-arenas/
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As �llustrated �n F�gure 4, the Russ�an expans�ve terr�tor�al cla�ms �n the Arct�c
Ocean demonstrate the extens�on of �ts cont�nental character art�culat�ng �ts
sovere�gn r�ghts over the EEZ under UNCLOS. Accord�ng to UNCLOS, the
max�mum d�stance for mar�t�me border extens�on to the EEZ �s 350 naut�cal m�les
from the coastl�ne terr�tory of a country (Rothwell, 2013). Russ�a asserts that �ts
cont�nental shelf �n the Arct�c Ocean �s almost 70% of the reg�on, overlapp�ng w�th
the EEZs of other Arct�c countr�es, �nclud�ng Denmark and Canada, as per the
2021 rev�sed proposal. The Russ�an expans�ve terr�tor�al cla�ms under the
framework of UNCLOS became a major secur�ty concern for the other members
of the Arct�c Counc�l, wh�ch d�spute Russ�an cla�ms (Luc�a & N�ckels, 2020).
 
 The proposed Russ�an terr�tor�al cla�m �n the Arct�c v�olates Art�cle 75 and Art�cle
76 of the UNCLOS and Ilul�ssat Declarat�on. Among the Arct�c Counc�l members,
Denmark and Canada are major d�sputants to Russ�a’s expans�ve terr�tor�al cla�ms
(Koshk�n, 2022). Denmark was the f�rst Arct�c l�ttoral state, wh�ch objected 2001
proposal of Russ�a w�th�n the legal prem�se of Art�cle 75 of the UNCLOS. Accord�ng
to Denmark, the terr�tor�al cla�m of Russ�a �n the Arct�c beyond 200 naut�cal m�les
v�olates Art�cle 75 and Art�cle 76 of the UNCLOS (Eklund & Watt, 2017) for two
reasons. F�rst, Based on Art�cle 76 of the 1982 UNCLOS and �ts annexes, the coastal
cannot extend the cont�nental shelf w�thout determ�n�ng the area of the
cont�nental shelf. Hence, to determ�ne the area of the Cont�nental Shelf, a
sc�ent�f�c �nspect�on of the ocean floor �s requ�red, wh�ch �s ment�oned �n the
proposals of Russ�a (Ç�ftc� & Al�, 2014, p. 9). Although, Russ�a rev�sed �ts proposal
tw�ce �n 2015 and 2021 respect�vely, but w�thout carry�ng out the sc�ent�f�c
exam�nat�on of the ocean floor, wh�ch was objected to by Denmark, Norway and
Canada under the prec�se �nstruments of the UNCLOS (Luc�a & N�ckels, 2020).
 
Desp�te the legal object�on from the coastal states, Russ�a seems �ncreas�ngly
�ns�stent and bell�gerent concern�ng �ts terr�tor�al cla�m �n the Arct�c. Second,
Russ�a cla�ms approx�mately 2 m�ll�on square k�lometres of area up to the central
Arct�c, wh�ch overlaps the EEZs of Denmark and Canada. Hence, under the legal
framework of the UNCLOS, the expans�ve terr�tor�al cla�m of Russ�a �n the Arct�c
v�olates the mar�t�me borders of the other Arct�c l�ttoral states such as Denmark
and Canada (Koshk�n, 2022). Russ�a's efforts to modern�ze �ts Sov�et-era m�l�tary
bases �n the Arct�c reg�on, wh�ch are seen as a secur�ty threat by NATO, serve to
bolster �ts extens�ve terr�tor�al cla�ms (Boulègue, 2019). In the face of the
deter�orat�ng secur�ty s�tuat�on �n the Arct�c Ocean, the Arct�c Counc�l �s
concerned w�th the emerg�ng geopol�t�cal r�valry between Russ�a and Arct�c
l�ttoral states. 
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Arct�c Counc�l �s the major �nter-governmental body �n the reg�on w�th 8
members and fourteen observer states but, the resolut�ons of the Arct�c Counc�l
are non-b�nd�ng, wh�ch �n turn restr�cts the eff�c�ency of the organ�zat�on
(Ing�mundarson, 2014).  In th�s regard, the expans�ve terr�tor�al cla�m of Russ�a �n
the Arct�c Ocean �n the absence of UNCLOS arranged legal reg�me and
jur�sd�ct�ve l�m�tat�on of the Arct�c Counc�l threaten the governance ed�f�ce of the
North Pole. 

I.Russ�a and the New Great Game �n the Arct�c 
In terms of capab�l�t�es and terr�tory, Russ�a �s the greatest power �n the Arct�c
Ocean. Desp�te major domest�c challenges such as demograph�c decl�ne,
econom�c sanct�ons and lack of m�l�tary modern�zat�on, Russ�a perce�ves �ts Arct�c
terr�tor�al strength as p�votal to �ts future great power status (Sergun�n, 2016, p.
37). The stand�ng of Russ�a as a major Arct�c power can be assessed through
var�ous realms, �nclud�ng �ts domest�c pol�t�cal landscape, fore�gn pol�cy,
econom�c prowess, and m�l�tary m�ght. Moreover, the grow�ng Russ�an econom�c
and m�l�tary prowess �n the Arct�c reg�on cannot be detached from the context of
great power compet�t�on ak�n to the Great Game of the 19th century due to the
probable d�sagreement w�th the NATO bloc over terr�tor�al cla�ms (P�skunova,
2010). The recent stud�es concern�ng the grow�ng Russ�an p�vot to the Arct�c
Ocean aptly sum up the �mportance of the reg�on for the Russ�an econom�c
future. The vast untapped natural resources found �n the Arct�c seabed and the
establ�shment of a trade route that l�nks Europe and As�a are key to restor�ng the
great power status of Russ�a (Boulègue, 2019). As Amer�can-based Russ�a-Euras�an
expert Marlène Laruelle contends, “For Russ�a to ma�nta�n �ts status as one of the
world’s largest producers of hydrocarbons �t w�ll have to depend �ncreas�ngly on
Arct�c Resources” (Laruelle, 2009). Apart from the o�l and gas reserves, the �ce
melt�ng as a result of r�s�ng global temperatures has also opened up potent�al
mar�t�me trade opportun�t�es �n the Arct�c reg�on.
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F�gure 5 Russ�a's Northern Sea Route versus the Ex�st�ng Route

Note: Th�s map was
retr�eved from “What Is

the Northern Sea
Route”, The Econom�st,

24.09.2018
https://www.econom�st.

com/the-econom�st-
expla�ns/2018/09/24/wh
at-�s-the-northern-sea-

route
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However, the NSR became funct�onal for mar�t�me trade and f�sh�ng dur�ng the
early days of the Sov�et Un�on. After the break of the Sov�et Un�on, Russ�a
resurrected the Sov�et legacy �n the Arct�c by formulat�ng a comprehens�ve
strategy that encompassed the restorat�on of m�l�tary bases, the establ�shment of
research headquarters, the development of Arct�c ports, and the transformat�on
of the NSR (Lagut�na, 2019, p. 20). Accord�ng Arct�c Pol�cy 2035 the development of
NSR as a major funct�onal alternat�ve-mar�t�me sea route to enhance compet�t�ve
nat�onal transport l�ne of the Russ�an Federat�on �n the global market (Arct�c
Russ�a, 2020). Subsequently, the ampl�f�ed assert�ve engagement of Russ�a w�th
the Arct�c Reg�on rang�ng from expans�ve terr�tor�al cla�ms, mar�t�me trade
cooperat�on w�th Ch�na, and �ncreased m�l�tar�zat�on of the reg�on could tr�gger a
New Great Game between Russ�a and NATO (Boulègue, 2019). Furthermore, the
U.S. and NATO bloc cons�ders the substant�al natural gas and o�l reserves located
beneath the Arct�c Sea, wh�ch account for 30% of the und�scovered reserves �n the
world, to be of paramount �mportance �n help�ng Europe d�ssuade �tself from
Russ�an o�l and gas (Belk�n, 2008).
 
Plaus�bly, the New Great Game �n the Arct�c, s�m�lar to the Old Great Game �n the
Euras�an heartland, �s centred on the Euras�an plane of the North Pole and
�nvolves Russ�a, Ch�na and NATO as key players (Cerbu & C�oranu, 2020). At the
beg�nn�ng of the 20th century, Amer�can Naval theor�st Alfred Thayer Mahan
v�ewed Russ�a as a land power w�th �nherent constra�nts, wh�ch h�ndered �ts
capac�ty to effect�vely exert �ts power through the precar�ous "debatable lands"
(Mahan & Sachsman, 2003, p. 83). However, Mahan d�d not ment�on geograph�cal
potent�al of Russ�a along the Arct�c, wh�ch became the new geopol�t�cal real�ty at
the beg�nn�ng of the 21st century. Add�t�onally, compared to the NATO Arct�c
states, Russ�a �s effect�vely engaged �n the growth of �ts Arct�c terr�tor�es through
streams of var�ous development such as the construct�on of offshore o�l and gas
f�elds and the transformat�on of NSR �nto a funct�onal mar�t�me trade channel
(He�n�nen, 2018). In recent years, Ch�na has upl�fted �ts status �n the Arct�c theatre
by call�ng �tself a near Arct�c state through mega jo�nt ventures w�th Russ�a. For
�nstance, �n the past decade, Ch�na has �nvested roughly $90 b�ll�on �n Arct�c
energy and m�neral projects, pr�mar�ly �n Russ�a (Rashm�, 2019, p. 13). In add�t�on,
the Russ�an NSR development �n�t�at�ve �s currently a major part of Ch�na-led Belt
and Road In�t�at�ve (BRI). Ch�na formally became the �nvestment partner of
Russ�a's mega Yamal LNG Project on September 5, 2013, by buy�ng up to 20%
stakes (Downs, et al., 2018: 24). The Ch�nese med�a celebrated grow�ng
partnersh�p between Ch�na and Russ�a �n the development of the Arct�c reg�on by
call�ng �t W�n W�n scenar�o for Russ�a and Ch�na. 
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 In th�s respect, the format�on of all�ances w�th�n the Arct�c reg�on due to the close
collaborat�on between a Euras�an power Russ�a and a major East As�an power
Ch�na, on the one hand, and the cooperat�on between the Un�ted States and �ts
NATO Arct�c members, on the other, could potent�ally �gn�te a new compet�t�on
ak�n to the Old Great Game (MacDonald, 2021). In the past decade, there has been
m�xed commentary �n the West concern�ng the poss�b�l�ty of the New Great
Game �n the Arct�c between Russ�a, Ch�na and the Un�ted States. Today, a
renowned Arct�c expert Em�ly Rauhala bel�eves, the Arct�c reg�on appears to have
already become a major geopol�t�cal r�valry between the Un�ted States, Russ�a,
and Ch�na. It �s because, the rap�d melt�ng of Arct�c �ce and the poss�b�l�ty of
greater access to resources �n the reg�on could �gn�te a scramble for Arct�c
resources among Russ�a, Ch�na, the Un�ted States, and other countr�es (Rauhala,
2023). On the other hand, there are contrary v�ews, such as popular Arct�c expert
Mart�n Breum, who personally travelled to the North Pole, deny�ng the poss�b�l�ty
of the scenar�o of the New Great Game �n the Arct�c �n the near future; they st�ll do
not rule out the poss�ble great power compet�t�on there between Russ�a, Ch�na
and NATO (Breum, 2019). Indeed, the Russ�an sprawl�ng engagement �n the Arct�c
reg�on through a jo�nt partnersh�p w�th Ch�na has already been a great concern
for the U.S. and �ts NATO all�es �n Europe, who perce�ve th�s as a great secur�ty and
econom�c threat. Thus, �t looks �nev�table that ex�st�ng power dynam�cs �n the
Arct�c demonstrate that the reg�on may become a geopol�t�cal battleground
between Russ�a, Ch�na, and NATO soon.

Conclus�on 
The contemporary man�festat�on of the New Great Game �n the Arct�c Reg�on can
be character�zed as the �nterplay of secur�ty, geopol�t�cal and econom�c factors.
Due to the r�s�ng global temperatures, the Arct�c Ocean has become �ncreas�ngly
access�ble for major Arct�c powers such as Russ�a, the U.S., Canada and the Arct�c
states �n Europe, wh�ch are compet�ng for dom�nance �n th�s strateg�cally
�mportant reg�on. The research has pr�mar�ly sought to explore Russ�an
assert�veness �n the development of the Arct�c reg�on rang�ng from m�l�tar�zat�on
of the reg�on, development of ports, and upgradat�on of NSR to a close
partnersh�p w�th Ch�na. The research argues that the Russ�an grow�ng
engagement �n the Arct�c reg�on has geostrateg�c �mpl�cat�ons for reg�onal
stab�l�ty and �nternat�onal relat�ons. The h�stor�cal context of the North Pole �n the
f�rst sect�on shows that how the Arct�c Ocean from the No-Man land for several
centur�es transformed �nto a major geopol�t�cal theatre dur�ng the second half of
the 20th century. The study explored the dual purpose of the grow�ng Russ�an
p�vot towards the reg�on emphas�z�ng the �mpl�cat�ons of �ts presence for the
global pol�t�cal order.
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 The major purpose of Russ�a’s grow�ng presence �n the Arct�c �s l�nked w�th the
pr�or�t�zat�on of �ts secur�ty and nat�onal wh�ch �s rooted �n real�sm and geopol�t�cs.
Second, Russ�a also emphas�zes cooperat�on and collaborat�on w�th other Arct�c
states to mutually explo�t the vast untapped natural resources on the Arct�c
seabed. Moreover, the study contends that Russ�an d�verse strateg�es, wh�ch
extend across m�l�tary, econom�c, d�plomat�c, and secur�ty doma�ns are closely
connected to the overall secur�ty ecosystem of the reg�on. For that reason, the
poss�b�l�ty of the New Great Game �n the Arct�c, tr�ggered by the assert�ve
engagement of Russ�a �n the reg�on, h�ghl�ghts �ts des�re for dom�nance. These
act�ons may result �n he�ghtened tens�ons �n the Arct�c area. The ava�lable
research stud�es and reports demonstrate that the Arct�c pol�c�es of Russ�a are
cohes�vely al�gned w�th �ts overarch�ng nat�onal �nterests, �nd�cat�ng a del�berate
approach to explo�t the econom�c prospects andstrengthen �ts geopol�t�cal
pos�t�on �n the reg�on. The evolv�ng Arct�c landscape demands ongo�ng
�nternat�onal attent�on and collaborat�on, as stakeholders grapple w�th
reconc�l�ng resource explo�tat�on, sh�ft�ng power dynam�cs and reg�onal secur�ty.
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