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Geopolitical Chessboard of Major Powers?
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The Arctic region, once considered a distant and inhospitable corner of the
world, is rapidly emerging as a focal point in global geopolitics. Harvard
International Review (HIR) argues that “nations have begun to engage in a
modern gold rush over the region’s unclaimed territory, natural resources and
strategic position”.! This transformation is driven by a confluence of factors:
the region’s substantial mineral wealth,* the strategic importance of newly
accessible maritime shipping lanes,’ the unique opportunities for scientific
discovery,* and the broader implications for global politics.” As the Arctic ice
cover diminishes at an unprecedented rate due to climate change, the region’s
significance is magnified, drawing the attention of major global powers and
reshaping international relations. Its vast mineral resources are at the heart of
the Arctic’s growing importance. Estimates suggest that the region harbours
a significant portion of the world’s untapped reserves of oil and natural gas,
with projections indicating that the Arctic could contain about 13 per cent
(90 billion barrels) of the world’s undiscovered oil and 30 per cent of its
undiscovered natural gas (USGC).® These figures highlight the Arctic as
a critical energy security and economic opportunity area, particularly as
traditional reserves in more accessible regions become depleted.
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Beyond hydrocarbons, the Arctic is rich in rare earth elements and
precious metals, crucial for various technological applications, including
renewable energy technologies and advanced electronics (including coal,
iron ore, zinc, lead, nickel, precious metals, diamonds and gemstones). As
global demand for these resources increases, the Arctic’s role as a source
of critical minerals becomes increasingly vital. The melting of the Arctic
ice has also opened up new maritime routes, transforming global shipping
dynamics.” The Northern Sea Route along Russia’s Arctic coast and the
Northwest Passage through Canada are becoming more navigable, offering
significantly shorter transit times between Europe and Asia than traditional
routes like the Suez Canal.® This reduced shipping distance cuts fuel costs
and accelerates global trade, making the Arctic a key player in the logistics
and transportation sectors. Recent challenges have opened this space for
thinking about alternative routes in the context of political instability and
piracy in traditional routes.

The strategic importance of these new routes is evident in the increasing
interest and investments from various countries and corporations aiming to
secure their access and influence over these passages. However, this increased
accessibility also brings new geopolitical tensions and competition over
control and regulation of these vital corridors.” In addition to its economic
and logistical significance, the Arctic presents unique opportunities for
scientific research. The region’s rapidly changing environment provides a
natural laboratory for studying the impacts of climate change, including
shifts in ice cover, sea level rise and changes in Arctic ecosystems. Researchers
can now access previously unreachable areas, offering valuable insights into
the effects of global warming and the adaptation of species to extreme
conditions. The Arctic’s geological formations also provide a window
into Earth’s climatic history, helping scientists to understand past climate
patterns and predict future changes. This scientific knowledge is essential
for developing effective climate policies and enhancing our understanding
of the planet’s natural processes. The geopolitical implications of the
Arctic’s transformation are profound as the region becomes increasingly
integral to global politics.

The Arctic is governed by a complex framework of international
agreements and institutions, such as the United Nations Convention on
the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) and the Arctic Council.® These agreements
aim to balance the interests of Arctic and non-Arctic states, promoting
cooperation and sustainable development while addressing territorial claims
and environmental protection. However, as the Arctic’s strategic value
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grows, so does the potential for conflicts over these issues. The increasing
competition for resources, access to shipping routes, and influence in Arctic
governance reflect broader international relations and power dynamics trends.
In this context, the Arctic policies of the major powers, such as the United
States, China and Russia, offer valuable insights into the evolving geopolitical
landscape in the region. The United States, an Arctic nation with significant
strategic interests, has developed a multifaceted Arctic policy emphasising
national security, military presence and cooperation with NATO allies.'' The
US aims to secure its Arctic territories and protect its strategic infrastructure
while addressing the challenges of the region’s changing environment.
Despite not being an Arctic nation, China has articulated a growing interest
in the region through its Arctic Policy and Belt and Road Initiative.'
China’s engagement in the Arctic includes scientific research, economic
investments and diplomatic efforts to influence Arctic governance and access
to new shipping routes. With its extensive historical presence and strategic
investments in the Arctic, Russia views the region as central to its economic
and geopolitical ambitions. Russia’s focus on exploiting the Arctic’s resources,
enhancing its military capabilities, and developing infrastructure reflects its
broader strategy to assert dominance in the region."”” As the Arctic evolves,
its significance for global politics will only increase. The interplay between
national interests, international agreements and the region’s environmental
changes will shape the future of Arctic governance and its role in the broader
geopolitical landscape. Understanding the Arctic’s importance in terms
of mineral resources, shipping routes, scientific research and international
politics is essential for comprehending the complex dynamics and anticipating
this crucial region’s future trajectory.

HistoricAL CONTEXT AND STRATEGIC INTERESTS

To understand the current Arctic strategies of the United States, Russia
and China, it is essential to consider the historical context and strategic
interests that shape their policies. Historically, the Arctic was primarily seen
as a challenging environment characterised by harsh climate conditions and
limited accessibility. However, the dynamics have shifted dramatically over
the past few decades. The United States became an Arctic nation upon the
purchase of Alaska in 1867." It has long regarded the Arctic as crucial to its
national security framework. During the Cold War, the Arctic was a strategic
theatre for nuclear deterrence, with the region’s icy expanse serving as a
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natural barrier against Soviet threats.”” This historical context has influenced
the US approach to the Arctic, emphasising security and defence.

In contrast, Russia’s Arctic strategy has its roots in the Soviet era, when
the region was a focal point for military and industrial development.'® The
Soviet Union’s extensive icebreaker fleet and the army installations in the
Arctic reflected its strategic importance. Post-Soviet Russia has continued
prioritising the Arctic, driven by its vast resource potential and military
significance. China’s interest in the Arctic is relatively recent, emerging in
the early 21st century as part of its broader global strategy.'” China’s rising
economic power and quest for new trade routes and resources have led it to
seek a stake in Arctic affairs. Although not an Arctic nation, China’s approach
is influenced by its aspirations for global influence and its strategic vision of
the Arctic as a crucial component of its Belt and Road Initiative.'®

THE UNITED STATES ARCTIC STRATEGY

The United States views the Arctic through the lens of national security and
global power projection. According to the Department of Defense’s 2024
Arctic Strategy, the region is integral to American defence and security."”
The strategy emphasises the protection of Alaska and the broader North
American Arctic, highlighting the region’s role in the North American
Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD) operations.”® This focus reflects
the US commitment to safeguarding its Arctic territory, which includes
critical defence infrastructure and strategic assets. The United States’ Arctic
strategy is multifaceted, incorporating defensive and offensive elements. The
melting of Arctic ice has made maritime chokepoints such as the Bering
Strait and the Barents Sea more navigable, heightening their strategic
significance.”!

The US seeks to secure these routes to prevent adversarial activities
and ensure freedom of navigation. The US strategy also highlights the need
for a robust military presence to address potential threats and maintain
regional stability. In recent years, the US has bolstered its Arctic capabilities
by enhancing its infrastructure and increasing its military presence. The
deployment of advanced icebreakers and the establishment of new military
bases underscore the commitment to maintaining a strategic advantage in the
region.” Furthermore, the US strategy emphasises cooperation with NATO
allies, particularly following Finland and Sweden’s accession to the alliance.
This collaboration aims to strengthen the Western security architecture and
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counter potential challenges from Russia and other actors. Despite these
efforts, the US faces challenges in maintaining and upgrading its Arctic
infrastructure. Much of the existing infrastructure dates back to the Cold War
era and is increasingly vulnerable to the effects of climate change. The vast
and remote nature of the US Arctic territory presents logistical difficulties,
particularly in sustaining distributed forces and ensuring effective power
projection.

RussiA’s ARCTIC AMBITIONS

Russia’s Arctic strategy reflects its deep-rooted historical and strategic interests.
The 2020 Arctic Strategy outlines an ambitious agenda for 2035, focusing on
exploiting the region’s vast natural resources and enhancing national security.”
Russia views the Arctic as central to its national identity and economic future,
with the Northern Sea Route (NSR) playing a crucial role in its financial and
strategic plans.** The NSR, a critical maritime passage along Russia’s Arctic
coast, is central to Moscow’s economic ambitions. The control and regulation
of this route give Russia significant leverage over Arctic naval traffic, which has
been a point of contention with other Arctic and non-Arctic states. Russia’s
strategy involves refurbishing Soviet-era military installations and expanding
its regional capabilities to secure this vital corridor. Russia’s Arctic strategy
also emphasises the importance of its military presence. The Kola Peninsula,
home to Russia’s strategic nuclear forces, is pivotal in the country’s Arctic
defence posture.”® The expansion of military infrastructure, including new
bases and advanced weaponry, reflects Russia’s focus on maintaining a solid
regional presence. This military buildup is driven by concerns over potential
threats and the need to secure Russia’s Arctic claims.?® Despite its assertive
stance, Russia faces significant challenges in the Arctic. The ongoing conflict
in Ukraine has strained Russia’s resources and impacted its ability to invest in
Arctic development. Additionally, Western sanctions have affected Russia’s
ability to develop offshore oil and gas projects, prompting the country to
seek alternative partnerships, particularly with China. The economic viability
of Arctic projects is also hampered by fluctuating oil prices and declining
demand for fossil fuels.

CHINA’S GROWING ARCTIC INFLUENCE

China officially has defined itself as a “near-Arctic state” with ambitious plans
to establish itself as a “polar great power” by 2035.7 As articulated in its
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2018 Arctic Policy, China’s Arctic strategy reflects its ambitions to expand
its regional influence.”®® China is not a privileged club of Arctic nations.
As a “Near-Arctic State”, China has sought to establish a foothold in the
Arctic through scientific research, economic development and international
cooperation. China’s approach is driven by its broader global strategy,
including its Belt and Road Initiative, which incorporates the concept of a
“Polar Silk Road”.” China’s engagement in the Arctic is multifaceted.

The country has invested in Arctic research vessels and established
research stations to deepen its understanding of the region’s environmental
changes. China’s commitment to scientific research aligns with its broader
goals of contributing to global knowledge about the Arctic’s evolving
climate and ecological impact. In addition to scientific research, China is
focused on resource development and shipping routes. The melting ice has
opened new possibilities for resource extraction and commercial shipping,
central to China’s economic interests. The Polar Silk Road envisions the
Arctic as a crucial corridor for trade between Asia and Europe, facilitating
the movement of goods and energy resources. China’s Arctic strategy also
emphasises participation in international governance frameworks. The
country aims to influence Arctic affairs’ rules and norms by engaging with
existing international mechanisms such as the United Nations Convention
on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) and the Arctic Council. China’s narrative
of the Arctic as a “global commons” reflects its broader strategy of challenging
established norms and promoting its vision of global governance. While
China’s Arctic presence remains limited compared to the United States and
Russia, its growing influence is evident. The deployment of icebreakers and
the establishment of research stations demonstrate China’s commitment
to increase its regional operational expertise. However, China’s lack of an
Arctic coastline and its status as a non-Arctic nation limit its direct influence,
leading to potential friction with the Arctic states.

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS AND STRATEGIC IMPLICATIONS

The Arctic strategies of the US, Russia and China reveal distinct approaches
shaped by their national interests, military capabilities and economic
ambitions. Each country’s strategy has strengths and vulnerabilities, which
influence the region’s broader dynamics of power politics. The United
States’ strategy is deeply rooted in its role as an Arctic nation with direct
regional security interests. The focus on maintaining a robust military
presence and cooperating with NATO allies reflects the US commitment
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to securing its Arctic territory and countering potential threats. However,
maintaining and upgrading Arctic infrastructure and logistical difficulties
significantly hinder US objectives. Russia’s strategy is characterised by
its historical presence and deep integration of the Arctic into its national
security framework. The emphasis on military capabilities and control of
the NSR underscores Russia’s focus on leveraging its regional advantages.
However, the ongoing conflict in Ukraine and economic sanctions have
strained Russia’s resources and highlighted vulnerabilities in its Arctic
ambitions. China’s Arctic strategy, while still developing, shows the potential
for significant influence. China’s emphasis on scientific research, resource
development and international cooperation reflects its global ambitions. The
growing partnership between China and Russia in the Arctic adds a new
dimension to the strategic landscape, with potential implications for US and
allied interests. Environmental changes influence the interplay between these
strategies and the broader geopolitical context in the Arctic. The rapid melting
of sea ice has reshaped the strategic calculus of all three powers, creating new
opportunities and risks. For the United States, the changing environment
presents challenges for infrastructure and operational readiness. Russia faces
vulnerabilities related to permafrost thaw and coastal erosion, while China’s
strategy is shaped by the opportunities and challenges presented by maritime
access and resource extraction. The growing Arctic cooperation between
Russia and China complicates the strategic landscape. Joint exercises and
partnerships in energy projects signal a deepening alignment that could shift
the balance of power in the region. This cooperation is driven by Russia’s
increasing isolation following its invasion of Ukraine and its need for Chinese
investment. The partnership offers China a means to expand its influence
without directly confronting established Arctic states.

FuTURE PROSPECTS AND GLOBAL POWER PoLITICS

The Arctic will continue to be a critical arena for global power politics. The
strategies of the United States, Russia and China will shape the region’s
future, with regional stability and international relations implications. The
interplay between these strategies will influence the governance of the Arctic,
including issues related to resource management, environmental protection
and maritime security. The future of Arctic governance will depend on
the key players’ ability to manage competing interests and collaborate on
shared challenges. Practical international cooperation and robust governance
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mechanisms will be essential for addressing the environmental impacts
of climate change and ensuring sustainable development in the Arctic.
The Arctic’s transformation presents opportunities for economic growth
and strategic advantage but also poses risks and challenges. The strategic
competition among the United States, Russia and China will continue to
shape the region’s dynamics, potentially impacting global power politics.
As the Arctic evolves, the ability of these powers to navigate the changing
landscape and adapt their strategies will be crucial for maintaining stability
and promoting cooperation.

CONCLUSION

The Arctic strategies of the United States, Russia and China have profound
global implications, reshaping world politics in several ways. Firstly, the
competition for Arctic resources and maritime routes intensifies geopolitical
rivalries. The melting ice opens new trade routes, such as the Northern Sea
Route, which could shift global shipping patterns and impact significant
trade hubs. The United States and its NATO allies are keenly interested in
ensuring these routes remain open and secure. At the same time, Russia seeks
to leverage its control over these pathways for strategic and economic gain.
China’s pursuit of the Polar Silk Road further complicates the dynamics,
introducing a new layer of competition as it seeks to integrate the Arctic into its
Belt and Road Initiative. Secondly, the growing cooperation between Russia
and China in the Arctic affects global power alignments. The partnership
between these two countries, driven by shared interests in Arctic resource
development and strategic positioning, may lead to a realignment of global
power structures. This collaboration can enhance their collective leverage over
Western nations, challenging the traditional balance of power and potentially
leading to increased geopolitical tension. Thirdly, the Arctic’s environmental
changes, driven by climate change, exacerbate these geopolitical tensions.
The rapid thawing of ice opens up new areas for resource extraction and raises
concerns about environmental degradation and its global impacts. The need
for effective international governance to manage these changes is crucial, as
the failure to address ecological issues could lead to conflicts over resource
allocation and territorial claims. Overall, the Arctic strategies of the United
States, Russia and China are reshaping global power dynamics, influencing
trade routes, and highlighting the need for robust international cooperation
to address emerging challenges in the region.
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