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1.​ Key Terms  
 

●​ NATO: Military alliance focused on collective defence  
●​ Collective Defense (Article 5) = Attack on one = attack on all  
●​ Arctic Region = Area within the Arctic Circle (≈66.5°N)  
●​ High North = Strategic Arctic/North Atlantic area for NATO  
●​ Northern Sea Route (NSR) = Shorter Europe–Asia shipping route  
●​ Northwest Passage (NWP) = Route through the Canadian Arctic  
●​ Sea Ice / Albedo Effect = Ice reflecting sunlight, influencing global climate  
●​ Combined Air Operations Centre (CAOC) = Coordinates regional air defence  
●​ Icebreakers = Ships enabling Arctic naval Access  
●​ Arctic States (A8) = Canada, U.S., Russia, Denmark, Norway, Sweden, Finland, Iceland  
●​ GIUK Gap = Strategic naval chokepoint (Greenland–Iceland–UK), 
●​ Polar Silk Road = China’s Arctic trade initiative  
●​ ICBM / SLBM Routes = Missiles passing over the Arctic  
●​ Bastion Defence = Protected submarine zones (Russia)  
●​ Article 4 = A NATO consultation mechanism that allows members to request discussions when they 

feel their security is threatened.  
●​ North Atlantic Council (NAC) = The main political decision-making body of NATO, where all member 

states are represented.  
●​ Forward Land Forces (FLF) = NATO multinational military units deployed on its eastern and northern 

flanks to strengthen deterrence. 
●​ NORTHLINK Arctic Satellite Project = Space-based surveillance initiative supporting NATO’s Arctic 

monitoring capabilities.  
●​ Unmanned Aerial Vehicle (UAV) = Drone used for surveillance, reconnaissance, or military operations  
●​ Sea Lines of Communication (SLOCs) = Maritime routes used for trade, military movement, and energy 

transport  
 

1.1 Historical Background of NATO  
 

The North Atlantic Treaty Organisation, or NATO, is an intergovernmental military alliance that was 
established in 1949. The primary objective of NATO's establishment was to protect its member countries’ 
freedoms and security by working together and conducting joint defence research. Since its founding, NATO has 
played a vital role in fostering transatlantic cooperation and has made a substantial contribution to improving 
security, stability, and peace in the North Atlantic region. After World War II, Europe was sharply divided, and 
numerous security concerns had to be addressed. As tensions between the Soviet Union and the Western 
democracies grew, the Cold War was about to break out. European countries, the US, Canada and other countries 
tried to negotiate a collective defence agreement to deter future Soviet attack. NATO was 3  
founded on April 4 1949, when the North Atlantic Treaty was signed in Washington, D.C. Among the first 
twelve founding members were Belgium, Canada, Denmark, France, Iceland, Italy, Luxembourg, the 
Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, the United Kingdom and the United States. According to the treaty, an 
armed attack against one member state would be considered an attack against all members, and collective 
action would be required to restore and preserve security.  
 
The concept of collective defence is the core of NATO's mission. Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty 
requires prompt collective action in the event of an armed strike against any member. This pledge has served 
as a strong deterrent and has helped maintain peace in the Euro-Atlantic region for more than 70 years. 
NATO has changed over time in response to shifting worldwide circumstances and safety concerns. When 
the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, NATO expanded its membership base and reoriented its strategy to 
confront emerging challenges such as terrorism and regional conflicts. At the moment, NATO has 31 
members, including Finland, from North America and Europe.  
 
 
 
 
 



1.2 NATO’s Structure and Decision-Making Process  
          Consensus decision-making is a fundamental principle of NATO and has served as the sole basis for 

decision-making since the Alliance’s creation in 1949. Unlike many international organisations, NATO does 
not rely on majority voting. Instead, decisions are made only when all member states agree to a proposal. 
This ensures that every decision reflects the Alliance's collective will.  
          Consensus does not necessarily mean that every member state is fully enthusiastic about a decision. 

Rather, it means that no member formally objects. In some cases, member states may “ agree to disagree”, 
allowing a decision to move forward without blocking it, even if they maintain reservations. This flexibility 
allows NATO to preserve unity while accommodating national differences.  
          Consultations are central to this process. Representatives from member states engage in extensive 
discussions, negotiations and diplomatic dialogue before any formal decision is announced. Because NATO 
members consult regularly and maintain constant communication, they often understand each other's 
strategic priorities in advance, which helps speed up the process. Although consensus may appear slow from 
the outside, in practice, NATO often acts quickly during crises through these established consultation 
mechanisms.  
          Facilitating consultations and maintaining unity are among the NATO Secretary General's primary 
responsibilities. The Secretary General does not impose decisions but instead acts as a mediator, helping 
member states find common ground and guiding negotiations toward an acceptable compromise.  
The principle of consensus applies at all levels of the Alliance. It governs decisions within the North 
Atlantic Council (NAC), NATO’s principal political decision-making body, as well as in its subordinate 
committees, military structures, and working groups. This structure reinforces the idea that NATO 
operates as a political-military alliance based on sovereign equality among its members.  
          In the context of Arctic militarisation, this decision-making model is particularly significant. Any 
NATO action in the Arctic—whether increased military exercises, infrastructure development, or strategic 
declarations—requires unanimous agreement. This means that national interests of Arctic member states  
such as Norway, Canada or the United States must align with broader Alliance 5 priorities before action is 
taken. Consensus, therefore, shapes both the pace and the scope of NATO’s Arctic involvement.  
 
 

1.3 NATO’s Mandate and Collective Defence 
 

Principle 
 NATO’s mandate rests on three main pillars:  
 

●​ Collective Defence: The central foundation of NATO is Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty, which states 
that an armed attack against one member shall be considered an attack against all. This principle ensures 
that member states are not left to defend themselves alone and serves as a powerful deterrent against 
external aggression.  

●​ Crisis Management: Beyond defending member territory, NATO conducts operations to prevent, 
manage, and resolve conflicts that could threaten international security. This includes peace-support 
missions, stabilisation efforts, and crisis-response operations outside NATO territory when agreed 
upon by members.  

●​ Cooperative Security: NATO works with partner countries and international organisations to 
promote transparency, confidence-building, and regional stability. Cooperation with the United 
Nations and other institutions supports broader international security objectives.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
The Collective Defence Principle (Article 5)  
 
The collective defence principle is the cornerstone of NATO’s existence. Article 5 establishes that if a 
member state is attacked, all members will assist, including by using armed force if necessary. Importantly, 
each member determines the form of assistance it will provide, meaning responses may vary depending on 
the situation. Article 5 has been invoked only once in NATO’s history — following the September 11, 2001 
attacks against the United States. This demonstrates both the seriousness and the political weight of 
invoking collective defence.  
 
The principle serves two key strategic purposes:  
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❖​ Deterrence: Potential adversaries are discouraged from attacking a NATO member due to the 

certainty of a unified response.  
❖​ Solidarity: It reinforces political unity and mutual trust among member states. In the context of 

Arctic militarisation, NATO’s mandate means that increased military activity in the High North 
is framed primarily as defensive and deterrent in nature. With most Arctic states now NATO 
members, the collective defence principle extends to the Arctic. Any perceived threat to an 
Arctic NATO member could theoretically trigger consultations under Article 4 (consultation) or 
even Article 5.  

 
Thus, NATO’s mandate shapes its Arctic involvement: it emphasises deterrence, territorial defence, 
and unity — while avoiding actions that could be interpreted as aggressive escalation.  
 

1.4 Current Status  
 
The Arctic and the High North are increasingly important for NATO’s collective security. Seven of the eight 
Arctic states are NATO Allies, so the Alliance has a clear interest in preserving security, stability and cooperation 
in the region. NATO Allies regularly conduct exercises in the High North, ensuring that they are ready to defend 
and operate in all conditions. Why is the Arctic important for NATO? The Arctic is a gateway to the North 
Atlantic, hosting vital trade, transport and communication links between North America and Europe.  

 
It is also an area of increasing strategic competition. Russia has significantly increased its military activity in 
the region – setting up a new Arctic Command, opening new and former Soviet-era Arctic military sites 
(including airfields and deep-water ports) and testing novel weapons systems. China’s interest in the Arctic 
is also growing, as Beijing seeks access to energy, critical minerals, and sea lines of communication. 
Furthermore, increased Russia-China cooperation has strategic and operational implications for NATO’s 
deterrence and defence posture in the region.  
At the same time, climate change is affecting the Arctic and High North – opening up new sea routes as seasonal 

ice melts more rapidly, causing more 7  
extreme weather events and changing operational environments for armed forces.  
In this context, NATO is increasing its focus on the High North, ensuring that Allies in the Arctic are 
defended against all threats and that the sea routes of 
communication and reinforcement remain open.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
1.5 Actions Taken by NATO  
 
NATO has been actively increasing its presence by establishing new structures throughout Allied territory 
in the Arctic and the High North. These installations are enhancing the Alliance’s situational awareness 
and ability to operate in the region.  
 
Combined Air Operations Centre (CAOC) in Norway  
In October 2025, NATO opened the Combined Air Operations Centre (CAOC) in Bodø, Norway. By adding 
a third CAOC in the Arctic and High North, NATO increases its operational awareness, redundancy and 
flexibility. The Centre oversees air operations in the Nordic region, the Baltic Sea, the North Atlantic, and 
the Barents Sea, ensuring that airspace in the High North is monitored, protected, and, when required, 
defended.  
 
Forward Land Forces (FLF) in Finland  
NATO is currently establishing a military presence in Finland, part of the Alliance’s Forward Land Forces 
(FLF) along NATO’s eastern flank. The FLF in Finland, which Sweden will lead, will contribute to the 
Alliance’s ability to deter and defend across the eastern and northern flanks.  
 
Developing multi-domain capabilities  
 
Allies are investing in new capabilities that further support NATO’s capacity to secure the Arctic region. 
This includes:  

●​ Intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance (ISR) capabilities, which give NATO a clear view 
of the situation across the region.  

●​ Space-based capabilities like the NORTHLINK Arctic satellite project.  
●​ Large-scale maritime capabilities like icebreakers and other ships.  
●​ Uncrewed systems, such as air and maritime drones, and vehicles, weapons and other 

equipment that can operate in extreme cold.  
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Military exercises in the Arctic and High North  
NATO has conducted military exercises across the High North since the early days of the Cold War. 
These exercises help Allied armed forces learn how to operate in cold weather environments, practising 
vital skills like amphibious landings; transiting wide-open, snowy landscapes; and survival in the 
harshest conditions.  
In recent years, Allies have stepped up the scale of their Arctic exercises, ensuring that NATO retains its 
warfighting readiness to operate in all conditions. Exercises like Cold Response in Norway bring together 
tens of thousands of Allied troops, giving them first-hand experience operating in Arctic environments and 
building bonds between Allies. This exercise, along with others such as Denmark’s Arctic Endurance 
series, will be included under Arctic Sentry.  
Iceland Air Policing  
NATO supports Iceland specifically through a rotational air policing mission that covers the country’s skies. 
Since May 2008, Allies have periodically deployed fighter aircraft to Keflavík Air Base to protect Icelandic 
airspace. The Alliance’s Iceland air policing mission typically involves a deployment of fighter aircraft from 
a NATO Ally for a period of three to four weeks, three times a year.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



2.1 Understanding the Arctic Region  

The Arctic is the northernmost region of Earth. Most scientists define the Arctic as the area within the Arctic 
Circle, a line of latitude approximately 66.3° north of the Equator. Within this circle are the Arctic Ocean basin 
and the northern parts of Scandinavia, Russia, Canada, Greenland, Iceland and the U.S. state of Alaska.  
The Arctic is almost entirely covered by water, much of it frozen. Some frozen features, such as glaciers 
and icebergs, are frozen freshwater. Most of the Arctic, however, is the liquid saltwater of the Arctic Ocean 
basin. Some parts of the ocean’s surface remain frozen all or most of the year. This frozen seawater is 
called sea ice. Often, sea ice is covered with a thick blanket of snow. Sea ice helps determine Earth’s 
climate. Sea ice has a very high albedo. This albedo means about 50% to 70% of the sunlight that strikes 
sea ice is reflected in space. The dark surface of the liquid ocean, however, absorbs about 90% of solar 
radiation. Due to the thermohaline circulation, the Arctic’s thick, reflective sea ice moderates ocean 
temperatures worldwide. 
 
The Arctic experiences the extremes of solar radiation. During the Northern Hemisphere’s winter months, 
the Arctic is one of the coldest and darkest places on Earth. Following sunset on the September equinox, 
the Earth’s tilted axis and its revolution around the sun reduce the light and heat reaching the Arctic until no 
sunlight penetrates the darkness.  
 
The sun rises again during the March equinox, and increases the light and heat reaching the Arctic. By 
the June solstice, the Arctic experiences 24-hour sunshine.  
 
2.2 Strategic Importance of the Arctic  
 
The Arctic is rapidly transforming into a major arena of geopolitical competition due to climate change, 

expanding shipping routes, and growing military activity. Melting ice has made the Northern Sea Route 
(NSR) more accessible, reducing travel distance between East Asia and Europe by thousands of kilometres 
and cutting shipping time by 10–15 days. This creates economic benefits through lower fuel costs, faster 
trade, and increased profits. At the same time, the Arctic contains significant reserves of oil, gas and rare 
earth minerals — particularly in Greenland — intensifying global competition over resources.  
Russia, which controls over half of the Arctic coastline, has expanded its military presence by modernising its 
navy, revitalising bases near the Kola Peninsula, and investing heavily in icebreakers and advanced missile 
systems. It also cooperates with China on Arctic energy and shipping projects.  
 
China has integrated the Arctic into its Belt and Road Initiative through the “Polar Silk Road,” 
increasing investments in shipping infrastructure, research stations, and mineral extraction.  
The United States has responded with its 2024 Arctic Strategy, strengthening surveillance, military 
capabilities and cooperation with Canada and Finland. NATO’s Arctic role has expanded further 
following Finland’s accession and Sweden’s expected membership.  
The Arctic Council remains the primary platform for regional cooperation, but its mandate excludes 
military security and lacks binding authority.  
 
Overall, rising military activity, resource competition, and strategic rivalry risk transforming the Arctic 
into a new zone of major power confrontation. NATO and its partners must balance deterrence, economic 
interests and sustainable governance to maintain regional stability.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
2.2.1 Natural Resources and Energy Reserves  
The Arctic holds significant untapped energy potential and has become increasingly important amid rising global 
energy demand. According to a 2008 assessment by the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS), the region contains 
approximately 22% of the world’s undiscovered oil and gas resources, equivalent to around 412 billion barrels of 
oil equivalent. More recent estimates indicate that the Arctic holds about 13% of undiscovered conventional oil 
(90 billion barrels) and 30% of undiscovered natural gas. Around 78% of these resources are natural gas and 
natural gas liquids (NGL), with key reserves located in northwest Russia, particularly the West Siberian and East 
Barents Basins.  
 
Historically, major Arctic energy regions have included the Beaufort Sea (Alaska and Canada), the Canadian 
northeast Arctic and the Russian Arctic. Russia’s dominance in these areas gives it significant economic 
leverage, particularly amid Western sanctions.  
However, Arctic energy development faces major challenges. Harsh weather, fragile ecosystems, and remote 
geography increase infrastructure costs by 50– 100% compared to similar projects in regions such as Texas. 
Specialised equipment, long supply chains, higher wages, and limited transport infrastructure raise 
operational expenses. Additionally, environmental protection requirements, 
indigenous rights and oil spill risks complicate exploration and production.  
Geopolitically, overlapping Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) claims among the eight Arctic states create 
legal and sovereignty disputes.  
 
For NATO, Arctic energy resources represent both a strategic opportunity and a security risk. Control over 
these resources may influence global energy markets, strengthen Russia’s economic resilience and intensify 
competition among major powers. Balancing deterrence, environmental protection, and economic interests 
will be central to NATO’s Arctic strategy.  
 

2.2.2 Emerging Maritime Routes (Northern Sea Route & Northwest Passage)  
 

The Northern Sea Route (NSR), which runs along Russia’s Arctic coastline, has attracted increasing 
international attention due to the accelerating effects of climate change and the resulting reduction in Arctic 
sea ice. Since 2007, seasonal ice melt has made portions of the route navigable during summer months, 
creating new opportunities for commercial shipping between Europe and Asia.  
In principle, the NSR offers significant logistical advantages. Transit times between East Asia and Northern 
Europe may be reduced by 30–40 per cent compared to traditional routes via the Suez Canal. Shorter 
distances could lower fuel consumption, decrease transportation costs and improve delivery efficiency. 
These potential benefits have led some observers to describe the NSR as a possible “golden waterway” of 
future global trade.  
 
However, the long-term commercial viability of the NSR remains uncertain. 12  
Persistent challenges include unpredictable ice conditions, limited port and search-and-rescue 
infrastructure, high insurance premiums and the need for icebreaker assistance. These factors reduce 
reliability, which is particularly problematic for container shipping that depends on strict schedules 
and integrated port networks.  
 
At present, the route appears more suitable for bulk cargo transport—especially energy exports and raw 
materials—rather than regular liner services. Consequently, while the NSR may expand regional and 
resource-based trade, it is likely to remain a specialised or niche corridor rather than a primary global 
shipping route in the foreseeable future. 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 

2.2.3 Climate Change and Accessibility  
 

Climate change is fundamentally reshaping accessibility in the Arctic, with far-reaching geopolitical, 
environmental, and socioeconomic consequences. As sea ice melts and permafrost thaws, previously 
inaccessible regions are opening to shipping, resource extraction, tourism and military activity. A political 
ecology perspective helps explain how these transformations are not merely  
environmental changes but are deeply shaped by power structures, governance systems and economic 
interests.  
Political ecology emphasises the relationships among political decision-making, social inequality, and 
environmental change. In the Arctic context, increased accessibility benefits powerful state and corporate 
actors seeking control over shipping routes, fisheries, hydrocarbons and critical minerals. At the same time, 
Indigenous Peoples face disproportionate risks, including environmental degradation, disruption of 
traditional livelihoods and threats to cultural survival. Thus, accessibility is not neutral; it redistributes 
opportunities and vulnerabilities unevenly.  
The emerging concept of Arctic Political Ecology highlights how capitalism, colonial legacies, and global 
energy demand shape infrastructure development, territorial claims, and security strategies. Expanding 
access through new maritime routes and extractive projects often intersects with Indigenous sovereignty, 
land rights and environmental governance frameworks.  
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Understanding climate-driven accessibility requires examining who controls resources, who benefits 
economically and who bears environmental costs. A comprehensive approach must integrate Indigenous 
knowledge, sustainable governance mechanisms and equitable decision-making processes. Without such 
consideration, increased accessibility may intensify geopolitical competition and ecological harm rather 
than promote inclusive and sustainable Arctic development.  

2.3 Arctic States and Key Stakeholders  

The Arctic region is shaped politically by the eight Arctic states, each of which 
has developed formal policies and strategies to guide its engagement in the High North. These states balance 
national interests with cooperation through multilateral governance frameworks such as the Arctic Council.  

1. Canada  

Canada’s Arctic policy prioritises sovereignty, environmental protection, social and economic development 
and enhanced governance in the North. It emphasises working with Indigenous communities and 
international partners to ensure stability and sustainable growth.  

2. Finland  

Finland’s Arctic strategy focuses on diversifying the Arctic economy, supporting innovation and leveraging 
Finnish expertise in cold-climate technologies and sustainable development.  

3. Iceland  

Iceland’s policy addresses climate change, environmental protection, resource management, navigation and 
regional cooperation. It seeks to safeguard Icelandic interests and enhance multinational collaboration.  

4. Kingdom of Denmark (Including Greenland and the Faroe Islands)  

Denmark’s Arctic strategy is coordinated across the Realm — Denmark, Greenland, and the Faroe 
Islands — and emphasises cultural heritage, sustainable governance and integrated development 
throughout the Arctic.  

 

 



5. Norway  
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Norway’s Arctic approach centres on security, stability, international cooperation, sustainable 
development and evidence-based policy. The country views the Arctic as a zone of both strategic 
responsibility and economic opportunity.  

6. Russian Federation  

Russia regards the Arctic as a strategic priority. Its policies focus on developing infrastructure, enhancing 
transport corridors (especially the Northern Sea Route), expanding economic and energy sectors and 
reinforcing regional accessibility. Russia also integrates Arctic objectives into broader national development 
plans and maritime doctrine. 

7. Sweden  

Sweden’s Arctic strategy highlights international cooperation, environmental protection, economic 
sustainability, research and social well-being. It seeks to balance economic development with climate 
resilience and community welfare.  

8. United States  
The U.S. Arctic policy prioritises security interests, responsible environmental stewardship and 
strengthened international cooperation. Recent strategy updates reflect increased focus on deterrence, 
infrastructure and alliance building.  
 

2.3.1 Arctic NATO Member States  

With the accession of Finland and Sweden, seven of the eight Arctic states are now NATO members, 
significantly strengthening the Alliance’s presence in the High North. While they share concerns about 
Russian militarisation, each state pursues specific national objectives shaped by geography and strategic 
priorities.  

The United States focuses on protecting Alaska, enhancing surveillance and missile defence systems and 
ensuring freedom of navigation. Canada prioritises Arctic sovereignty, particularly over the Northwest 
Passage, alongside infrastructure development and support for Indigenous communities. Norway aims to 
deter Russian activity in the Barents Sea while safeguarding energy resources and maintaining regional 
stability. Denmark concentrates on securing Greenland and strengthening Arctic monitoring capabilities.  

Finland and Sweden enhance NATO’s northern defence with advanced cold-weather and air capabilities, 
while Iceland contributes through strategic North Atlantic surveillance and transatlantic connectivity.  

Collectively, Arctic NATO members seek to reinforce deterrence, secure emerging shipping 
routes, and maintain a rules-based, stable Arctic order.  

2.3.2 Russia’s Arctic Strategy  

The development of the Arctic Zone of the Russian Federation (AZRF) is centred on large-scale 
infrastructure expansion, which Moscow views as essential for sustainable economic growth and strategic 
consolidation. Russian Arctic infrastructure encompasses transport networks, energy systems, and 
industrial 
production, technological innovation, social services and defence and security facilities.  

Under the Strategy of Spatial Development of the Russian Federation until 2025, the Arctic is designated as 
a key geostrategic territory. Russia prioritises transforming the region into a strategic resource base, 
expanding the exploitation of the continental shelf (in accordance with Article 76 of UNCLOS) and 
developing the Northern Sea Route (NSR) as a national transport corridor with international participation. 
Arctic objectives are also embedded in federal modernisation plans and national development projects 
covering energy, digitalisation, housing, science, transport and exports.  



Given harsh environmental conditions, remoteness and high costs, Arctic infrastructure projects require 
substantial financial and administrative support. Public–private partnerships, including mechanisms such 
as Tax Increment Financing (TIF), are increasingly promoted to fund industrial, transport, energy, 
environmental and social infrastructure projects.  

Russia’s 2022 Maritime Doctrine further reinforces the Arctic as a regional priority. It emphasises 
maritime boundary delimitation, securing recognition of the extended continental shelf, protecting 
national interests in the Arctic Ocean and strengthening transport, logistics, mineral extraction, energy 
supply, waste management, digitalisation, tourism and food security initiatives.  

Overall, Russia’s Arctic strategy combines economic development, infrastructure modernisation, and the 
consolidation of maritime sovereignty with long-term geopolitical and security objectives.  

2.3.3 China as a “Near-Arctic State”  
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In January 2018, the People’s Republic of China published its official Arctic Policy, formally declaring 
itself a “Near-Arctic State.” This designation reflects Beijing’s view that Arctic climate change has direct 
impacts on China’s climate, environment, and economic sectors, including agriculture, fisheries, marine 
industries, and shipping, despite China not being a littoral Arctic state. (State Council of China)  

China’s policy outlines four core goals: to understand, protect, develop and participate in the 
governance of the Arctic, guided by principles of respect, cooperation, mutual benefit and 
sustainability. It positions China as an active, responsible stakeholder in regional affairs while affirming 
respect for international law, including the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 
Sea (UNCLOS) and other relevant agreements. (State Council of China)  

As a “Near-Arctic State,” China argues it has legitimate interests in the region, including scientific research, 
navigation, overflight rights, fishing, submarine cables and pipelines, and participation in resource 
exploration and exploitation in international waters. It supports cooperation with Arctic states and 
multilateral governance mechanisms, including observer participation in the Arctic Council, while 
emphasising environmental protection and climate change response. (State Council of China)  

Beijing’s policy also promotes economic engagement, including involvement in Arctic shipping routes — 
particularly the Northern Sea Route (NSR) as part of a broader “Polar Silk Road” under its Belt and Road 
Initiative — along with cooperation on resource development, fisheries and sustainable tourism. (Wilson 
Centre)  

Although China does not claim territorial sovereignty in the Arctic, its self-identification as a 
Near-Arctic State has expanded its strategic footprint and influence in the region, contributing to 
growing geopolitical competition over Arctic governance, trade routes, and natural resources.  

3.1 Increasing Military Presence in the Arctic  

NATO launched the multi-domain Arctic Sentry activity in the High North, its third such operation in the past 
year. “With Russia’s increasing military activity and China’s growing interest in the Arctic, Allies have agreed to 
do more to ensure our collective security in this vital region” Arctic Sentry follows Baltic Sentry, which launched 
on Jan. 14, 2025 and Eastern Sentry on Sept. 12, 2025. Baltic Sentry was meant to strengthen the protection of 
critical infrastructure in the waters of the Baltic Sea. At the same time, Eastern Sentry is an ongoing deterrence 
and defence mission along the eastern borders of NATO countries. Baltic Sentry was conducted in response to 
numerous instances of undersea cables being damaged, Eastern Sentry was conducted in response to Russian 
aircraft and uncrewed aerial vehicles violating NATO countries’ airspace.  

 



Joint Force Command Norfolk, VA, is leading Arctic Sentry. The activity will bring together NATO and 
allied activities into one, overarching operational approach, including exercises like Denmark’s Arctic 
Endurance and the upcoming Cold Response exercise hosted by Norway runs from March 9-19.  
 

According to a NATO primer, Russia has significantly increased its military activity in the region. 
Russia set up a new Arctic command, opened new and former Soviet-era Arctic military sites, 
including airfields and deep-water ports and is testing novel weapons systems.  
The NATO primer added that China’s interest in the Arctic is also growing, as Beijing seeks to gain 
access to energy, critical minerals and sea lines of communication. Additionally, the increased 
Russia-China cooperation has strategic and operational implications for NATO’s deterrence and defence 
posture in the region, according to the primer.  

By having NATO activities in the Arctic overseen by a single command under Arctic Sentry, NATO 
hopes the activities will have a greater impact. The NATO Secretary General Mark Rutte said in a press 
conference on Wednesday.  

“We will not only be able to leverage what we are doing much more effectively and have a bigger impact, 
but we will also be able to assess which gaps there are which we will have to fill, and of course, we will 
fill them,” Rutte said.  

NATO countries conduct numerous exercises under the NATO banner, as well as various non-NATO bilateral 
and multilateral exercises in the region. Last year, U.S. destroyers from the Gerald R. Ford Carrier Strike Group 
(CSG), conducting joint drills with Royal Norwegian Navy (RNN) ships in the Barents Sea, were shadowed by a 
Russian ship and a Russian IL-38 Maritime Patrol Aircraft, USNI News previously reported. Additionally, in a 
Jan. 8 social media post, the Royal Norwegian Air Force (RNoAF) said its F-35 Lightning II fighters were 18 
scrambled 41 times in 2025 and documented 53 Russian aircraft.  

Several NATO countries have announced contributions to the Arctic Sentry operation. Sweden, which 
officially joined NATO in 2024, announced Thursday it will initially contribute JAS 39 Gripen fighters 
around Iceland and Greenland.  

“As a NATO Ally, Sweden has a responsibility to contribute to the security of the entire territory of the 
Alliance. The Arctic region is becoming increasingly important from a strategic perspective.” Swedish 
Prime Minister Ulf Kristersson said in the news release.  

“When Russia arms itself, and cooperation between Russia and China intensifies, the Alliance needs to 
consolidate its presence and situational awareness in the 
Arctic region,” added Swedish Defence Minister Pål Jonson.  

Reuters reported Wednesday that German Defence Minister Boris Pistorius said the German military will 
participate in the first stage of Arctic Sentry, bringing four Eurofighter fighters and air-to-air refuelling 
capabilities. Additionally, Denmark – in close coordination with Greenland and the Faroe Islands – will 
participate.  
“We will contribute substantially, and then we must maintain momentum to ensure that the Arctic is 
reflected in NATO’s plans and exercise activities in the long term,” said Danish Minister of Defence 
Troels Lund Poulsen.  

In line with efforts to increase NATO's presence in the High North, the U.K. announced Wednesday that it 
will double the number of British troops – from 1,000 to 2,000 – deployed to Norway over three years.  

“Russia poses the greatest threat to Arctic and High North security that we have seen since the Cold War.” 
U.K. Defence Secretary John Healey said in the announcement.  



3.2 Military Infrastructure and Exercises in the High North  

Military activity in and around the Arctic has grown steadily over the past two decades. While it is well 
documented that all eight Arctic states (A8) have restructured and modernised their armed forces, less attention 
has been paid to the expanding involvement of non-Arctic countries—particularly major European military 
powers—in the High North. Since 2006, these states have participated with increasing frequency in multinational 
exercises across the region, contributing to a higher operational tempo and a more visible military presence. 

 
 This trend is striking given that, for much of the post–Cold War period, Arctic diplomacy emphasised 
cooperation and downplayed the risk of armed conflict. A turning point came in 2006 when Norway 
launched the multinational Cold  
 
Response (EXCR) exercise and invited non-Arctic allies to participate. Two additional exercise 
series—Dynamic Mongoose (DYMON) and Arctic Challenge (ACE)—were subsequently established, 
further institutionalising multinational training in and around the High North. Between 2006 and 2019, 
non-Arctic states took part in at least 24 multinational exercises in the Arctic. Participation patterns varied: 
the United Kingdom was involved in nearly all of them, while France, Germany, and the Netherlands joined 
more than half. Smaller European states participated more sporadically, yet even occasional involvement 
signalled political solidarity with northern allies, particularly within NATO.  

Although the annual number of exercises may appear modest—rising from roughly one every one to two 
years before 2006 to two or three annually thereafter, peaking at four in 2019—the cumulative effect has 
been significant. Increased frequency implies greater military presence, higher operational tempo, and 
substantial financial and logistical costs. It also raises the risk of accidents, 
misunderstandings, or miscalculations, especially in a region where Russia strongly opposes Western-led 
military activity. In such a sensitive strategic environment, expanded exercises may deter potential 
adversaries but also provoke countermeasures. 



 The continuation of these activities, therefore, suggests that participating states perceive the strategic 
benefits—such as enhanced interoperability, strengthened alliances, capability testing, and strategic 
signalling—to outweigh the associated risks and costs.  

A notable contrast exists between the European High North and the North American Arctic. Until 2019, 
multilateral exercises in the North American Arctic rarely involved non-Arctic states, reflecting the longstanding 
bilateral defence framework between Canada and the United States under the 1940 Ogdensburg Agreement. In 
the European High North, however, NATO has traditionally served as the principal security guarantor for most 
Nordic states. Yet NATO’s historical presence alone does not explain the renewed intensity of exercises after 
2006, particularly given the Alliance’s declining focus on the region in the 21  
immediate post–Cold War decades.  

Several interconnected developments help explain this resurgence. First, Norway and Iceland actively 
encouraged greater allied awareness of the High North’s transformation due to climate change and shifting 
geopolitical dynamics. Both states sought reassurance that NATO allies remained capable of operating 
effectively in Arctic conditions. For Norway, concerns intensified as NATO’s attention shifted toward 
out-of-area operations in Afghanistan and Iraq during the 1990s and early 2000s. The decline in collective 
defence exercises in northern Europe raised fears within Oslo that deterrence along NATO’s “Northern 
Flank” was weakening. At the same time, Russia’s economic recovery and military modernisation in the 
mid-2000s, combined with growing strategic interest in Arctic resources and maritime routes, heightened 
Norwegian anxieties. Norway’s own defence restructuring—making it more dependent on rapid allied 
reinforcement—further underscored the need for continued multinational training in Arctic terrain.  
In response, Norway launched Cold Response in 2006, framing it as a crisis-response exercise consistent 
with NATO’s broader operational focus, while implicitly ensuring the continued allied presence in northern 
Norway. The initiative allowed Oslo to reinforce deterrence without explicitly provoking Russia through 
overt collective defence scenarios. 
Iceland’s position reinforced this effort. In 2006, the United States withdrew its long-standing forces from 
Keflavik Naval Air Station, ending over fifty years of continuous presence. Lacking standing armed forces, 
Iceland was compelled to reassess its security arrangements and pressed NATO to re-engage with North 
Atlantic and High North defence issues. NATO responded by introducing a rotational air policing mission 
in 2007 and by convening the North Atlantic Council in Reykjavik in 2009 to address emerging Arctic 
security challenges.  

Between 2006 and 2009, allied participation in Arctic exercises expanded, with key European powers engaging in 
Cold Response and related activities. These exercises served both operational and symbolic purposes: enhancing 
interoperability under demanding conditions while demonstrating political solidarity. However, efforts to deepen 
NATO’s footprint in the High North encountered resistance. Some allies feared that expanded military activity 
could provoke Russia or undermine cooperative post–Cold War frameworks. Moscow often viewed NATO-led 
and nationally led exercises alike as strategic encroachment, further complicating the political calculus.  

Moreover, the temporary improvement in West–Russia relations following the 2009 “reset” reduced the 
perceived urgency of sustained military expansion. Despite media narratives predicting Arctic confrontation, 
many Western governments continued to emphasise dialogue and cooperation. Consequently, NATO’s 
renewed engagement in the High North remained calibrated—balancing deterrence and reassurance against 
the desire to avoid unnecessary escalation in a region still widely regarded as comparatively stable.  

In sum, the growing involvement of non-Arctic states in High North military exercises since 2006 
reflects a complex interplay of alliance politics, regional security concerns, climate-driven strategic 
change, and renewed great-power competition. While the scale of activity remains limited compared to 
other theatres, its political and strategic significance has increased markedly, reshaping the security 
dynamics of the European Arctic.  



3.3 Rising Great Power Competition  

Tensions between the United States, Russia and China have increasingly spread 
to the Arctic. This is the conclusion of the latest risk assessment by the Danish Defence Intelligence Service. 
As a result, the region is losing its former role as a comparatively stable area and is becoming an integral 
part of global power competition.  

According to the report, the strategic importance of the Arctic is growing as tensions between Russia and the 
West intensify. The region is particularly significant from a military perspective, since in the event of a 
great-power conflict, a large proportion of ballistic missiles would fly over the Arctic. Russia remains the region's 
strongest military power. Moscow has expanded its presence there for years and has stationed a large share of its 
nuclear submarines at Arctic bases. Despite the war in Ukraine, Russia’s capabilities are said to remain largely 
intact. A key role is played by the so-called GIUK Gap between Greenland, Iceland, the Faroe Islands and the 
United Kingdom, which Russia systematically monitors. The United States is also stepping up its military 
activities. For Washington, the Arctic is a central early warning zone, among other things, through radar 
installations at the Pituffik Space Base. However, for the first time, the report also criticises the United States, 
noting that it is increasingly using its economic and technological power as leverage against partners. China 
currently has no military presence in the Arctic but is pursuing long-term plans. Within the next few years, 
Beijing aims to operate warships and submarines in the region and, in the long term, to achieve nuclear deterrence 
capability beneath the ice. The intelligence service also criticises Russia’s handling of environmental and 
Indigenous issues. According to the report, ecological risks and the rights of Indigenous peoples are largely 
neglected in the pursuit of strategic interests.  

Security Implications  
4.1 Risks of Escalation and Miscalculation  

The increasing military activity in the High North, including NATO-led exercises and expanded 
infrastructure, carries inherent risks of escalation and miscalculation. As NATO has renewed its focus on 
collective defence and deterrence, particularly following the deterioration of relations with Russia after 
2014—The frequency and scale of exercises in northern Europe and the North Atlantic have grown. While 
these activities are primarily defensive in nature and intended to enhance interoperability, readiness and 
credibility under Article 5 commitments, they may nevertheless be perceived by Russia as provocative or 
strategically encroaching. Because Moscow often does not distinguish clearly between NATO-led 
operations and nationally led exercises involving key Alliance members, even routine training activities can 
be interpreted as coordinated preparations for confrontation.  
Geographic proximity further heightens these risks. NATO aircraft, naval vessels and submarines 
increasingly operate in areas where Russian forces are also 24 active, including the Greenland-Iceland-UK 
(GIUK) Gap and the Barents Sea. Close encounters at sea or in the air—such as aggressive intercepts, 
unsafe manoeuvres or misidentified assets—could unintentionally trigger political crises. The Arctic’s 
extreme weather conditions, limited infrastructure and vast distances complicate communication and crisis 
management, increasing the possibility that tactical incidents could escalate before diplomatic channels 
intervene. Additionally, large-scale exercises designed to signal Alliance resolve—such as those simulating 
collective defence scenarios—may generate reciprocal Russian military responses, contributing to a cycle of 
action and reaction that gradually intensifies regional tensions.  

For NATO, the challenge lies in balancing credible deterrence with strategic stability. While maintaining 
readiness in the High North is considered essential to protecting sea lines of communication, allied territory 
and transatlantic security, insufficient transparency or weakened confidence-building mechanisms could 
undermine long-term stability. Without effective communication channels, clear signalling and continued 
diplomatic engagement, the Arctic risks evolving from a region characterised by managed competition into 
one defined by heightened suspicion and rapid escalation dynamics.  



4.2 Impact on Global Trade and Energy Security  

Developments in the High North have significant implications for global trade routes and energy 
security, particularly as climate change accelerates Arctic ice melt and increases accessibility to 
previously constrained maritime corridors. 
The gradual opening of sea routes, such as the Northern Sea Route, could shorten transit times between 
Europe and Asia, reshaping global shipping patterns and altering strategic calculations for both Arctic and 
non-Arctic states. For NATO members, this transformation elevates the strategic importance of ensuring 
freedom of navigation, secure sea lines of communication and stability in the North Atlantic and Arctic 
maritime domains. Any disruption—whether due to military tensions, contested access, or regulatory 
disputes—could affect global supply chains, energy transport, and commercial shipping flows.  

 

The Arctic region is also believed to hold substantial untapped oil and natural gas reserves, making it 
increasingly relevant to long-term energy diversification strategies. Several NATO members, including 
Norway, play key roles in Arctic energy production and export, contributing to European energy resilience, 
particularly amid efforts to reduce dependence on Russian energy supplies. However, increased militarisation 
and geopolitical competition may complicate investment environments, heighten insurance and 
transportation costs and introduce political risk into energy exploration and extraction projects. Moreover, 
intensified military activity around critical infrastructure—such as offshore platforms, undersea pipelines and 
communication cables—raises concerns about their vulnerability in times of crisis.  

For NATO, safeguarding the stability of the High North is therefore not solely a matter of territorial defence 
but also of protecting broader economic interests tied to global trade and energy flows. Ensuring maritime 
security, deterring coercive behaviour, and maintaining predictable governance structures in the Arctic are 
central to preventing the region from becoming a source of disruption to international markets. At the same 
time, Alliance members must carefully manage competition to avoid transforming economic opportunity into 
a catalyst for strategic confrontation, thereby preserving the Arctic as a region of managed competition rather 
than open conflict.  

4.3 Hybrid Warfare and Strategic Deterrence  

The Arctic is regaining geopolitical significance, largely driven by the effects of climate change. The 
declining Arctic ice cap is opening access to previously 
unreachable natural resources and maritime routes, transforming the region into an area of growing economic 
and strategic competition. Estimates suggest the Arctic contains substantial undiscovered reserves of oil, 
natural gas and critical minerals,  
while emerging shipping routes between Europe and Asia may significantly reduce transit times and reshape 
global trade patterns. As a result, signs of renewed great-power competition are increasingly visible. Russia has 
expanded its jurisdictional claims, modernised its Arctic military infrastructure and strengthened its operational 
capabilities across the region. Given Moscow’s 26  
demonstrated willingness to use force in Europe, particularly through its invasion of Ukraine, concerns 
have intensified regarding whether revisionist ambitions could extend further north, potentially 
undermining the cooperative framework that characterised the post–Cold War Arctic.  

 

 



In this evolving environment, hybrid warfare becomes a central strategic concern. Hybrid Warfare in the 
Arctic represents one of the most complex and potentially destabilising challenges in the Arctic security 
environment. Unlike conventional military confrontation, hybrid tactics operate in the “grey zone” between 
peace and war, combining military, economic, cyber, informational and political tools to achieve strategic 
objectives without triggering a full-scale armed response. In the Arctic, where governance structures are 
relatively limited, infrastructure is sparse and vast geographic distances complicate rapid response, such 
methods can be particularly effective.  

One major dimension of hybrid warfare in the High North involves cyber operations and the vulnerability of 
critical infrastructure. Arctic states rely heavily on undersea communication cables, satellite systems, energy 
platforms and maritime navigation infrastructure. Disruption—whether through cyberattacks, sabotage or 
interference with satellite-based positioning systems—could affect both civilian and military operations. 
Given the growing importance of Arctic energy production and emerging shipping routes, targeting 
infrastructure could generate economic pressure without overt military engagement. For NATO members, 
protecting these assets has become integral to a broader deterrence strategy.  

Another significant element is information and influence operations. Disinformation campaigns can 
be used to shape public perception regarding Arctic militarisation, environmental policy or resource 
disputes. Narratives portraying NATO activity as aggressive or destabilising may aim to weaken 
domestic political support within Arctic states for allied cooperation. Hybrid strategies may also exploit 
divisions between Arctic and non-Arctic NATO members or between environmental and security priorities, 
thereby complicating Alliance cohesion.  

Hybrid tactics may also include ambiguous military actions, such as increased “snap exercises”, aggressive 
airspace probing, maritime shadowing, or the deployment of dual-use civilian and military assets. These activities 
test response times and political thresholds while maintaining plausible deniability. In the Arctic, where 
search-and-rescue operations, fisheries management, and scientific research vessels operate in proximity to 
military assets, distinguishing routine activity from coercive signalling can be difficult. This ambiguity increases 
the risk of miscalculation and gradual normalisation of heightened tension.  

Economic and legal instruments may further form part of hybrid approaches. Expanding jurisdictional 
claims, leveraging control over Arctic shipping lanes or applying regulatory pressure on energy 
development can serve geopolitical purposes without direct military confrontation. Such strategies blur the 
line between lawful statecraft and coercive behaviour, complicating collective responses.  

For NATO, countering hybrid threats in the Arctic requires more than a conventional force 
posture. It necessitates resilience-building measures, intelligence sharing, cyber defence 
cooperation, protection of critical infrastructure and strong civil-military coordination. 
Maintaining credible deterrence while avoiding unnecessary escalation is central to preventing 
grey zone tactics from eroding regional stability. In this evolving security landscape, hybrid 
warfare represents not a hypothetical risk but a strategic reality that must be integrated into Arctic 
defence planning and Alliance cohesion efforts.  
Hybrid tactics—such as cyber operations, disinformation campaigns, interference with critical infrastructure, 
and ambiguous military manoeuvres—are particularly suited to the Arctic’s vast geography and limited 
governance structures. Critical infrastructure in the region, including energy platforms, undersea cables, 
satellite systems and maritime chokepoints, may be vulnerable to covert or deniable actions designed to exert 
pressure without triggering a conventional military response. Such grey-zone activities complicate 
deterrence, as they often fall short of open armed conflict while still producing strategic effects.  

 



Norway’s position illustrates the delicate balance required in Arctic strategy. Despite maintaining centuries 
of largely peaceful coexistence with Russia, Norway’s security policy has long rested on a dual approach: 
deterrence through  NATO membership, combined with reassurance through dialogue and self-imposed 
limitations on allied military presence in the High North. However, Russia’s growing military capabilities, 
assertive posture and explicit willingness to employ force elsewhere in Europe are challenging this 
equilibrium. The strategic calculus increasingly emphasises strengthening deterrence while avoiding 
unnecessary provocation. In this context, NATO’s presence in the Arctic serves not only to counter 
conventional threats but also to signal unity, resilience and preparedness against hybrid tactics. Sustaining 
strategic stability in the High North, therefore, depends on maintaining credible deterrence, protecting 
critical infrastructure, enhancing resilience against non-conventional threats and preserving diplomatic 
channels to prevent miscalculation.  

4.4 Environmental and Indigenous Community Concerns  

The Arctic ecosystem is one of the most fragile in the world, characterised by slow ecological regeneration, 
extreme climate conditions, and high sensitivity to biodiversity. Increased military infrastructure 
development—such as airfields, ports, radar installations and expanded training areas—can contribute to 
habitat disruption, pollution and long-term environmental degradation. Large-scale military exercises may 
also generate noise pollution, fuel spills, and disturbances to marine and wildlife populations, including 
migratory species that are central to the region's ecological balance. In an environment already heavily 
impacted by climate change, additional strain from intensified military activity presents cumulative risks. 
For Indigenous communities across the Arctic—including the Sámi, Inuit, and other northern 
peoples—the implications are particularly profound. These communities often rely on subsistence 
hunting, fishing and reindeer herding, activities that military exercises, restricted zones or infrastructure 
expansion can disrupt. Noise from aircraft and naval operations may affect animal migration patterns, 
while contamination risks threaten traditional food sources. Beyond environmental impacts, increased 
militarisation can also alter local governance dynamics, limit access to ancestral lands and create 
tensions between national security priorities and Indigenous rights.  

 

Furthermore, Indigenous groups have historically advocated for the Arctic to remain a region of peace and 
cooperation. The strengthening of military presence may challenge this vision, especially if local 
communities feel excluded from consultation processes. International norms, including the principles 
outlined in the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, emphasise the importance of free, prior 
and informed consent in decisions affecting Indigenous lands and livelihoods. Failure to incorporate these 
perspectives risks undermining both social stability and the legitimacy of Arctic governance frameworks.  

For NATO and its member states, balancing strategic deterrence with environmental stewardship and respect 
for Indigenous rights is essential. Sustainable defence practices, transparent consultation mechanisms and 
environmental impact assessments must accompany any expansion of military presence. Ensuring that 
security policies do not compromise ecological integrity or marginalise Indigenous communities is critical to 
maintaining long-term stability and preserving the Arctic as a region characterised by responsible 
governance rather than unchecked militarisation. Research indicates that military training exercises can 
significantly affect fragile Arctic ecosystems by compacting soil, eroding vegetation and causing 
contamination and habitat loss that may extend beyond designated training areas. Although certain restricted 
zones may allow for partial ecological recovery, the cumulative environmental footprint of sustained 
military activity remains substantial and requires continuous monitoring and robust protection measures. 

 



 In addition to land degradation, air and maritime exercises generate noise levels that may exceed thresholds 
harmful to both human populations and wildlife, posing risks to biodiversity and local communities. 

 
The Norwegian Armed Forces have introduced mitigation strategies to reduce environmental harm, 
including the designation of operational zones, protection of ecologically sensitive areas, structured 
compensation mechanisms for damage, and dedicated communication channels to improve transparency. 
While such measures reflect a proactive institutional approach, they do not eliminate the need for broader 
and long-term assessments of environmental consequences across the Nordic Arctic.  
Concerns extend beyond ecological degradation to include social and cultural impacts, particularly for 
Indigenous communities. In regions such as Finnish Lapland, expanded military land use and increased 
training activity have been linked to disruptions of traditional livelihoods, including reindeer herding. 
Scholars have characterised aspects of this development as a form of territorial encroachment that 
disproportionately affects Sámi communities, who may face challenges in effectively voicing opposition 
to land expansion, noise pollution and traffic related to exercises.  
At times, local resistance has been framed as contrary to national security interests, further complicating 
militarisation to ensure that increased militarisation in the Nordic Arctic does not undermine 
environmental sustainability or Indigenous rights, comprehensive impact assessments must be 
strengthened. Meaningful accountability and transparency mechanisms, alongside genuine inclusion of 
local and Indigenous perspectives in decision-making processes, are essential to balance security 
objectives with ecological integrity and social justice.  
 
4.5 Nuclear Deterrence and Strategic Weapons Deployment in the Arctic  
 
The Arctic plays a critical role in global nuclear deterrence architecture due to its geographic proximity 

between North America, Europe and Russia. During the Cold War, the region served as a central corridor 
for intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) trajectories and submarine-launched ballistic missile (SLBM) 
patrol routes, making it a key arena in strategic planning. Today, the Arctic continues to hold strategic 
importance, particularly for Russia, whose Northern Fleet—based on the Kola Peninsula—hosts a 
significant portion of its sea-based nuclear deterrent. These ballistic missile submarines operate under the 
protective concept of a “bastion defence” using the Arctic’s geography and ice cover to enhance 
survivability.  

For NATO, the Arctic is closely linked to the credibility of extended deterrence and transatlantic security. The 
North Atlantic and the Greenland-Iceland-UK  (GIUK) Gaps are strategically vital for monitoring and countering 
submarine activity that could threaten Europe or North America. Increased Russian investment in modernising 
nuclear-capable submarines, long-range missiles and supporting infrastructure has renewed Allied attention to 
anti-submarine warfare and early-warning capabilities in the High North. While NATO does not station nuclear 
weapons in the Arctic region as a matter of routine deployment policy, the Alliance’s broader nuclear deterrence 
posture remains interconnected with developments in the region.  

The presence of strategic weapons systems heightens both the importance and the risks of Arctic stability. 
Miscalculation, misinterpretation of exercises or incidents involving dual-capable delivery systems could 
escalate rapidly given the compressed decision-making timelines associated with nuclear deterrence. 
Moreover, the modernisation of hypersonic weapons and long-range precision strike systems further 
complicates strategic calculations, as these technologies may reduce warning times and blur the distinction 
between conventional and nuclear capabilities.  
 
 



Maintaining strategic stability in the Arctic, therefore, requires careful management of deterrence dynamics. 
Confidence-building measures, transparency in military activities and sustained communication channels 
are essential to prevent unintended escalation. While nuclear deterrence remains a central pillar of NATO’s 
security framework, preserving the Arctic as a region of relative predictability and restraint is critical to 
avoiding a destabilising arms dynamic in one of the world’s most sensitive strategic environments.  

 
 
4.6 Cybersecurity and Critical Infrastructure Vulnerabilities in the High North  

The High North’s growing strategic importance has exposed significant vulnerabilities in its cyber and physical 
critical infrastructure. As Arctic ice recedes and economic activity expands, the region is becoming increasingly 
dependent on interconnected systems—satellite communications, undersea fibre-optic cables, energy installations, 
ports, airfields, and navigation networks—that are essential for both civilian life and military operations. However, 
the Arctic’s sparse population, harsh climate and vast distances make infrastructure difficult to monitor, maintain 
and defend, making it an attractive target for cyber intrusion, sabotage and hybrid interference.  

Undersea communication cables in the North Atlantic and Arctic are particularly critical, carrying transatlantic data 
traffic and enabling secure military communications. Disruption—whether through cyberattacks, physical 
interference or electronic jamming—could impair financial systems, emergency services and defence coordination 
across NATO members. Similarly, satellite systems that support navigation (GNSS), weather forecasting, 
surveillance and Arctic shipping are vulnerable to spoofing or jamming, which could affect both commercial 
vessels and military assets operating in remote waters.  

Energy infrastructure also represents a strategic pressure point. Offshore platforms, pipelines and liquefied 
natural gas (LNG) terminals in northern Norway and surrounding areas are vital to European energy security. 
Cyberattacks targeting operational technology systems could disrupt production or distribution without the 
need for overt military force. Such actions fall within the spectrum of hybrid tactics, allowing adversaries to 
exert economic and political pressure while remaining below the threshold of armed conflict.  

For NATO, strengthening resilience in the High North requires integrated civil-military cooperation, 
intelligence sharing, and enhanced cyber defence capabilities. Protecting critical infrastructure demands not 
only technological safeguards but also coordinated regional planning among Arctic states. Given the 
increasing digitalisation of Arctic governance, transportation and defence systems, cybersecurity has become 
inseparable from territorial security. Ensuring redundancy, rapid response mechanisms, and transparency 
among allies is essential to preventing cyber vulnerabilities from evolving into strategic liabilities in an 
already sensitive security environment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



5.1 Questions to Ponder  

➢​ Why is NATO increasing its presence in the Arctic?  
➢​ Is NATO’s military expansion in the Arctic defensive or provocative?  
➢​ How does Russia respond to NATO activity in the High North?  
➢​ Could military exercises in the Arctic lead to misunderstandings or accidents?  
➢​ How does Arctic militarisation affect global trade routes?  
➢​ Does protecting Arctic energy resources justify a stronger military presence?  
➢​ How can NATO prevent tensions from turning into open conflict?  
➢​ What are the risks of hybrid threats (cyberattacks, sabotage) in the Arctic?  
➢​ How does climate change make the Arctic more strategically important?  
➢​ Are nuclear deterrence dynamics becoming more important in the Arctic?  
➢​ How does militarisation impact Indigenous communities in the region?  
➢​ Can the Arctic remain a region of cooperation despite rising competition?  
➢​ What role should non-Arctic NATO members play in Arctic security? 
➢​ How can NATO balance security needs with environmental protection?  
➢​ What specific confidence-building measures could NATO implement to reduce the risk of military 

miscalculation in the High North?  
➢​ How might the expansion of Arctic shipping routes reshape NATO’s maritime security priorities in the 

North Atlantic?  
➢​ How should NATO integrate cybersecurity and protection of critical infrastructure into its Arctic strategy 

to address hybrid threats?  
➢​ In what ways could increased NATO infrastructure in the Nordic Arctic affect local economies, 

demographics and long-term regional development?  
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