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Executive Summary 

Title: Russian and NATO Future Strategy in the Arctic: The Arctic Security Dilemma; a Russian 

Escalation without a NATO Counter-Strategy. 

Author: Lieutenant Colonel John Olav Fuglem, Norwegian Armed Forces, Cu11'ently studying at 

the Marine Corps School of Advanc~d Warfighting, Virginia, USA. 

Thesis: A future NATO strategy in the Arctic will be limited to the national interests of its 

members, ensuring the collective military capability of the Alliance to act in space and time, 

rather than being a political instrument for the western world.2 

Discussion: The cu11'ent strategy and capabilities for NATO will be analyzed and evaluated to 

find out if they can adapt to the future Arctic challenges. Three different scenarios, with Russia as 

the main adversary, will be discussed: The first two are a militarization of the Arctic with 

accordingly competition or cooperation; the third is demilitarization with cooperation. Russia 

approaches the future of the Arctic with a clearly defined, robust, and flexible strategy, and has 

already started the operationalization by investing money, resources, and a military buildup in the 

region. NATO has also a flexible strategy; however, the operationalization seems more like an 

adaption of each member's strategy than maldng a NATO concept. 

Conclusion: Russia has seized the initiative for the future in the Arctic, with a strategy and 

investments to facilitate for all possible scenarios from peace to war. NATO continues to focus 

equally on all global regions of interest, and is struggling to clarify and operationalize its strategy 

against Russia. NATO seems unable to convince its members to agree on the Alliance mutual 

objective instead of each country having a solely national focus. As a result, NATO could in the 

future be limited to only administrate the deployment of the different countries' military 

capability rather than to act politically as a unified super-power and to command the military 

force of a powerful alliance. 
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Introduction and Problem 

In the Cold War, the Arctic was of high political and military importance for both NATO 

and the Soviet Union, mainly because of geographical position, ballistic missiles, and nuclear 

submarine bases. During the 1990s, the Arctic lost much of its priority of military significance. 

However: due to global warming and increasing energy prices the focus was re-gained at the start 

of the 21st century. The exploitation of Arctic oil fields and mineral resources, together with the 

development of the N011hem Sea Routes (Figure 2) has provided a new focus for the area, with a 

potential for economic growth and, once again, a geopolitically imp01iant position. 

l J Potential oil / 
and gas fields : ·, 

raJ Extenl of a1ctic //:~ 
sea Ice. 2012 : ~ " 

/ RU~,SI~ 

Northom SM Routo 

Figure 2: The Northern Sea Routes 
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Source: CNA Military Advisory Board, "National Security and the Accelerating Risk of Climate Change.3 
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Presently the Arctic is one of the most peaceful places on earth, but the future has the 

potential for conflict. Both Russia and NATO know that economically and security-wise it would 

be best to develop the Arctic together in a peaceful way, key actors focusing on their paii of the 

Arctic in accordance with international law and the recognized territorial borders. Despite this, 

the situation in the Arctic should be analyzed in context with the development in the rest of the 

world. The Arctic future is tightly coupled with the development in other global conflicts i.e. 

Afghanistan, Syria, and Ukraine. If the USA, Russia, China, and NATO manage to cooperate in 

solving global conflicts, the Arctic will probably not develop into a conflict zone. However, 

history has shown that conflicts can and will emerge unexpectedly.4 

The situation emerging in the Arctic is a strategic security dilemma,5 i.e. two states that 

might start a military buildup due to insecure relations, even though they have no interest to do 

so. The ancient Greek historian, Thucydides, states that the reason for the Peloponnesian War 

431-404 BC was fear, honor, and interest. 6 This remains valid today. The Russian justification for 

the increased military activity in the Arctic has been to protect Russian interest from western 

aggression, and to show the Russian flag and ambition. This attitude would and should probably 

be followed by a similar action from NATO. 

Currently in the Arctic region, several Arctic and Non-Arctic countries are beginning to 

operate with different ends, ways, and means. For the time being Russia is the state with the 

highest profile and national ambition for the area. 7 NATO, on the other hand, is struggling to find 

a future role in the Arctic, and it has had a low profile during the last several decades, but this is 

changing. The focus in this research is to determine if NATO's future strategy in the Arctic will 

be limited to the national interests of its members, ensuring the Alliance's collective military 

capability to act in space and time, rather than being a political instrument for the western world. 
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Future Strategy of Key States and Organizations8 

Since 2009, all Arctic states have renewed or published a new national strategy for the 

Arctic regioni. The strategies of all Arctic countries are emphasizing the importance of peace and 

cooperation in the development of the region. Despite this, the political statements and military 

actions are depicting a military buildup and an escalating security situation. The question why 

key states and organizations might have a peaceful strategy, but with a plan of execution that 

reflects the opposite will be the main issue for the next chapter. 

The Arctic Council9
, together with the United Nations (UN) and the Organization for 

Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), is the most important, high-level 

intergovemmental forum that addresses issues regarding the Arctic. The Arctic Council was 

established in 1996 as a forum for promoting cooperation, coordination, and interaction among· 

the eight Arctic States: Canada, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden, and the 

United States of America. 

After pressure from the USA, the Arctic Council's mandate did not include peace and 

security concems. Neve1iheless, the changes in the Arctic environment and new paiiicipants of 

the Arctic Council have enforced a reconsideration of the relationship between geopolitical 

matters and the role of the organization. This is paiiicularly due to the increased interests by the 

Arctic Council's Permanent Observers10
, and the growing military presence and building of 

infrastructure by the Arctic states. However, it still seems as though the Arctic Council often 

avoids military security matters, and is handing the problem to the UN or NATO. 

i Definitions from MCDP 1-1, p 37-38: 
- Strategy is "a specific way of using specified means to achieve distinct ends." 
- National strategy is "the mi and science of developing and using political, economic, military, and informational powers, 
together with aimed force, during peace and war, to secure the objectives of the national policy." 
- Military strategy is "the art and science of employing m·med forces of a nation to secure the objectives of national policy by the 
application of force or the threat of force." 
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In 2010, NATO adopted a new strategic concept, The Strategic Concept for the Defense 

and Security of the Members of NATO, without mentioning the Arctic once. 11 Still, the security 

issues for Europe, and the Alliance's relationship with Russia, are the main themes within the 

concept. Both themes clearly include the Arctic, although indirectly. The NATO concept 

promotes security through cooperation, and is sending a message to its main adversary Russia, 

that "a strong and constructive partnership based on mutual confidence, transparency, and 

predictability can best serve our security."12 

NATO countries have different interests and security issues. In decision-making, NATO 

requires consensus of all twenty-eight members; therefore, all members, Arctic or non-Arctic, 

will have a say in how to operationalize the Arctic strategy. Each of the five Arctic NATO 

countries has a diverse perspective of a NATO involvement in the Arctic. 13 Norway and Iceland 

want more NATO engagement and a more visible posture. The USA and Canada are skeptical of 

that approach, and tend to pursue their own strategy without interference from NATO. 

Denmark's view is in-between. These disparities are based on the national strategy of each 

country. Iceland, Denmark, and Norway are small states with limited forces, seeking strength in 

an alliance to deter an external aggressor. The USA is the dominant member of NATO, and it has 

lately refined its strategy for the region, as well as shown more presence and invested more 

resources into the area. 14 The USA can and will execute its foreign policy with Russia without 

NATO involvement. Canada, on the other hand, has common interests with Russia. Both have a 

large part of their landmasses in the Arctic, and both claim a Northern Sea Route within their 

littoral waters, though that subject is internationally disputed. 15 

The Russian policy for the Arctic to 2020 depicts a detailed foundation for Russia in how 

to execute its Arctic policy with focus on the following: 16 

• the use of the Arctic Zone as a strategic resource base of the Russian Federation, 

5 



providing solutions to the task of socio-economic development of the country; 
• preservation of the Arctic as an area of peace and cooperation; 
• conservation of the unique ecosystems of the Arctic; 
• the use of the Northern Sea Route as a national, unified transpmiation line of the Russian 

Federation in the Arctic. 

In this renewed Arctic focus, Russia pursues its Arctic strategy on two different tracks. 17 The 

international track seeks cooperation to settle maritime border disputes, and additional conflicts 

of interest, in order to ensure development of the region's resources. The domestic track uses 

belligerent rhetoric to underline Russian sovereignty over the larger part of the Arctic. This 

argument is supported by both civilian investment and military buildup in the area, and aims to 

obtain support among the Russian population. It is a challenge for the Russian leadership to 

communicate and execute a policy along these two lines due to the lack of alignment between 

them. For the international community the foreign cooperation track versus domestic 

domination track can be demanding to recognize, due to the lack of transparency in Russian 

politics, as well as the actions and leadership of President Vladimir Putin. 

That said, Russia under Putin has followed its "two track Arctic strategy." Russian leaders 

are using aggressive statements to satisfy the domestic audience, while simultaneously settling 

bilateral disagreements in accordance with the rules at the international arena. In the last two 

years the Arctic focus globally has declined due to decreasing energy prices, the Russian 

intervention in Ukraine, and safety issues along the Northern Sea Routes. Despite this, Russia 

has continued and increased its High North focus on both civilian and military investments. 

This is ways and means to get domestic support and to secure a geopolitically important area 

with an enormous economic potential, which combined can reassert Russia as an international 

power as the final objective. 
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Emerging Conflict Issues 

The emerging conflict issues can be organized into three main categories: (1) security 

issues, (2) econmajc issues, and (3) environmental, science, and indigenous issues. The focus for 

this research will be the security issues, but all three categories are tightly coupled. CuITently 

there is no critical threat in the Arctic . There are some teITitorial claims and disputes (Figure 3); 

however, all of them are being handled in accordance with international law. Looking into the 

future, the issues that most likely could develop into a conflict are the agreements regarding the 

two Nmthem Sea Routes, the claims of the continental shelf to the North Pole, and the dispute of 

the Norwegian role in the Svalbard Treaty. 18 

c 

Territories and claims within the Arctic Circle 
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Figure 3: Arctic Claims 
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The Arctic seems quiet; however, Russia has stated that it will increase military activity 

and basing in the Arctic. Russia has not been prioritized this since the Cold War, and Russia has 

now both the economic muscle and the will, while the climate change is making it necessary and 

possible. Russia claims that this buildup is due to a domestic requirement, and has no relation to 

an international threat. Neve1iheless, a militarization of the Russian Arctic might force the NATO 

Arctic countries to respond with the same means. This is, in fact, what has happened over the last 

few years with an increasing tempo and intensity. 

Scenarios 

In order to analyze the future of the Arctic, there are two questions to address. Will the 

Arctic be a zone of cooperation or competition, and will NATO countries and Russia conduct 

militarization or demilitarization policies? Figure 4 depicts these questions graphically: 

1) Militarization and Competition 
2) Militarization and Cooperation 
3) Demilitarization and Cooperation 
4) Demilitarization and Competition (unlikely) 

Figure 4: Future Scenarios in the Arctic 

Source: Ivan Yuferov, "Is a real cold war possible in the Arctic?" Russia Direct, (November 28, 2013).20 
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This depicts three different and possible scenarios. 21 In the first scenario, militarization 

and competition will be the main drivers. The basis for this scenario is global politics and 

conflicts. NATO countries and Russia are not able to cooperate, and the security issues of other 

conflicts will be reflected in mistrust and a military buildup in the Arctic. NATO and Russia may 

both increase their own military capability and conduct their own development of the Arctic 

region and its resources. 

The second scenario reflects a world where the NATO countries and Russia are able to 

cooperate on the development of the Arctic; however, the security situation globally is unstable. 

NATO countries and Russia would build up their own military capability. Simultaneously they 

may cooperate on the development of the Arctic region in order to share competence and costs. 

The third scenario projects a future where NATO countries and Russia have succeeded in 

cooperation during operations in other conflict areas. They have therefore agreed on developing 

the Arctic Region together, without a military buildup and/or presence. The Artie countries and 

other invited, participating states will establish a search and rescue (SAR) organization for 

emergency response consisting of all member countries. 

In order to prepare for these three scenarios NATO would have to establish a robust and 

flexible strategy, which is able to handle all challenges from peace to war. The situation in the 

Arctic will be highly dependent on the global security situation; the time to prepare and react will 

probably be short. This indicates that preparations must be done, plans should be written and 

distributed, and forces should be earmarked, equipped, and trained as rapid reaction forces. 

Forward bases should be established and manned in order to be ready for an escalation. Thus, the 

latest development in the Arctic more or less confirms that the future will be competition and a 
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military buildup; this research will still pursue both the question of militarization or not, and if 

NATO and Russia will compete or be able to cooperate. 

Operationalization of the Russian Arctic Strategy 

The Russian national strategy states that the overall objective is to solve problems and 

challenges through peace and cooperation, but simultaneously the strategy must facilitate for the 

use of all means if necessary. Russia would do what is required to maintain and if necessary 

increase its :freedom of movement and action. Since the early 2000s, Russia has invested heavily 

in basing, equipment, forces, and training in the Arctic area. This is not due to any direct military 

threat, but most likely a military buildup in the Arctic to pursue long-term goals rather than any 

immediate objectives.22 

To facilitate for this new strategy, Russia has reorganized its military command structure 

of the Arctic Forces. The Northern Strategic Joint Command, which replaced the Northern Fleet 

Strategic Command in December 2014, executes command and control of the Arctic Forces from 

Murmansk.23 Furthermore, the continuous line of air, naval, and army bases, which were mostly 

closed at the end of the Cold War, is now reopened and new ones are under construction. 

Along the Arctic coastline, Russia has sixteen deep-water ports, which are the basis for 

.the Northern Fleet to establish a presence in the region. The N01ihern Fleet consists of 

approximately forty surface ships and forty submarines; however, reports indicate that 40 to 70 

percent of those vessels are no longer open;ttional. The deep-water p01is are also imp01iant for 

transp01i and exp01i of energy resources and other raw material from the Arctic area, and they are 

the key pieces of infrastructure together with the SAR stations to commercialize the N01ihern Sea 

Route.24 

To succeed with the N01ihern Sea Route Russia needs to rebuild almost the entire forty 
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vessels icebreaker fleet, due to retirement in the early 2020s25
. Russia has six icebreakers (three 

nuclear) under constrnction and is planning to build five more. Furthermore, of twelve Soviet-era 

airbases Russia has six operational. The six deactivated bases are being overhauled, and a new 

airbase is under construction in the New Siberian Islands (Figure 5). The Navy and Air Force's 

main platfmms are carrier-based fighters, land-based reconnaissance aircraft, anti-submarine 

aircraft, communications relay aircraft, helicopters, fighters, interceptors, and strategic bombers. 

' SOURCfS: The Httitage FoundallOf\ TASS. Sputnik News, RT, USNI New a, The Moscow Times. 
' Associated Air Chart et;. Barmta Observc-r, Coundt on Fore'9n RclatJons. The Economist. 

Figure S: The Russian Militarization of the Arctic 

1:11m:iiu•cau111 I 

Source: Business Insider, This map shows Russia's dominant militarization of the Arctic.26 

The Arctic land forces consist of the 200th Independent Motor Rifle Brigade at Pechanga 

and the new 80th Independent Arctic Motor Rifle Brigade at Alakmtti.27 The new Brigades are 

expected to be deployed at the new bases, both west and east of the Ural Mountains, and will be 

tightly coupled with the naval and air aspects of the new Arctic Command structure. The five 

main army bases are located at Pechenga, Alakurtti, Zvyozndy, Temp, and Nagurskoye.28 The 
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three latter are new bases under construction with capacity of 5,000 troops each. The new Arctic 

brigades are expected to be operational in 2017 and are reinforced with a wide range of military 

equipment developed for the arctic environment, including special arctic, all-tenain fighting and 

transport-armored vehicles. 

Russia has increased its Arctic training and exercise activity during the last three years. 

The main objective has been to train the forces; however, there are multiple objectives in 

addition, i.e. show military capability, political will, and future strategic ambitions. The Russian 

activity in the Arctic depicts that the operationalization of the strategy has been a success, but it is 

still a long way to go to finalize all objectives. Even though Russia is allocating 4 % of its Gross 

National Product (GNP) to military activity, it will not be enough to fulfill the renewing of the 

Armed Forces and the Arctic ambition.29 The decrease in oil prices has also slowed down the 

tempo. That said, Russia is many years ahead of the NATO countries in their operationalizing of 

the Arctic. 

Operationalization of the NATO Arctic Strategy 

The indivisibility of the security of Allies has always been a core principle of NATO. And it's a 
principle we ignore at our peril. Clearly, the High North is a region that is of strategic interest to the 
Alliance. But so are the Baltic Sea, the Black Sea, and the Mediterranean. There are many regions -

but there is only one NATO. And we must ensure that, as we look today at the High North, and 
perhaps in the fitture at other regions, we do not get drawn down the path of regionalization 

because that is the path to fi·agmentation. And that is a path we must avoid at all costs. 
- Japp de Hoop Scheffer, Secretary General of NATO 2004-200i1° 

This chapter will look into what NATO has done to operationalize its future strategy into 

a capability development of basing, equipment, forces, and training, herby the capability building 

of Norway, Canada~ and the USA. Iceland and Denmark (Greenland) will not be described due to 

their small amount of forces earmarked for this area, even though both countries have a 

geopolitical position, which actualizes the reactivation of old NATO bases or building new ones. 
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The NATO overall objective for the Arctic is to support its members to develop the region in a 

secure environment, and in peace and cooperation with non-NATO countries. This can be done 

both politically and militarily. The military objective is to deter any aggressor from launching 

offensive operations against NATO and its members. NATO will facilitate this by "collective 

defense, crises management and cooperative security."31 The current NATO strategy is founded 

on the principle of having an equal focus on all emerging conflict areas, and not prioritizing a 

special area or conflict. This is an important principle in order to keep the alliance together and 

speak with one voice. As a consequence, NATO members with special interests in a region have 

established their individual strategy facing Russia one by one, although with NATO in the 

background as a security guarantor, an important factor particularly for Norway. 

Norway has for the last decade increased its military focus in the Northern region (Figure 

6). The High North is the number one prioritized area for the Norwegian Armed Forces, and the 

main mission is to demonstrate sovereignty by surveillance, presence, and deterrence. In August 

2009 the National Joint Headquarter (NJHQ) was moved 1500 km northwards from Stavanger to 

the Arctic town ofBod0 as one of the first measures to implement this policy. The NJHQ's 

"new" mission is "overseeing the evolution of Norway's High North defenses into a centralized 

command and coordinated fighting structure."32 

Fmihermore, Norway has reorganized and renewed its Armed Forces considerably during 

the last five years, and large investments are still to come. The Air Force has first priority and 

will receive fifty-two F-35A and NH 90 Helicopters. The Navy received six Nansen-Class 

Frigates in 2011 and will get a new joint logistic supp01i ship this year. Norway is planning to 

build a new icebreaker in addition to the one present (KV Svalbard). The Army is upgrading its 

Main Battle Tank, and is in negotiation for new high mobility aiiillery pieces and air defense 

systems. 
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On the Arctic mainland Norway has five Almy/Home Guard Bases, two Air Force Bases, 

and one Naval Base operational. Many of the smaller stations were closed in the 90s, but some 

are still operational. Norway has also one small milita1y base with a NATO LORAN-C 

installation on the Jan Mayen Island. The northernmost prut of Norway, the Spitsbergen/Svalbard 

Ai·chipelago is a demilitarized zone in accordance with the Svalbard Treaty of 1920. If dete1Tence 

fails, the Norwegian Armed Forces are only capable of handling small-scale incidents, and are 

highly dependent on NATO and the USA to solve an emerging security situation. 

The Norwegian Ai·ctic view is in strong contrast to that of Canada. The "Statement of 

Cru1ada's Arctic Foreign Policy"34 declares: "Canada does not anticipate any military challenges 

in the Arctic and believes that the region is well managed through existing institutions, 

particulmly the Arctic Council."35 Canada admits that its military capabilities are limited, but 

still considered as suitable for the security situation (Figure 7). The Canadian focus is more on 

safety than security, and it is prioritizing the development of the Northern Sea Route, herby 

14 



establishing permanent SAR stations and icebreaker capability. When Norway talks about 

presence and detenence to demonstrate sovereignty, Canada states "sovereignty is strengthened 

by demonstrating a genuine ability to operate in and control the Arctic. "36 

The Canadian Army's responsibility in the three northern tenitories is covered by the 1st 

Canadian Ranger Patrol Group (1 CRPG), which consists of 1,850 members spread across sixty 

patrols. The force has low combat capability, since there is no threat. Thus, it will develop a 

network of sites throughout the Arctic to stockpile equipment if needed and move troops and gear 

quickly into the region in case of emergency. The naval component is mainly suppo1ting shipping 

and SAR missions. Canada has six large icebreakers and is planning to build a new one. The Air 

Force has no permanent mission in the Arctic, and surveillance is done by satellite. 
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Figure 7: Arctic Military Forces 

Source: The Monocle, November 13, 2013.37 

15 



The Canadian Armed Forces main mission is "to police and assist foreign vessels 

operating in the Northwest Passage, respond effectively to emergencies and other unconventional 

security threats."38 Canadian Forces have good knowledge of the Arctic environment, and both 

personnel and unit equipment is developed and built for cold winter climate. Canadian Forces are 

familiar to operating in these conditions, and have annual, large scale exercises in the region in 

addition to SAR missions. Canada has two large, all service bases in the Arctic at Yellowknife 

and Whitehorse, and some minor bases in Nova Scotia, Newfoundland, and Labrador. Canada 

closed down thirteen bases and stations in the Arctic in the 1990s. These stations are still military 

property and can be reopened on short notice. In addition, in 2012 Canada and the USA 

formalized the Tri Command Training and Exercise Statement with an aim at enhancing joint and 

combined readiness in support of safety, security, and defense missions between the two 

countries.39 

The USA published the new National Strategy for the Arctic in May 2013.40 This was 

followed by a publication from the Department of Defense (DoD) in November the same year.41 

These documents confirm an increased focus on the Arctic with three priorities: (1) homeland 

defense; (2) civil support missions, important concerns for national policy due to increased 

activity in the region, (i.e. the increased shipping traffic and the natural resource potential) and; 

(3) defense cooperation and to operate with other nations when possible, and independently if 

necessary, in order to maintain stability in the region.42 

The USA is an Arctic nation through the State of Alaska. The Alaskan Command 

(ALCOM), at Joint Base Elmendorf-Richardson near Anchorage, is a joint sub-unified command 

of the United States Pacific Command (Figure 8).43 ALCOM is made up of the Eleventh Air 

Force (Elmendorf, Stratton, and Eielson Air Force Base), United States Army Alaska (Fort 

Richardson, Greely, and Wainwright), and United States Naval Forces Alaska (Juneau). In 
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addition, the Coast Guard has five large icebreakers and is planning to build a new one. 

The total numbers are more than 20,000 Air Force, Almy, Navy, and Marine personnel, and 

4,700 Guardsmen and Reservists.44 

Figure 8: The U.S. Bases in the Arctic 

Source: Jaststandonzombieisland.com.45 

The Alaskan Aimed Forces' main mission is maintaining air sovereignty, supporting 

federal and state authorities during civil emergencies, and conducting joint training for the rapid 

deployment of combat forces. 46 Due to its geographical position, Alaska is ideal as a staging 

location for a rapid military response capability and offers a unique environment for cold winter 

training. Lately all services have increased operations and training in the region; for example, in 

2014, U.S. Forces conducted the first airborne operation ever in the Arctic, probably as a show of 

force to answer the Russian buildup. However, even though all services are relatively well 

equipped, trained, and manned, they may not be well prepared to conduct joint operations in the 

Arctic environment. 

Due to the emerging security situation, the USA has promised to send more forces to 

Europe, both on rotation and on training. These forces will not be earmarked for the Arctic, but 

the USA has continued and increased its activity in the northern area, i.e. Exercise Cold Response 
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2016. For NATO it is important that the preposition program agreements with Norway, and the 

Air Base at Thule/Greenland will continue, and a further development of this might be more 

equipment to Norway and a reopening of the Keflavik Base on Iceland. 

A Recommended Future NATO Strategy 

At the outbreak of the Pacific War the Allies did not possess, either individually or collectively, a defined 
and reasoned plan of campaign for dealing with the Japanese aggression. In place of a deliberate 

conceived strategy regained confusion, unreality and weakness, shrouded by wishful thinking. 
H.P Willmott, Empires in the Balance 

Historically, there are many examples that not having a strategy for a potential conflict 

has been the first failure in preventing the situation from escalating into a conflict. Consisting of 

twenty-eight countries, NATO is a formidable military alliance that might deter an aggressor 

attacking a member country. However, if attacked, the alliance mutual agreement could result in 

twenty-eight countries going to war. As a consequence, every region or area, which is in the 

interest of one nation, should be in interest of all nations. This means that the Arctic should be of 

interest for all NATO members because a conflict could affect them there. It also means that the 

Arctic NATO countries should have an eye on other regional conflicts that affect other NATO 

countries. Thus, can NATO, without a specific Arctic strategy and without prioritizing the Arctic 

higher than other potential conflict areas, operationalize its "generic strategy" to prevent the 

situation from escalating into a conflict? A negative answer on that question would be a failure 

for the Alliance. 

NATO's Strategic Concept states "NATO's fundamental and enduring purpose is to 

safeguard the freedom and security of all its members by political and military means."47 

To follow this strategy, NATO would be extremely dependent on the national policy, the political 

will, and the military capabilities and capacities of their members in order to project a military 
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operation in the Arctic. NATO would therefore have to develop a flexible response to the Russian 

strategy. In addition to political and diplomatic measures, this should include forward basing, 

earmarked high readiness units, special platfmms and equipment, and joint combined training. 

In the political arena in talks with Russia, NATO should take an even more active role, 

both directly and indirectly. The use of the Arctic Council, as a vehicle for cooperation with 

Russia and other non-NATO members, might be a good solution. This will depend on the 

willingness of the Council to repeal the self-imposed regulation to avoid security issues. 

Historically, the most obvious weakness of NATO as a political instrument is how the 

organization has used its military toolbox. NATO might be criticized for conducting "diplomacy 

with a sledgehammer."48 However, looking at the Washington Treaty and the Strategy Concept, 

NATO has a proper toolbox to solve a conflict with political means instead of the use of military 

force. 

NATO had, after the end of the Cold War, a period where it struggled to find a role and 

relevance. Today NATO should be as relevant as ever, and it is probably more respected by its 

adversaries than previously. However, in peacetime the organization seems to have difficulty 

being appreciated by its own members. The support to NATO as an organization, and the national 

defense budgets of its members are at a low level compared to the Cold War period. NATO also 

struggles with its identity among the members' population. A NATO information campaign, 

supported by the five Arctic countries, should be committed to both explain the NATO role and 

relevance among the population of the member states. It might also influence the politicians to 

commit more money to fulfill the NATO national defense budget goal of two percent of the GNP. 

To be considered as a serious player, the rest of the Arctic states must follow the example of the 

USA by increasing their defense budget above the two percent level. Without a joint effort 

among NATO members to rebuild NATO and the military capability, none of the member states, 
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except the USA, will have the economic resources to keep up with the Russian investment and 

buildup in the region. 

NATO is a command structure with few permanent forces of its own. When the North 

Atlantic Council (NAC) agrees to an operation, members contribute forces on a voluntary basis. 

These forces return to their countries once the mission is completed. The command structure is 

divided in two: Allied Command Transformation (ACT), responsible for transformation and 

training of NATO forces; and Allied Command Operations (ACO), responsible for NATO 

operations worldwide. Since 2003, NATO has restructured how it commands and deploys 

military forces by creating several NATO Rapid Deployable Corps. Thus, NATO has struggled to 

establish force structure due to the unwillingness of the member countries to earmark the well-

suited forces, as well as obtaining the correct equipment and sufficient training for the 

appropriate missions. These forces should prepare to deploy worldwide on short notice; however, 

the Arctic environment requires special equipment and special training that most NATO units do 

not possess. 

The Arctic countries should take the lead to develop this capability to build force 

structure, appropriate equipment, and cold weather training. To solve this challenge NATO 

should be an integrated part of it, and should lead and coordinate the establishment the following 

capabilities: 

Establish Arctic forward basing of military equipment at strategic important positions. 
Establish Arctic High Readiness Forces (HRF) with specific capability and capacity. 
Conduct bi-annual joint, combined exercises in the Arctic. 
Lead and support the development of larger Arctic platforms and equipment capabilities, 
i.e. icebreakers, submarines, all terrain armored/non-armored vehicles. 

In order to do this, NATO should earmark member countries to be responsible for developing and 

maintaining Arctic military forces, which might also be used to establish a Joint SAR Force with 

non-NATO members for scientific and commercial activity in the Artie. 
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In conclusion, the developing Arctic strategy, objectives, and actions taken by several 

NATO countries and Russia clearly indicate militarization of the Arctic. Seen in context of the 

Cold War period, the buildup has not fully reached that level yet. The western countries' main 

concern should be the difference between the NATO and the Russian buildup. The Russians are 

rebuilding and reinforcing the Arctic, while the NATO countries admit the importance of the 

buildup, but have not taken sufficient actions, nor prepared to assume the cost. 

Conclusion and the Way Ahead 

For NATO, the Arctic is, and will continue to be, an area of strategic importance. In the 

near future the Arctic states seem to be able to develop the region in peace and cooperation; 

however, climate change and present international conflicts increase the possibility for the Arctic 

region to be an area of emerging conflicts in the long term. As a warning, on 31st Dec 2015, 

President Vladimir Putin signed the new Russian National Security Strategy49
. For the first time 

Russia has identified the USA and NATO as a security threat. The document also states that 

Russia by conducting an independent policy, "both international and domestic" has caused 

"counteraction from the USA and its allies, which are striving to retain their dominance in global 

affairs." That will probably lead to "political, economic, military, and informational pressure" on 

R . ii ussrn. 

iiDuring the NATO security meeting in Munich in February 2016 the strategic communication in the statements from some key 
Arctic players was obvious. The Russian Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev stated that the Cold War was back, while the 
Norwegian Prime Minister Erna Solberg very categorically objected to such an idea ( Newsinenglish.no, Views and News fi·om 
N 011vay, "Solberg rejects Russian Rhetoric'', Accessed Februmy 18, 2016. !1!.!.J2.:..:'.Lll'.lflU/.lli§)Jl,IT!£'ll§_f_hfil~!!...Qc~'!_J_!_'.§_Ql_QJ;_[_'g:: 
rejects-russian-rhetoricl) 
Furthermore, the NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg described a more aggressive and unpredictable Russia, and as a 
reaction NATO would be planning forward basing in Eastern Europe to enhance rapid reaction if necessary. Simultaneously Mr. 
Stoltenberg requested an open and friendly dialogue with Russia, and he denied strongly that the largest NATO reinforcement and 
buildup in Europe since the Cold War was the beginning on a new arms race. (NATO Security Conference in Munich FebruaJJ' 
2016, NATO Homepage, Accessed Februmy 18, 2016. http:llwww.nalo.intlcps!enlnatohqlopinions 128047.htm) 
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Both NATO and Russia are facing a security dilemma in the Arctic region due to fear, 

honor, and interest. There is no easy answer on the questions of competition versus cooperation, 

or militarization versus demilitarization. The peaceful solution rests at the political level rather 

than at the military level; nevertheless, NATO should not just stand and watch a Russian military 

escalation without military counter actions. Without a joint effort by NATO and its members, the 

present Russian advantage in the Arctic might trigger an emerging conflict zone rather than 

keeping the Aliic an area for peace and cooperation. Russia is both willing and able to 

operationalize its Arctic strategy, which makes the future more unpredictable for NATO and the 

western world. 

To meet this challenge, NATO should play a more active role on the political stage, and 

be more than a headquarter and military coordinator for its members. NATO should coordinate 

its members' political and military preparations for future challenges in the Arctic, and clarify the 

alliance strategy for the region, taking the cooperative and the competitive track. The use of the 

Arctic Council as a vehicle for communication would probably be the best solution along the 

cooperative track. On the other hand, along the competitive track, NATO should take the lead. 

Currently it seems as the NATO members are not willing to engage a situation to authorize 

NATO to be the powerful alliance it should be. NATO today is not able to play this political role, 

and does not have the resources to operationalize a military strategy in the Arctic. 

Looking back on history to see into the future, NATO should continue to be an 

important deterrence alliance, but "if deterrence fails", there are inadequate resources to fulfill a 

strategy to stop a Russian expansion in the Al·ctic. The required resources and authority will not 

come from NATO, but from its members. NATO is the sum of28 members, and without a 

unified priority from all of them, the alliance will be limited to only administrate the deployment 

of the different countries' military capability. NATO without resources and authority will be 
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forced to react on a already developed situation rather than to act politically as a unified super

power and to command the military force of a powerful alliance to prevent a situation to occur or 

develop. 
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Table 1. Detailed Description of Future Scenarios. 

Scenario Detailed description 
(These scenarios are made by Ivan Yferov) 

Future 1 "A military conflict can be provoked because of significant economic and strategic 
stakes in an area where boundaries of maritime jurisdiction remain to be settled. 
Diplomatic gridlock may lead the region to erupt in an armed conflict for its resources. 
There are a number of driving factors of this scenario: growing military activity, 
inflammatory rhetoric, and closer security coordination among the Western powers. 
The Arctic countries are likely to grab territory unilaterally and exert sovereign control 
over sea-lanes by arming icebreakers and military troops to guard their claims. This 
scenario of a real cold war is substantiated by some recent facts. The Russians recently 
ordered strategic bomber flights over the Arctic Ocean for the first time since the Cold 
War. Moreover, Russian armed forces have regularly tested air and sea defenses of 
NATO in the region. Finally, the NATO alliance often organizes military exercises 
with warships and strategic bombers, supported by tankers, reconnaissance aircraft and 
escort fighters." 

Future 2 "Complete demilitarization seems unrealistic because the Arctic has such strategic 
importance. Both the White House and the Kremlin could agree to confidence-building 
steps, such as providing their counterparts with detailed and advanced notice of 
planned military movements or even inviting foreign observers into restricted sites. 
However, according to this scenario, the risk of military conflict remains. By 
cooperation in the military sphere, the Arctic countries can improve search-and-rescue 
capabilities, vessel tracking, traffic management operations, and life guard services. 
The status of existing military installations may be clarified or changed in order to 
avoid the potential for misunderstanding. For instance, it would be better to set aside 
the American airbase in Greenland for defensive purposes only as a radar station to 
detect ballistic missiles, while Moscow could elaborates on its plans to deploy more 
military bases and train forces specializing in Arctic warfare." 

Future 3 "There exist substantial grounds for such a scenario to take place. Above all, extensive 
collaboration has been developed between Russia and the other Arctic stakeholders on 
natural resources and environmental issues through the Arctic Council. In the years to 
come, decisions made by the Arctic powers, in particular, by Russia and the United 
States, will profoundly shape the future of the region for decades. The time has come 
for the USA to ratify the Convention of the Law of the Sea, to cooperate with Moscow 
and elaborate a new comprehensive multilateral Arctic treaty in partnership with Russia 
and other Arctic powers. In addition, Russia should cooperate with Arctic countries 
with due regard for their common interests in the Arctic so that there will be no 
grounds for NATO's more active involvement in Arctic affairs, ensuring that a conflict 
in the region will never take place." 

Table 1: Arctic Future Scenarios 
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