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The current energy crisis was triggered by Rus-
sia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, but 
was preceded by an already tightening energy 
market in 2021 due to the rapid economic re-
bound following the global pandemic. This led to 
extraordinarily high price spikes for both natural 
gas and oil. As a result, many markets also saw 
spikes in electricity prices.1 The crisis has heavily 
affected households all over the world, with fam-
ilies being pushed into poverty, factories closing 
and economies slowing.2 To top it all off, whilst 
governments and households in the European 
Union (EU) were still facing the unforgiving nega-
tive effects of the global energy crisis, an Arctic 
blast was adding insult to injury.  

Arctic air mass brought the coldest air of the sea-
son to continental Europe resulting in extreme, 
and sometimes prolonged, freezing conditions, 
which put a lot of stress on existing energy infra-
structure.3 Despite this, however, the northern-
most area of our world can also be a place of op-
portunity. This paper will cover how the Arctic is 
currently put to use in the global energy crisis and 
how it can be of service in future crises.  

First, it is important to take into account the op-
erational context of the Arctic. The Arctic is not an 
area that can be claimed by a first-come-first-
serve rule. Popular culture sometimes refers to 
an upcoming ‘Arctic scramble’, but this would be 
a false representation of the current situation. 

The Arctic is one of the world’s oceans and thus 
falls under the United Nations Convention on the 
Laws of the Sea (UNCLOS). Even though Russia 
and the United States, both Arctic littoral states, 
are not a party to this convention, all Arctic states 
agreed to conform to the rules of the UNCLOS for 
the Arctic Ocean in the Ilulissat Declaration of 
2008.4 This has been experienced as successful, 
though small-scale disputes are still at play.5 

The Arctic’s current role: Fossil fuels 
The share of fossil fuels in the EU energy mix was 
at 70% in 2020.6 Fossil fuels thus play a significant 
role in EU economies and the day-to-day lives of 
their inhabitants. Furthermore, the importance of 
fossil fuels will stay for the next decades to come, 
despite global efforts to reduce consumption in 
response to climate change.  

Policymakers thus need to keep the incoming 
flow of fossil fuels, for the EU is unprepared for a 
sudden reduction. Due to already existing infra-
structure and large amounts of fossil fuel re-
serves, the Arctic played a role in tempering the 
current energy crisis by keeping up with the EU’s 
demand, which it is more than capable of. Re-
search by the U.S. Geological Survey in 2009 esti-
mates that the Arctic is home to roughly 13%, or 
160 billion barrels, of the world’s undiscovered 
oil, and even 30% of undiscovered natural gas.7  
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However, the Arctic was already key in supplying 
large amounts of the EU’s energy demand, only it 
was the Russian Arctic. Before the invasion of 
Ukraine, Russia was the largest gas supplier to Eu-
rope which led to a connection via several pipe-
lines, which had its origin in the Russian Arctic.8 
Today, this number has been brought down sig-
nificantly, due to the, long overdue, realisation 
that Moscow utilises these pipelines for malign 
purposes.  

A key player in the EU’s diversification policy was 
Norway, which has stepped up as one of the EU’s 
main sources of fuel, which is no small way owing 
to their Arctic resources.9 In light of their rising 
demand, Oslo was able to extend the life of one 
of their Arctic coal mines and has licensed new 
projects to drill for oil and gas in the Arctic to in-
crease production and provide sufficient supplies 
now, and also in the future.10 The license for Equi-
nor’s project in the northernmost oilfield, Wisting 
field, is valid until May 2049. Additionally on the 
23rd of December, as an early Christmas present, 
the ENI-owned company Vår Energy discovered 
the largest gas field in the Barents Sea on the Nor-
wegian Shelf.11 Norway’s, and additionally the 
Arctic resources of other EU partners fuel the EU 
and help fill up storage levels of member-states. 

Last, as a result of the EU’s efforts to divert from 
Russian energy sources, LNG became more im-
portant. The liquified natural gas dismisses the 
use of fixed pipelines, which tend to create a lock-
in effect in favour of the supplier. As has been the 
case in the Russia-EU partnership. Paradoxically, 
most of the imported LNG has also been from 
Russia. Nevertheless, the melting Arctic ice, in 
combination with the impressive icebreaking ca-
pacity of Russia, has made it increasingly possible 
for LNG carriers to transit through the much 
shorter Arctic routes. 

The Arctic’s future role: Renewable Energy 
Focusing on fossil fuels, however, is only a tempo-
rary solution. In addition, it is not the best solu-
tion, which is why the plea of this paper is centred 
around the transition to renewable energy, for 
which the Arctic can play a defining part. Renew-
able energy is not a recent phenomenon in the 

Arctic, but there has been a stark rise in projects 
in the last few years, and when looking at the ben-
efits, it is easy to see why. 

First, from an environmental point of view, the ar-
gument is clear. Renewable energy sources are 
more sustainable than fossil fuels and dismiss the 
greenhouse gas emissions which caused detri-
mental effects on our climate. The Arctic has been 
especially vulnerable to climate change as it 
warms three times faster than elsewhere, heavily 
affecting local biodiversity.12 Furthermore, the 
melting ice and permafrost are releasing green-
house gas emissions such as methane which are 
adding to global warming. The Arctic is also 
uniquely vulnerable to accidental spills or de-
struction of infrastructure since operators histor-
ically have difficulty responding to disasters in 
this remote area, with the Norilsk oil spill of 2020 
serving as a great example. 

Strategically, renewable energy sources are less 
prone to cause certain dependencies between 
countries, which proved to be a defining factor of 
the European energy crisis. Fossil fuels are stocks 
which are scattered around the world, meaning 
that most countries have to continuously buy 
them from other countries, which is not the case 
with renewables. Renewables come in the forms 
of flows, such as wind and solar power, which 
cannot be exhausted and are harder to disrupt.13 
Even though most of the necessary natural re-
sources to make renewable energy technologies 
are scattered around the world, once the hard-
ware is made it can be used over and over again 
until it eventually breaks of course. In addition, 
technological innovation has been able to gener-
ate some products without minerals, such as lith-
ium-free batteries.14 Relieving the EU from fossil 
fuel dependencies and moving on to renewable 
energy would thus be very beneficial as inde-
pendence was a strong factor in this energy crisis. 

But also after a closer look at the economics, it is 
best to phase out fossil fuel production in the Arc-
tic. The EU suddenly needed more Norwegian oil 
and gas, but in this ongoing energy transition, it is 
not sure whether this need will stay and what the 
requested amounts will be. In light of the energy 
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transition, it is believed that fossil fuels demand 
will reach a plateau and even drop, in all likeli-
hood resulting in stranded assets.15 From the 
point of discovery, it takes an average of 15-20 
years until these resources can enter production. 
Calculating from now it is rather likely the energy 
transition will be well underway by then. This is 
especially of concern for the Russians as they are 
seeing one of their biggest customers, the EU, 
turn away from them. Keeping up with current 
fossil-fuel exploration will most definitely lead to 
sunk costs. 

All of these aspects have created a willingness 
among countries and non-state actors to invest in 
renewable energy in the Arctic. Even though the 
current scale of investments is substantially 
lower, the potential for renewable energy should 
not be underestimated. Which in large part is be-
cause of the melting ice. Take, for example, the 
energy that comes from windmills. The rise in 
temperatures has made it more feasible for wind-
mills to operate because their rotors are not 
prone to icing anymore. Still, in most places, the 
used material must withstand temperatures be-
low -40°C, but this share is reducing. Further-
more, there are opportunities for geothermal, so-
lar energy, and large-scale hydropower pro-
jects.16 

This does not at all mean that the energy transi-
tion in the Arctic is exempt from any challenges. 
For some, Norway and Russia in particular, much 
of their national wealth stems from revenues 
made from oil and gas resources. Thus, giving up 
these resources by phasing out production is a 
hard sell. Norway has also become more of an im-
portant energy supplier to Europe and wants to 
keep it that way in the name of energy security. 
In addition, most of the technologies still need to 
be adapted to Arctic conditions which can signifi-
cantly drive up costs and can come with environ-
mental risks. Hydropower plants, for example, 
need a powerhouse, which in some cases is a 
large lake, where the environmental risk is more 
severe. Lastly, most indigenous communities rely 
heavily on fossil fuels to power their villages. 
Bringing the energy transition to them will prove 

difficult since their remote conditions pose a chal-
lenge. 

A future with, not without Russia 
One of the biggest changes the invasion brought 
forth was a sudden stop in scientific and part of 
commercial relations with Russia. Keeping in 
mind the horrifying actions of the Russian govern-
ment it is difficult to continue cooperation, so any 
halt in the relationship was seen as a logical re-
sponse. European states, companies and people 
who continued their relations with Russia were 
heavily criticized as supporters of a terrorist state. 
However, to round up my plea for a transition to 
renewable energy it seems essential to involve 
the Russian scientific community in our Arctic en-
deavours. Russia is and will remain the biggest 
Arctic state. The EU can capitalize on their 
knowledge, capabilities, and geographical reach 
Russia takes up the lion’s share of the Arctic. To 
exclude them from any kind of cooperation 
seems irrational in the long run. Besides, it con-
tradicts the EU’s preferred end-state of an Arctic 
where cooperation is the norm. Simultaneously, 
however, it is evenly essential to not step down 
from strong critiques of the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine. 

Conclusion  
As already mentioned in the introduction, at the 
time of writing this paper, an Arctic blast has been 
testing the resilience of households in the Euro-
pean Union. It is in these times, that next to the 
mesmerising beauty, the brutality of winter be-
comes clear. The EU can surely be criticised today 
for choosing to push forward on fossil fuels, but it 
is more appropriate to disapprove of what the EU 
didn’t do in the past, which led to this situation in 
the first place. 
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Moving forward, the EU needs to keep itself in 
line with the commitments made in the 2021 Arc-
tic strategy, where the EU does not “allow any 
further hydrocarbon development in the Arctic” 
and push for renewable energy sources in the 
Arctic.17 This is for the better of our environment, 
but also our energy security.  
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