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ABSTRACT. Like all spatially delimited 
regions in international society, the Arc-
tic is socially constructed. Political and eco-
nomic considerations play prominent roles 
as determinants of the region’s boundaries, 
the identity of those states regarded as Arc-
tic states, and the nature of the interactions 
between the Arctic and the outside world. 
From this perspective the recent history of 
the Arctic divides into two distinct periods: 
the late 1980s through 2007 and 2007 to the 
present. As the cold war faded, the Arctic 
became a peripheral region of declining im-
portance in global political calculations. No 
one challenged the dominance of the eight 
Arctic states in regional affairs, and the Arc-
tic Council focused on regional concerns re-
lating to environmental protection and sus-

tainable development. Today, by contrast, 
the ‘new’ Arctic is a focus of intense global 
interest, largely because climate change is 
proceeding more rapidly in this region than 
anywhere else on Earth with global conse-
quences and because the increasing acces-
sibility of the Arctic’s natural resources has 
generated enhanced interest on the part of 
outside actors. As a result, Arctic issues have 
merged into global issues, making the region 
a prominent arena for the interplay of geo-
political forces. Cooperative arrangements 
established during the first period (e.g. the 
Arctic Council) may require adjustment to 
operate effectively in the ‘new’ Arctic. Treat-
ed as a case study, the Arctic story provides 
an illuminating lens through which to ana-
lyze the forces that shape thinking about the 
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nature of regions in international society 
and the role of cooperative arrangements at 
the regional level.

KEY WORDS: Arctic Council, Arctic 5, 
Arctic 8, non-Arctic states, Arctic region, di-
plomacy, foreign policy

Introduction

The Arctic is socially constructed, an 
important feature it shares with all other 
spatially delimited segments of the plan-
et that practitioners and analysts treat as 
international regions or as distinct sub-
systems of the overarching Earth system. 
What I mean by this is that there is no ob-
jectively or ontologically correct way to 
delineate the boundaries of the Arctic or 
to differentiate between what is Arctic and 
what is non-Arctic, providing in the pro-
cess an authoritative means for distin-
guishing between those states that are Arc-
tic states and others that are non-Arctic 
states. It follows not only that we can ex-
pect to encounter disagreements among 
interested parties about the proper way to 
delimit the Arctic but also and crucially 
for present purposes that we should not be 
surprised to encounter shifts in the think-
ing of influential actors regarding such 
matters over the course of time.

Compared with regions like the Mid-
dle East, the Arctic is an easy case when 
it comes to the identification of region-
al boundaries. There is no real argument 
about the proposition that the Arctic’s 
northern boundary is the North Pole, the 
northernmost point on the planet where 
the meridians of longitude converge 
to a single point. Nor is there much de-
bate about the region’s eastern and west-
ern boundaries. We are generally com-
fortable treating the Arctic as a circumpo-
lar region, despite the fact that some find 
it useful in particular contexts to distin-
guish between the eastern Arctic and the 

western Arctic or to focus on particular 
parts of the Arctic, such as Fenno-Scan-
dia or what has become known as the Bar-
ents Euro-Arctic Region. Thus, the Arc-
tic forms a planetary cap with its peak lo-
cated at 900N and its southern boundary 
located at some unspecified and possibly 
variable lower latitude. 

This is the easy part. But at this point, 
difficulties begin to arise. How can or 
should we determine the location of the 
Arctic’s southern boundary? What terres-
trial and marine areas constitute compo-
nents of the Arctic region? How should 
we distinguish between Arctic states and 
non-Arctic states? What forces determine 
the answers to these questions at any giv-
en time, and are the answers likely to shift 
during the coming years? What conse-
quences will different answers to these 
questions have in terms of policy?

I explore these issues in this article, pay-
ing particular attention to two formative 
periods in the recent history of the Arctic. 
First, I consider the immediate aftermath 
of the cold war and the collapse of the Sovi-
et Union, a period featuring the establish-
ment of the Arctic Environmental Protec-
tion Strategy (AEPS) in 1991 followed by 
the Arctic Council (AC) in 1996. Second, 
I examine the period following the initial 
collapse of Arctic sea ice in 2007, a peri-
od marked by the rise of new initiatives re-
garding Arctic cooperation (e.g. the Arctic 
5’s Ilulissat Declaration, the Internation-
al Maritime Organization’s Polar Code, the 
5+5 agreement on Central Arctic Ocean 
fisheries, the increasing prominence of bi-
lateral initiatives) coupled with a concert-
ed and ongoing effort to maintain the role 
of the Arctic Council as the preeminent in-
stitutional forum for addressing the inter-
national relations of the Arctic. In the pro-
cess, I seek to shed light not only on the 
rise of what many have taken to calling the 
‘new’ Arctic but also, more generally, on 
the complex political dynamics that shape 
the evolution of international regions.
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The post-cold war Arctic

Few leading actors have established 
traditions of treating the Arctic as a dis-
tinct international region in the organiza-
tional arrangements they have developed 
to deal with issues involving cross-border 
or international relations. For example, the 
US Department of State, which has long-
standing bureaus dealing with African Af-
fairs, East Asian and Pacific Affairs, Euro-
pean and Eurasian Affairs, and Near East-
ern Affairs, assigns polar (both Arctic and 
Antarctic) affairs to the Bureau of Oceans, 
International Environmental and Scien-
tific Affairs. A somewhat similar situation 
exists in the case of the Foreign Ministry 
of Russia where the Second European De-
partment is responsible for handling Arc-
tic issues that have international signifi-
cance. Nor are these cases exceptional. Or-
ganizational arrangements in many states, 
which feature the assignment of issues to 
regional bureaus, routinely treat Arctic is-
sues in a manner suggesting that they do 
not regard the Arctic as a distinct interna-
tional region.1

In the 1980s, nevertheless, significant 
shifts in perspectives relating to the Arc-
tic began to surface. A number of ana-
lysts began to develop a narrative focusing 
on the Arctic as a distinctive region with 
a policy agenda of its own. Gathering in-
put from many sources pertaining to mil-
itary, industrial, Indigenous, and environ-
mental issues, for example, I published an 
article in the winter 1985/1986 issue of the 
prominent American journal Foreign Poli-
cy entitled “The Age of the Arctic” [Young 
1985/1986; Osherenko, Young 1989]. At the 
time, some readers adopted the under-
standable view that this line of thinking re-
flected a more or less severe case of “locali-

tis.” But the proposition that it makes sense 
to treat the Arctic as a distinct region be-
gan to catch on in the following years. 

Of particular importance, Mikhail 
Gorbachev, then both president of the So-
viet Union and general secretary of the 
Communist Party of the Soviet Union, de-
livered a speech on 1 October 1987 mark-
ing the award to the City of Murmansk 
of the Order of Lenin and the Gold Star 
in which he called for treating the Arc-
tic as a “zone of peace” and proposed a se-
ries of cooperative Arctic initiatives deal-
ing with arms control, shipping, Indige-
nous peoples’ issues, environmental pro-
tection, and science [Gorbachev 1987]. 
Simultaneously, the MacArthur Foun-
dation, an influential American funding 
organization with a strong presence in 
Russia, announced the award of a major 
grant to support the creation and opera-
tion of what we called the Working Group 
on Arctic International Relations. This 
group, including both practitioners and 
analysts from the eight Arctic states, met 
regularly for a number of years, delving 
into issues of environmental protection 
and sustainable development in the Arctic 
and building a network of personal con-
nections in the process [Young 1996]. Bri-
an Mulroney, then Canada’s Prime Minis-
ter, took another step in November 1989 
with a speech in Leningrad (now St. Pe-
tersburg) promoting the idea that condi-
tions were favorable for new initiatives de-
signed to promote international coopera-
tion in the Arctic.

These developments set the stage for 
the launching in the later part of 1989 of 
what we now know as the Finnish Initia-
tive, a diplomatic advance that triggered 
a process eventuating in the signing on 
14 June 1991 in Rovaniemi, Finland of a 

1  Of course, other agencies deal with internal matters in the individual Arctic states. In Russia, for example, there is a State 
Commission on the Arctic, and plans are underway to expand the remit of the Ministry of the Far East to create a Ministry of the Far 
East and Arctic. Various federal agencies, mostly located within the Department of the Interior, handle issues relating to public lands 
in Alaska. Canada has a separate department responsible for northern affairs.
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Ministerial Declaration on the Protec-
tion of the Arctic Environment coupled 
with the release of the Arctic Environmen-
tal Protection Strategy [Young 1998]. But 
this simple narrative obscures the fact that 
there were significant differences among 
the key players regarding both the delim-
itation of the Arctic and the appropriate-
ness of treating the Arctic as a distinct in-
ternational region in policy terms. Partly, 
this was a matter of differences regarding 
the identification of Arctic states and as 
a result the criteria for distinguishing be-
tween Arctic states and non-Arctic states. 
In part, it reflected substantial differenc-
es among the Arctic states regarding those 
parts of their realms to designate as Arc-
tic. Both issues deserve additional com-
mentary.

Many Soviet policymakers had long 
held the view that the term Arctic states 
should refer to the five states with coast-
lines bordering on the Arctic Ocean prop-
er (Canada, Denmark, Norway, the Sovi-
et Union, and the United States). This is 
the origin of what we often call the Arctic 
5, a grouping of states that has taken the 
initiative on several occasions in the re-
cent history of international cooperation 
in the Arctic. Yet Finland, a neutral state 
with a postwar history of well-crafted ef-
forts to find safe and constructive path-
ways between the protagonists in the cold 
war, seized the initiative in 1989 launch-
ing the diplomatic process that led to the 
creation of the AEPS. It would have been 
awkward politically for the Soviet Union 
to spurn this initiative, especially in the 
wake of Gorbachev’s call for Arctic coop-
eration. In any case, it turned out that the 
Soviet Union had a good deal to gain from 
engaging the western states in an effort to 
address a number of severe environmen-
tal problems in northwestern Russia (e.g. 
radioactive contamination and industrial 
pollution on the Kola Peninsula). A pos-
itive response to the Finnish Initiative 
made it more or less impossible to exclude 

Sweden, the other neutral state in north-
ern Europe. For its part, Norway respond-
ed skeptically at first. But the Norwe-
gians took an interest early on in promot-
ing high quality environmental monitor-
ing and assessment, an interest that soon 
morphed into strong support for the cre-
ation of what became the Arctic Monitor-
ing and Assessment Programme (AMAP) 
as a key element of the AEPS. On the 
strength of Mulroney’s Leningrad speech, 
Canada found it easy to support the Finn-
ish Initiative, though the Canadians soon 
emerged as strong supporters of the ex-
pansion of the remit of Arctic cooperation 
to include sustainable development as dis-
tinct from environmental protection. The 
US, viewing international affairs in global 
terms, took a limited interest in these de-
velopments at the outset. Still, American 
policymakers saw a chance to endow the 
initiative with a western flavor, supporting 
the inclusion of Iceland, so that five of the 
eight participating states would be NATO 
members. Thus was born the idea of the 
Arctic 8, a configuration emerging more 
from political considerations relating to 
the Finnish Initiative than from any pro-
found vision of the Arctic as a distinct in-
ternational region. 

Almost by default, this configura-
tion carried over into the negotiations 
launched by the Canadians that culmi-
nated on 19 September 1996 in the adop-
tion of the Ottawa Declaration on the Cre-
ation of the Arctic Council as the succes-
sor to the Arctic Environmental Protec-
tion Strategy [English 2013]. In terms of 
participation, the most innovative feature 
of this transition was the formalization of 
the status of Indigenous peoples’ organiza-
tions in the workings of the council. While 
the eight Arctic states are the members of 
the Arctic Council, six organizations rep-
resenting Indigenous peoples now have 
the status of Permanent Participants and 
participate actively in virtually all aspects 
of the council’s activities.
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A striking feature of the development 
of the Arctic as an international region is 
that only Iceland among the Arctic 8 is lo-
cated entirely within the region. There is 
considerable variation in the approach-
es the eight members of the Arctic Coun-
cil have adopted when it comes to delin-
eating their Arctic realms. Canada and 
Russia are clearly the preeminent Arctic 
states measured in terms of the extent of 
the their territory treated as Arctic. For its 
part, Canada was content to draw a line 
at 600N, the boundary between the west-
ern provinces and the northern territo-
ries, with a deviation to 560N to include 
Nouveau Quebec (Nord-du-Quebec). But 
600N runs close to Oslo, Stockholm, and 
Helsinki, a boundary that none of the 
Nordic states found appropriate in iden-
tifying areas for inclusion in the Arctic 
region. They preferred an approach des-
ignating their northern counties as the 
Arctic sectors of their national domains – 
Nordlund, Troms, and Finnmark in Nor-
way; Norbotten and Västerbotten in Swe-
den, and Lapland in Finland. Among oth-
er things, this has given rise to a discus-
sion concerning cultural and historical 
differences between the European Arc-
tic (sometimes known as Fenno-Scandia) 
and the North American Arctic (includ-
ing much of Alaska as well as Canada’s 
northern territories now including Nun-
avut, which did not exist as a separate ter-
ritory in 1996). Some observers go so far 
as to assert that the idea of the Arctic as 
a distinct region is an artificial construct 
[Keskitalo 2004].

The approaches that the United States 
and the Russian Federation have tak-
en in designating their respective seg-
ments of the Arctic suggest several addi-
tional observations of interest. In the Arc-
tic Research and Policy Act of 1984, the 
US defined the American Arctic formal-
ly as the area located north of the Porcu-
pine, Yukon, and Kuskokwim Rivers (the 
PYK line) together with the Aleutian Is-

lands and the American sector of the Ber-
ing Sea [Arctic Research and Policy Act 
1984]. There is little doubt that this ap-
proach to the delimitation of the Ameri-
can Arctic owes more to political consid-
erations than to any relevant biophysical 
or socioeconomic considerations. Russian 
(and previously Soviet) policymakers, on 
the other hand, have often made a point of 
distinguishing between the Arctic and the 
North (sometimes referred to as the Sub-
arctic). This distinction coincides rough-
ly with the boundary between the treeless 
tundra and the forested taiga, though this 
has never been a particularly sharp line 
of demarcation in policy terms. Interest-
ingly, the distribution of the land mass-
es of the Northern Hemisphere is such 
that most of the area the Russian Feder-
ation now regards as Arctic lies north of 
the Arctic Circle [Ordinance of RF Presi-
dent 2017], while only the High Arctic in 
Canada and the northernmost segment of 
Alaska in the US are located north of cir-
cle. The effect of this geographical differ-
ence is to create a significant asymmetry 
between the North American Arctic and 
the Eurasian Arctic.

Denmark is an Arctic state solely by 
virtue of the fact that Greenland, the bulk 
of which lies north of the Arctic Circle and 
is often treated as High Arctic in biophys-
ical terms, is part of the Kingdom of Den-
mark. Should Greenland become an inde-
pendent state in the future (a development 
considered probable in some quarters), 
Denmark’s status as an Arctic state would 
be difficult (perhaps impossible) to justify. 
The northernmost point of land in Iceland 
barely reaches the Arctic Circle. Never-
theless, Iceland is the only member of the 
Arctic Council whose territory lies wholly 
within the realm the council has delineat-
ed as it catchment area. The Faroe Islands, 
also part of the Kingdom of Denmark, are 
considered Arctic largely as a courtesy to 
Denmark, though it is fair to note that they 
do lie above 600N.
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One observation emerging from this 
account is that the demarcation of the Arc-
tic region embedded in both the structure 
and the practices of the AEPS and the AC 
is distinctly asymmetrical and in some re-
spects sensitive to political considerations. 
Differences among the eight Arctic states 
regarding their treatment of the southern 
boundaries of the Arctic are particularly 
striking. Another observation is that state-
ments on the part of British and Chinese 
policymakers to the effect that the Unit-
ed Kingdom enjoys “close proximity to the 
Arctic” and that China is a “near Arctic 
state” are not altogether far-fetched [Be-
yond the Ice 2018; China’s Arctic Policy 
2018]. No doubt these assertions are po-
litically motivated and not intended to be 
taken too seriously. Still, it is worth not-
ing that the Shetland Islands, the north-
ernmost part of the United Kingdom, do 
lie above 600N, and that Manchuria, the 
northernmost segment of China, stretch-
es as far as 50–550N and includes signifi-
cant areas in which permafrost is present.

In the years following the creation of 
the AEPS in 1991 and the AC in 1996, 
there was little debate about the delimi-
tation of the Arctic as an international re-
gion. The end of the cold war and the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union had the effect of 
shifting attention away from the role of the 
Arctic as a theater for the deployment for 
strategic weapons, though it is worth not-
ing that the Arctic Ocean has never lost its 
significance as a zone of operation for nu-
clear-powered submarines carrying sea-
launched ballistic missiles. Despite the ac-
tivities of the AEPS and the AC, the for-
eign ministries of the Arctic states did not 
proceed to create bureaus of Arctic Affairs. 
Some have argued that the absence of more 
intense debates about the delimitation of 
the Arctic during this time is testimony to 
the fact that the Arctic was regarded as a 
political periphery or at least not a part of 
any of the central arenas of international 
affairs during the 1990s and early 2000s. 

According to this line of thinking, events 
occurring in the outside world might have 
major impacts on the Arctic, but events 
occurring in the Arctic were not likely to 
make a big difference beyond the confines 
of the Arctic. Be that as it may, the Arctic 
8 proceeded to operate the Arctic Council 
as a “high level forum” to “provide a means 
for promoting cooperation, coordination 
and interaction among the Arctic states,” 
an arrangement that fostered the develop-
ment of a distinct policy agenda for the re-
gion [Declaration on the Establishment of 
the Arctic Council 1996].

The ‘new’ Arctic

Whatever the merits of this perspec-
tive, recent developments have brought 
about a sea change in thinking about the 
nature of the Arctic as an international re-
gion and its role in international society. A 
number of factors have contributed to this 
development. But two stand out as partic-
ularly important. The impacts of climate 
change are unfolding more rapidly in the 
Arctic than anywhere else on the planet, 
and the operation of feedback mechanisms 
means that what happens in the Arctic can 
be counted on to have profound effects ex-
tending far beyond the confines of the re-
gion itself [Wadhams 2017; Serreze 2018]. 
At the same time, and somewhat ironical-
ly, the collapse of sea ice in the Arctic and 
the prospect of increased access to the re-
gion’s extensive stores of natural resources 
have triggered a remarkable upwelling of 
interest in the Arctic among economic and 
political commentators [Borgerson 2008; 
Anderson 2009; Howard 2009; Sale, Pota-
pov 2010]. In both cases, current develop-
ments are drawing attention to the impor-
tance of the links between what goes on 
in the Arctic and the broader currents of 
global affairs [Arctic Matters 2015]. 

It is possible that this rising tide of in-
terest in the Arctic will crest and begin to 
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recede during the coming years. Neverthe-
less, we are witnessing today an extraordi-
nary rise of interest in the Arctic in ma-
ny quarters; the comforting logic of the 
Arctic as a peripheral region of interest to 
a limited number of states no longer ap-
plies. Among other things, this has stimu-
lated the development and articulation of 
a range of new perspectives on the delim-
itation of the Arctic and the nature of the 
Arctic as a distinct region in international 
society. One result is the emergence of the 
concept of the ‘new’ Arctic, a phrase sug-
gesting that the region has experienced or 
is now experiencing what scientists often 
refer to as a state change [Anderson 2009]. 
But what does this mean with regard to 
the evolution of the Arctic’s role in inter-
national society? When did it occur, and 
what are the implications of this develop-
ment for the political economy of this dy-
namic region? Do we need to develop in-
novative practices to achieve success in 
what the US National Science Foundation 
now refers to as “navigating the new Arc-
tic” [Dear Colleague Letter 2018]?

The short answer to these questions is 
that the Arctic has experienced the impact 
of a stream of transformative events that 
have changed the status of the region from 
a peripheral area of comparatively little in-
terest to those concerned with the great is-
sues in world affairs to a focus of intense 
interest to those concerned with environ-
mental, economic, and political issues on 
a global scale. There is no objective way to 
identify a specific date for the occurrence 
of this transition. But for purposes of anal-
ysis, it is reasonable to begin with the ini-
tial collapse of sea ice in the summer of 
2007 followed by the rapid recession and 
thinning of sea ice now expected to lead to 
ice-free summers in the Arctic sometime 
during the next 2–3 decades. In an evoc-
ative phrase, some analysts have taken to 
speaking of the “death spiral” of the Arc-
tic’s sea ice [Wadhams 2017]. To some, this 
may seem like an esoteric perspective. But, 

in fact, its implications are momentous in 
global terms. The Arctic constitutes the 
leading edge with regard to the impacts 
of global climate change. What happens 
in the Arctic as a result of climate change 
will have profound global consequences 
[Lenton et al. 2008]. To take a single exam-
ple, the melting of the Greenland ice sheet, 
an event that no longer seems far-fetched, 
would raise sea levels on a global scale by 
6–7 meters.

The economic and political implica-
tions of these developments are profound, 
especially when coupled with other ma-
jor developments in the realm of glob-
al geopolitics. Increases in the accessibil-
ity of the Arctic have triggered rising in-
terest in exploiting the region’s natural re-
sources, which include an estimated 30% 
of the world’s recoverable reserves of nat-
ural gas [Gautier et al. 2009]. Many antici-
pate rapid growth in commercial shipping 
in the Arctic, certainly in the form of des-
tinational shipping focused on transport-
ing the Arctic’s natural resources to south-
ern markets and potentially in the form of 
through traffic featuring container ships 
transporting a wide variety of goods be-
tween Asian and European markets. Cred-
ible sources have begun to speak of the 
prospect that the next fifteen years will 
see the investment of $1 trillion in vari-
ous forms of infrastructure needed to re-
alize the economic potential of the Arctic 
[Roston 2016].

Nor is the region immune to the im-
pacts of the forces of geopolitics. The grow-
ing desire of Russia’s leaders for acknowl-
edgement of the country’s reemergence as 
a great power coupled with reactions to 
Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014 has 
precipitated growing East-West tensions 
in the Arctic. The rise of China to the sta-
tus of a global power is introducing new 
complications into the political dynamics 
of the Arctic. This has led to notable de-
velopments of a specific nature, such as the 
major stake China has taken in the devel-
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opment of the Port of Sabetta as a terminal 
for the shipment of liquefied natural gas 
from northern Russia to southern markets 
and the rise of Chinese interest in the po-
tential of the Northern Sea Route as a com-
mercial shipping corridor. More general-
ly, China and Russia have developed clos-
er relations in the wake of the 2014 crisis, 
and China has declared formally that the 
“polar silk road” will be treated as one of 
three major arms of what the Chinese call 
the Belt and Road Initiative [Liu 2018]. In 
short, the Arctic is no longer a peripheral 
region with regard to the dynamics of eco-
nomic and political relations. One impor-
tant consequence of these developments is 
that the Arctic agenda is merging into the 
global agenda with regard to issues rang-
ing from environmental protection to eco-
nomic development and political security.

It is easy to get carried away by this line 
of thinking. Hazardous conditions regard-
ing both resource development and ship-
ping will not disappear from the Arctic 
anytime soon. The Northern Sea Route is 
not about to rival the Suez Canal Route, 
even under the most expansive or optimis-
tic assumptions. Producing and deliver-
ing the Arctic’s hydrocarbons to southern 
markets will remain an expensive propo-
sition. The growth of hydraulic fractur-
ing has altered the global balance of supply 
and demand regarding fossil fuels and na-
ture gas in particular. Above all, the emer-
gence of competitively priced alternative 
energy sources (e.g. wind, solar) could eas-
ily eventuate in a situation in which large 
reserves of oil and gas remain stranded in 
the Arctic. 

It would be a mistake to assume that 
East-West tensions will give rise to a new 
cold war in the Arctic during the foresee-
able future. Nor is the continued growth 
of China’s influence in the high latitudes 
a foregone conclusion, despite the grow-
ing prevalence of expansive projections re-
garding the Chinese presence in the Arctic 
and the geopolitical restructuring associat-

ed with the unfolding of the Belt and Road 
Initiative. Without doubt, the Arctic is be-
ing drawn progressively into the dynam-
ics of global affairs. Yet in another decade, 
our thinking about the links between the 
Arctic as an international region and the 
global system may seem radically different 
from our thinking about these links today.

What has happened in recent years is 
catalyzing important shifts in our think-
ing about the nature of the Arctic as an in-
ternational region and more specifically 
about the role of the Arctic Council as the 
principal international forum for address-
ing transboundary concerns in the region. 
Despite the efforts of the Arctic 8 to per-
suade all those interested in the Arctic that 
“[t]he Arctic Council has become the pre-
eminent high-level forum of the Arctic re-
gion and we have made this region into an 
area of unique international cooperation” 
[Vision for the Arctic 2013], many things 
are occurring in the Arctic that are not 
centered on the activities of the council 
and that raise important questions regard-
ing how we should organize our thinking 
about the Arctic as an international region. 
Some of these developments feature initia-
tives among smaller groups of states, in-
cluding bilateral measures in several cases. 
Others involve activities centered on other 
international forums that are not depen-
dent on the efforts of the Arctic Council, 
though the links between the activities of 
the council and the initiatives of other fo-
rums are worth noting in some cases. Both 
these developments merit careful consid-
eration in any effort to understand the im-
plications of the idea of the ‘new’ Arctic.

Notable to begin with are recurrent ini-
tiatives on the part of the Arctic 5, justified 
(at least implicitly) on the basis of the as-
sertion that it makes sense for some pur-
poses to treat the Arctic as a region encom-
passing the Arctic Ocean coupled with the 
coastal zones surrounding this ocean. In 
2008, for instance, the five coastal states 
gathered in Ilulissat, Greenland and issued 
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a declaration asserting their preeminent 
role in addressing issues of Arctic gover-
nance, committing themselves to handling 
Arctic matters peacefully under the guide-
lines established in the prevailing law of 
the sea, and opposing any idea of negotiat-
ing a comprehensive Arctic Treaty analo-
gous to the 1959 Antarctic Treaty [Rahbek-
Clemmensen, Thomasen 2018]. The Arc-
tic 5 did not invite Finland, Iceland, and 
Sweden or the Permanent Participants of 
the Arctic Council to join this gathering, a 
matter of considerable concern to support-
ers of the Arctic Council as the preeminent 
forum for addressing issues of governance 
in the Arctic. A subsequent gathering of 
the Arctic 5 on the margins of the 2010 G8 
meeting in Canada failed to produce any 
significant results, leading many to infer 
that this threat to the preeminence of the 
Arctic Council had passed. Yet the concep-
tion of the Arctic region embedded in the 
activities of the Arctic 5 refuses to die. Re-
cently, for example, the Arctic 5 have tak-
en the lead in dealing with issues relating 
to potential fisheries in the Central Arctic 
Ocean [Young 2016; Vylegzhanin, Young, 
Berkman forthcoming]. In July 2015, the 
five coastal states issued a declaration call-
ing for a moratorium on commercial fish-
ing in the Central Arctic Ocean until such 
time as the marine systems of the central 
Arctic are understood well enough to pro-
vide a basis for sustainable management 
of any fisheries that may arise in the ar-
ea. Similarly, the coastal states will take 
the lead in efforts to resolve differences 
regarding the delimitation of jurisdiction 
over the seabed in the Arctic Ocean, ap-
pealing to the provisions of Art. 76 of the 
UN Convention on the Law of the Sea in 
the process.

In some ways more important from 
the point of view of the future of the Arc-
tic as an international region is the rise of 
bilateral arrangements linking Arctic and 
non-Arctic actors regarding specific proj-
ects. Consider the Yamal LNG Project as 

a prominent case in point. Novatek, a pri-
vately owned Russian corporation, holds 
50.1% of the shares in this project. But 
France’s Total (20%), the China National 
Petroleum Company (20%), and the Chi-
nese Silk Road Fund (9.9%) hold the re-
maining shares. Additional complexity 
arises from the fact that Gazprom, a state-
controlled Russian corporation, holds 
9.9% of the shares of Novatek. State-of-
the-art icebreaking LNG tankers, built in 
Korea and owned/operated by Asian en-
terprises (e.g. China’s COSCO, a state-
owned enterprise) have begun to trans-
port gas from the Yamal LNG Project to 
both Asian and European markets. Mean-
while, the Russian government has in-
vested heavily in the construction of the 
new Port of Sabetta on the Yamal Penin-
sula where the gas is liquefied and loaded 
onto the tankers. Given the tangled own-
ership structure of the key players in this 
project, it is apparent that public policies 
in addition to private calculations are key 
determinants of the trajectory of this de-
velopment. At this writing, plans are un-
folding for Arctic LNG 2 designed to ex-
pand this project into adjacent areas to the 
east. Current projections anticipate a com-
bined production of 55 million tons per 
year from LNG 1 and 2 by 2030.

Nor is the case of Yamal natural gas 
exceptional in this regard. China, acting 
largely through initiatives on the part of 
various state-owned enterprises, has been 
particularly active in exploring opportu-
nities for involvement in the development 
of the Arctic’s natural resources. Current 
prospects, at various stages of maturation, 
include the shipment of Alaska’s sizable 
known reserves of natural gas to Asian 
markets, the initiation of largescale mining 
operations in Greenland, a transshipment 
facility located on the east coast of Iceland, 
and a rail line linking Rovaniemi in north-
ern Finland to Kirkenes on the Barents Sea 
coast of Norway. Both the economic and 
the political merits and the environmental 
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impacts of all these initiatives are subject 
to vigorous debate. How specific initiatives 
will play out in practice is hard to forecast 
at this time. But what is striking in the con-
text of this discussion is the fact that they 
all would have the effect of knitting togeth-
er the Arctic and the outside world in a 
manner that dilutes the ideas that the Arc-
tic is a distinct region with a policy agen-
da of its own and that the Arctic Council is 
the preeminent forum for the treatment of 
Arctic issues.

Conversely, multilateral arrangements, 
providing opportunities for non-Arctic 
states to participate and proceeding in a 
manner that is not subject to control by 
the Arctic Council, have become increas-
ingly prominent in addressing issues of 
governance in the Arctic, shaping our per-
ceptions of the ‘new’ Arctic in the process. 
Several concrete examples will serve to 
convey a sense of the significance of this 
development. 

Although the Arctic Council has tak-
en a strong interest in issues relating to 
commercial shipping, the action regard-
ing measures to regulate Arctic shipping 
has shifted in recent years to the Interna-
tional Maritime Organization, a special-
ized agency of the United Nations open to 
membership on the part of all interested 
states. Drawing on pre-existing voluntary 
guidelines, the IMO acted in 2014–2016 
to adopt a mandatory Polar Code dealing 
with matters of safety and pollution relat-
ing to the operation of commercial ships 
in Arctic waters [International Code for 
Ships 2016]. The provisions of the code en-
tered into force on 1 January 2017 main-
ly in the form of a series of legally bind-
ing amendments to the 1974 Safety of Life 
at Sea Convention, the 1978 Internation-
al Convention on Standards of Training, 
Certification and Watchkeeking for Mar-
iners, and the 1973–1978 Internation-
al Convention for the Prevention of Pol-
lution from Ships. Covering cargo ships 
over 500 gross tons and all passenger ships 

(but not fishing vessels), the Polar Code is 
a positive development, though focused 
efforts are already underway to strength-
en the provisions of the code regarding 
matters like emissions of black carbon, the 
combustion and carriage of heavy fuel oils, 
and the extension of the code to cover fish-
ing vessels and private yachts. The impor-
tant point in the context of this discussion, 
however, centers on what we may treat as 
the globalization of the Arctic. As the Arc-
tic becomes more intimately connected to 
global processes, our sense of the Arctic as 
a distinct region with a policy agenda of its 
own becomes increasingly blurry.

Similar remarks are in order regarding 
the governance of fishing in the Central 
Arctic Ocean [Vylegzhanin, Young, Berk-
man forthcoming]. The CAO, encompass-
ing roughly 2.8 million square kilometers, 
is high seas in the sense that it lies beyond 
the seaward boundary of the jurisdiction 
of any of the coastal states. No sooner had 
the Arctic 5 issued their July 2015 decla-
ration regarding fishing in the CAO than 
other signatories to the Convention on the 
Law of the Sea began to push back, point-
ing out that the waters of the CAO are 
high seas and disputing the authority of 
the Arctic 5 to make decisions about such 
matters. This gave rise to the so-called 5+5 
negotiations in which the coastal states 
have worked with China, Iceland, Japan, 
Korea, and the European Union to devel-
op the terms of an agreement dealing with 
potential fishing in the CAO. Although it 
has not entered into force as of this writ-
ing, the resultant agreement envisions a re-
gime in which commercial fishing activi-
ties in the CAO are to be prohibited for at 
least 16 years while the parties engage in 
a concerted and collaborative effort to im-
prove the scientific knowledge base need-
ed to manage any eventual fisheries in this 
area on a sustainable basis [Meeting on 
High Seas Fisheries in the Central Arctic 
Ocean 2017]. For present purposes, the 
significance of this initiative lies in the fact 
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that the Arctic is not a region controlled 
exclusively by the Arctic 5 or the Arctic 8. 
Under the provisions of prevailing interna-
tional law, so-called non-Arctic states have 
a right to participate in the development 
of governance systems dealing with Cen-
tral Arctic Ocean resources. One interest-
ing implication of this observation is that 
any agreement arising from ongoing mul-
tilateral negotiations on biodiversity in ar-
eas beyond national jurisdiction, intended 
to take the form of an implementing agree-
ment to the law of the sea convention, will 
apply to the CAO as well as areas of high 
seas in other parts of the world ocean. 
Other significant developments pertain 
to issues of climate change and the es-
tablishment of scientific priorities. Dur-
ing the 2015–2017 US chairmanship of 
the Arctic Council, the Obama Adminis-
tration launched two Arctic initiatives ex-
plicitly framed in such a way as to take 
place outside the confines of the coun-
cil. The August 2015 Conference on Glo
bal Leadership in the Arctic: Coopera-
tion, Innovation, Engagement and Resil-
ience (GLACIER) brought together pol-
icymakers from 19 countries and the Eu-
ropean Union in an effort to showcase the 
dramatic impacts of climate change in the 
Arctic in a manner intended to spur ef-
forts to promote progress toward the ac-
ceptance of ambitious provisions for inclu-
sion in the 2015 Paris Climate Agreement 
[Conference on Global Leadership in the 
Arctic 2015]. Then, in September 2016, the 
US hosted science ministers from 25  go
vernments and the European Union in a 
science ministerial to set priorities and ad-
vance scientific research on Arctic top-
ics [Fact Sheet 2016]. A second Arctic sci-
ence ministerial, co-hosted by the Euro-
pean Commission, Finland, and Germany 
took place in Berlin at the end of October 
2018. A reasonable expectation is that such 
gatherings will continue to occur at more 
or less regular intervals in the future. From 
the perspective of this discussion of the 

‘new’ Arctic, the important thing to notice 
about these developments is that they blur 
the distinction between Arctic states and 
non-Arctic states, conveying a sense that 
the links between the Arctic and the rest 
of international society have become so 
tight that it is no longer easy to tell where 
the Arctic treated as a distinct internation-
al region leaves off and the rest of interna-
tional society begins. One implication of 
these developments is that it may no lon-
ger make sense to expect that we can for-
mulate well-defined boundary conditions 
delineating the Arctic as a distinct region 
in international society.

What future for the Arctic region?

What are the implications of this anal-
ysis for the future of the Arctic region and 
more generally for our understanding of 
the role of spatially-delimited segments of 
the planet treated as international regions 
with policy agendas of their own? Turn-
ing first to the second part of this ques-
tion, it seems clear that international so-
ciety is becoming an increasingly complex 
and tightly-coupled system [Young 2017]. 
The phenomenon known as telecoupling 
is giving rise to a condition that many of 
us now refer to as hyperconnectivity. No-
where is this more apparent than in the 
Arctic. While the Arctic is not itself a ma-
jor source of greenhouse gas emissions, 
the impacts of climate change are unfold-
ing more rapidly and more dramatically in 
the Arctic than anywhere else on the plan-
et [Serreze 2018]. Feedback mechanisms 
ensure that developments in the Arctic will 
have major planetary effects [Arctic Mat-
ters 2015]. Open water has a much low-
er albedo than sea ice; melting permafrost 
is likely to release significant quantities of 
methane into the atmosphere, the erosion 
of the Greenland ice sheet will affect sea 
levels on a global scale. Hyperconnectiv-
ity is also apparent when it comes to so-
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cioeconomic developments in the Arctic. 
The recession and thinning of sea ice at-
tributable to climate change is making the 
Arctic more accessible, opening up pros-
pects for exploiting the Arctic’s natural re-
sources, and making increased use of Arc-
tic shipping routes feasible. Yet the attrac-
tiveness of these options is tied to a range 
of global forces, including world market 
prices for oil and gas, the rise of renew-
able energy options, the availability of al-
ternative shipping routes, and the stabili-
ty of the global trade system. More gener-
ally, the digital revolution and the onset of 
what many now refer to as the 4th indus-
trial revolution may have profound conse-
quences for the value of the Arctic’s natu-
ral resources [Schwab 2016]. Increasingly, 
these links are making it difficult for pol-
icymakers to categorize issues, separating 
out a distinct subset of issues to be treat-
ed as region-specific issues and addressed 
through regional governance systems like 
the Arctic Council.

At the same time, it seems unlikely that 
the world’s foreign ministries will abandon 
the practice of organizing their work along 
regional lines, making use of bureaus to 
deal with European Affairs, African af-
fairs, North American affairs, and so forth. 
In this sense, it may make sense to high-
light the idea of the Arctic as a distinct re-
gion, calling attention to a suite of issues 
that are particularly important to the wel-
fare of Arctic residents, including Indige-
nous peoples for whom the Arctic is an an-
cestral homeland. From this perspective, 
the framers of the 1996 Ottawa Declara-
tion may have got it right in providing the 
council with a mandate to address issues 
of environmental protection and sustain-
able development but not issues of legal 
jurisdiction or national security. Environ-
mental protection highlights a concern for 
the impacts of pollutants originating out-
side the Arctic, including persistent organ-
ic pollutants, ozone depleting substanc-
es, and heavy metals as well as emissions 

of greenhouse gases. Sustainable develop-
ment remains somewhat ill-defined as a 
framework for the formulation of innova-
tive policies. Nevertheless, issues of envi-
ronmental protection and sustainable de-
velopment are prominent concerns in the 
Arctic, and the Arctic Council has played 
a role of considerable importance in iden-
tifying emerging issues in these realms, 
framing them for consideration on policy 
agendas, and moving them far enough to-
ward the head of the policy queue in in-
ternational venues to gain the attention of 
busy policymakers [Stone 2015].

A more fundamental question is 
whether ongoing geopolitical and geoeco-
nomic developments will necessitate fun-
damental adjustments in existing gover-
nance arrangements for the Arctic and in 
the Arctic Council in particular. Inertia 
favors the continuation of the status quo, 
especially in an era in which the United 
States is looking inward and showing lit-
tle interest in innovation in the realm of 
international governance systems. Yet the 
economic importance of the Arctic’s nat-
ural resources to Russia and the rising 
roles of China and the European Union 
in addressing Arctic issues suggest that 
there is a disconnect between the emerg-
ing lines of influence regarding Arctic af-
fairs and the character of the institution-
al arrangements for the region put in place 
during the 1990s. Among other things, it 
is becoming abundantly clear that the sta-
tus of ‘observer’ in the Arctic Council will 
not satisfy influential states like China, in-
tergovernmental bodies like the European 
Union, and nonstate actors like the leading 
players in the energy industry. Unless the 
Arctic Council demonstrates an ability to 
adjust to these changing realities, we can 
expect that major players will bypass the 
council in favor of bilateral or other mul-
tilateral venues in addressing a growing 
range of issues. Under the circumstanc-
es, hopeful pronouncements to the effect 
that the Arctic Council is the “preeminent 
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high level forum of the Arctic Region” and 
that it has presided over the emergence of 
the region as an “area of unique interna-
tional cooperation” are in danger of being 
overtaken by events [Vision for the Arctic 
2013].

Still, it would be a mistake to dismiss the 
relevance of the Arctic Council too quick-
ly. The most significant roles the council 
plays center on what policy analysts call 
agenda formation [Kingdon 1995]. In spe-
cific cases, these roles encompasses pro-
viding early warning regarding emerging 
issues, developing narratives spelling out 
appropriate ways to think about such is-
sues, and drawing the significance of these 
issues to the attention of those who have 
the capacity to set agendas in various fo-
rums. Since its establishment in 1996, the 
council has made a difference in seeding 
discussions of issues important to the Arc-
tic in other venues and serving as a coor-
dinator or integrator of the efforts of oth-
ers in the increasingly dense regime com-
plex for the Arctic [Young 2012]. Consid-
er the case of the 2004 Arctic Climate Im-
pact Assessment as an example of the first 
of these roles and the efforts of the coun-
cil to meld considerations of shipping, ma-
rine biodiversity, and marine pollution in 
thinking about sustainable development as 
an example of the latter role. 

Can the Arctic Council continue to 
play roles of this sort as we move deep-
er into the Anthropocene? The answer to 
this question depends on the ability of the 
council to adjust agilely to changing cir-
cumstances, responding in an innova-
tive manner to newly emerging Arctic is-
sues and engaging those actors that need 
to be included in any serious effort to ad-
dress these issues. The necessary adjust-
ments may require revisiting some of the 
constitutive features of the Arctic Coun-
cil elaborated in the 1996 Ottawa Decla-
ration. Such adjustments are never easy; 
they call for political actions that go well 
beyond the realm of technical measures. 

It is impossible to predict how successful 
the Arctic Council will be in meeting this 
challenge in the coming years. But one ba-
sis for hope resides in the fact that the Ot-
tawa Declaration is not an internationally 
legally binding instrument. If there is suf-
ficient political will to reach agreement on 
appropriate adjustments in some of the 
constitutive provisions of the council, the 
process of moving forward need not get 
bogged down in the complexities of nego-
tiating amendments to legally binding in-
struments and taking the (often protract-
ed) steps needed to make the changes en-
ter into force legally. The idea that infor-
mal institutions, exemplified by the case of 
the Arctic Council, may have significant 
advantages in a hyperconnected world 
subject to rapid and far-reaching changes 
constitutes a topic that merits serious con-
sideration as we address the challenges of 
the Anthropocene.
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АННОТАЦИЯ. В международном сооб-
ществе Арктика, как и все разобщенные 
в пространственном отношении реги-
оны, является социально сконструиро-
ванным образованием. Политические 
и экономические соображения играют 
важную роль в качестве детерминант 
границ региона, идентичности тех го-
сударств, которые считаются аркти-
ческими, а также характера взаимо-
действия между Арктикой и внешним 
миром. С этой точки зрения новейшая 
история Арктики делится на два пери-
ода: с конца 1980-х годов по 2007 год и с 
2007 года по настоящее время. По мере 
того как холодная война угасала, Арк
тика становилась периферийным реги-
оном, имеющим все меньшее значение в 

глобальных политических расчетах. Ни-
кто не оспаривал доминирования восьми 
арктических государств в региональных 
делах, и Арктический совет сосредото-
чил внимание на региональных пробле-
мах, связанных с охраной окружающей 
среды и устойчивым развитием. Сегод-
ня, напротив, «новая» Арктика явля-
ется центром интенсивного глобально-
го интереса, главным образом потому, 
что изменение климата с глобальными 
последствиями происходит в этом реги-
оне быстрее, чем где-либо еще на Земле, 
и потому, что растущая доступность 
природных ресурсов Арктики вызвала 
повышенный интерес со стороны внеш-
них субъектов. В результате арктиче-
ские проблемы слились в глобальные, сде-
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лав регион ареной взаимодействия гео-
политических сил. Механизмы сотруд-
ничества, созданные в течение перво-
го периода (например, Арктический 
совет), могут потребовать корректи-
ровки для эффективного функциониро-
вания в «новой» Арктике. Рассматрива-
емая в качестве тематического исследо-
вания арктическая история представ-
ляет собой увеличительное стекло, че-
рез которое можно рассматривать си-
лы, формирующие мышление о природе 
регионов в международном обществе, и 
роли механизмов сотрудничества на ре-
гиональном уровне.

КЛЮЧЕВЫЕ СЛОВА: Арктический со-
вет, Arctic 5, Arctic 8, неарктические го-
сударства, Арктический регион, внеш-
няя политика, дипломатия
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