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“We need to save the Arctic, not because of the polar bears, 
and not because it is the most beautiful place in the world,  

but because our very survival depends on it.” 
Lewis Gordon Pugh, 2008

Introduction 

On the first day of October 1987, former 
president of the Soviet-Union Mikhail Gorbachev 
delivered one of his most underappreciated 
speeches. In honour of the Arctic city of 
Murmansk, the speech laid down the basis for the 
concept of Arctic exceptionalism.1 A term which 
refers to the idea that the Arctic is immune to 
changes in international relations. Thus, making it 
‘exceptional.’ Solely peace, cooperation and 
prosperity would find its way to the far North. At 
least, that is what the Arctic states had hoped for. 
In recent years, driven by the impending effects 
of global warming the Arctic has become not only 
literally, but also figuratively a hot topic. 

Parallel with this rising interest there has been an 
increasing militarisation and a growing 
assertiveness within the Arctic Circle. It is almost 
certain that the Arctic future will be one where 
tensions prevail, and where Moscow will be of 

a In the GIES Honours Papers, students who wrote an exceptional master’s dissertation under the supervision of 
a member of the GIES get the opportunity to present their main argument or findings in a concise paper. 

paramount importance for Arctic governance. 
The Russian Federation is the state with the 
longest Arctic coastline and has the biggest 
territorial claims of the area. They are set to profit 
the most from the melting ice and permafrost as 
they have the beneficial prospect of a major 
shipping route and massive amounts of natural 
resources and minerals such as oil, natural gas, 
lithium, copper and many more.2 This however 
makes them also the most vulnerable to the 
growing militarisation and arrival of all these new 
prying eyes yearning for the Arctic riches. 

The most remarkable and influential of these 
newcomers is the People’s Republic of China, 
which is located more than 1.400 km away from 
the Arctic. Beijing has shown growing interest in 
the region since the end of the 20th century and 
has dared to call itself a ‘near-Arctic state’ in 2018 
when it released its white paper on their Arctic 
policies.3 The objectives of Beijing fall under its 
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ambitious Belt & Road Initiative (BRI) that aims to 
connect the China with the rest of the world and 
manifest themselves as the global hub. With a 
new fleet of icebreakers and a recent strategic 
vision, the presence of China is expected to grow. 

Two great powers that focus on the same region, 
routes, and resources. Both have significant 
military, maritime and economic interests and are 
increasingly being confronted with each other in 
institutions as well as on the field. Can Russia still 
escape the quandary that it has created, in 
particular now that, following its invasion of 
Ukraine, it is even more dependent on China? The 
current predicament is complicated for the 
Russians who need to balance their beneficial 
partnership with China together with their own 
Arctic objectives, specifically to remain the Arctic 
superpower. Furthermore, the author realizes 
that this is not a forgiving position to incorporate 
considering the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 
2022. 

Research Questions 

The research question of this paper is as follows: 
How can Russia best protect its Arctic objectives 
against the growing presence of China? 

This research question is supported by the 
following two issues: How does China influence 
Russian Arctic policy? What risks does China bring 
with it in the Arctic relation with Russia? 

Structure and methodology  

To define a Russian strategy against China’s 
presence in the Arctic, this paper is divided into 
three parts. Firstly, an assessment will be made of 
the current situation, namely both Russia and 
China’s objectives in the Arctic and how these fits 
within their current Grand Strategies. The second 
part will be a risk assessment for the Russian 
government in relation to China, which will form 
the foundation for the final part. Within this risk 
assessment, the effects of the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine will also be considered. Last, some policy 
recommendations will be given as to find out if 
Moscow has any options at all. A challenging feat, 
considering the Russian invasion of Ukraine has 

deteriorated the Russian government’s standing 
and options. In the conclusion of this paper, the 
author will draw upon his own observations and 
offer some thoughts. 

Arctic ambitions 

To understand the relationship between these 
two great powers and how they interact with 
each other in the Arctic, it is first essential to 
discuss their ambitions. This section will therefore 
cover the current Arctic strategy of both Russia 
and China and how it fits withing their own Grand 
Strategy. Most states release a national security 
strategy or separate documents or white papers 
in which the Grand Strategy of that state for the 
coming years is uncovered, but it remains 
relevant to analyse their behaviour as well.  

Putin’s Arctic Troika 

The newest crisis in Ukraine gives us some image 
of the Russian Grand Strategy and how this 
translates into their Arctic ambitions, which for 
some time has consisted of three main aspects, 
making up Putin’s trident or troika. Furthermore, 
the Russian Arctic ambitions are also made clear 
in two recent documents: Basic Principles of the 
State Policy of the Russian Federation for the 
Arctic until 2035 and the Strategy for the 
Development of the Arctic Zone of the Russian 
Federation and for National Security Provisions 
until 2035.4, 5 

First, ever since the installation of Primakov as the 
minister of foreign affairs in 1995, there has been 
an absolute focus on retaining and sustaining the 
status of Russia as a great power.6 Russian leaders 
are therefore sensitive to attacks on this status, 
which became clear in the famous 2007 speech of 
Putin at the Munich Security Conference.7 This 
quest for status also materialises in military-
technical aspects where bigger means better.8 
For example, the RS-28 Sarmat, a liquid-fuelled 
intercontinental ballistic missile possible of 
reaching 18.000km in perfect conditions. This 
rocket is also used to deter Europe and is imaged 
a lot on Russian news outlets during the invasion 
of Ukraine in 2022.9 
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Second, the Russian aspiration for a sphere of 
influence as was the case in the former USSR.10 
This is something made specifically clear in the 
most recent Russian national security strategy of 
2021 where the aim is to become one of the most 
influential centres of the world. Starting with the 
ex-Soviet countries. In addition, this sphere of 
influence is sometimes seen as a buffer zone, 
which can be seen as one of Russia’s ambitions in 
their current invasion in Ukraine.11 The Arctic, 
Russia’s Northern flank, is of paramount 
importance for Russia’s defence and deriving 
from Russian officials their rhetoric and policies, 
the Arctic is theirs to control. The Northern Sea 
Route is therefore also an internal not 
international passage. This claim to the Arctic is 
further manifested in the military field where 
Moscow goes to great lengths as to protect the 
Russian Arctic, even training their soldiers to work 
on sleds12 and weaponizing their icebreakers.13 

Last, there is the complicated relationship with 
the West, specifically the European Union (EU) 
and the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation 
(NATO). Driven by the aspiration to be a great 
power and having spheres of influence, Moscow 
frequently clashes with the West as a way of 
dismantling their long-term adversary.14 This can 
be manifested diplomatically or on the battlefield 
as is the case in Mali, Syria and today Ukraine. The 
relationship is complicated because of the 
Russian need to cooperate with the West. Seeing 
that economically, the European Union is still the 
biggest importer of Russian gas and is the biggest 
trade partner for Moscow. This becomes 
noticeably clear in the Arctic where Russia has 
enormous economic ambitions because of the 
Northern Sea Route and the present natural 
resources. For this, Russia needs the West, but 
they are not always that willing to cooperate 
because of Russia’s practices. Russia wants the 
upper hand in this relationship, but has a way of 
dismantling their own standing, because of their 
aggressiveness.15 

 
 

b A blue-water navy is a maritime force, capable of operating in deep waters and open oceans, giving it a global 
reach. 

Zhongguo: China 

China’s Arctic ambitions fall in line with what they 
have been striving for, almost their entire 
existence, which is to be the Middle Kingdom, or 
‘Zhongguo’. This refers to the aspiration to have a 
central position in this world and dominate.16 The 
Opium Wars ushered in China’s century of 
humiliation, whereby China needed to fall back 
and recuperate from their losses, but seeing that 
they are more omnipresent, assertive, and 
dominant than ever, it could be said they are once 
again ready to take the throne.17 This is pushed 
forward in the following Arctic ambitions: 

First, the full expansion and exploitation of the so-
called Polar Silk Road. As part of the Belt & Road 
Initiative (BRI), China wants to connect itself with 
other parts of the world and manifest itself as a 
global HUB. The melting Arctic is a perfect fit in 
these plans as they cut transporting routes short 
by thousands of kilometres.18 This will positively 
affect the Chinese economy, which is slowing 
down in growth, affecting the legitimacy of the 
CCP in turn. 

Second, as China grows, so does their hunger for 
energy, the fuel of economies. The Arctic stores 
vast amounts of natural resources which can 
confidently fuel the Chinese economy for several 
decades or more. Manifesting in lots of 
investments made by Beijing in the Russian Arctic, 
which will be talked about later in this paper. Not 
only that, but in the transition to more renewable 
energy sources, the Arctic can be critical, with 
large potential for wind and geothermal energy.19 

A last Chinese ambition is to remove China’s 
military veil of ignorance concerning the Arctic. 
Even though the Arctic offers the shortest route 
from the US to China, Beijing has no concrete 
knowledge over this region. This is something 
they are destined to change soon. In addition, a 
military presence in the Arctic waters adds to 
their ambition of having a blue-water navyb, 
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offering them the possibility to protect their 
precious sea lines of communication.20 This 
aspiration is also a product of the previous 
ambitions, which they try to protect.  

China’s role in the Russian Arctic  

Pushed by Western behaviour and several 
pragmatic considerations, the overall alignment 
between Moscow and Beijing has also manifested 
itself in the Arctic. At the advent of China’s arrival 
in the North Pole, Moscow was weary of this new 
visitor and viewed them with a lot of scepticism. 
China posed a threat to the Russian status and 
their capacities for manifesting itself as the Arctic 
superpower.21 Moscow therefore openly lobbied 
against China’s application for observatory status 
in the Arctic Council.22 China had no business in 
the Arctic. It took years before Moscow changed 
its guard towards Beijing and accepted the need 
and possibilities for cooperation, although they 
remain prudent in naming their relationship. 
Russian foreign minister Sergei Lavrov, called 
China one their priority partners in the Arctic.23 
Former Russian minister of natural resources, 
Sergey Donskoy, welcomed China but only if they 
brought along the necessary investments.24 

China as an investor, producer, and consumer: 
the energy sector 

In line with what minister Donskoy said, China 
placed its first investment in the Yamal LNG 
project in 2013.25 The Chinese China National 
Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) bought 20% of 
shares of the Russian company Novatek, the 
company responsible for the project, for 960 
million USD. Later, in 2015, the Silk Road Fund 
(SRF), created by Xi Jinping, bought 9,9% of shares 
of the same company. This was after a hefty 
diplomatic exercise by Moscow, which suffered 
under Western sanctions. To stay on the topic of 
Novatek, the company received 12 billion USD in 
investments by Chinese state-owned banks in 
2016.26  

Novatek received all these investments and used 
these funds to invest back in Chinese 
manufacturing companies that helped build 
several pipelines, ships, and installations. For 

example, there are four LNG-tankers being built 
in a joint assignment by the Japanese Mitsui 
O.S.K. Lines and the Chinese COSCO (China Ocean 
Shipping Company).27 Furthermore, 80% of all 
material needed for this assignment will be 
manufactured in Chinese shipping yards. China is 
the single-most important partner of Novatek, 
manifesting itself further in the Russian Arctic, 
whilst they can develop their domestic 
technology and maritime sector.28 

Russia realised early that this level of involvement 
by China comes with certain power gains for 
them. It was therefore an ambition that future 
projects would have a more diversified investors 
field than the Yamal LNG project. For Arctic LNG 
2, Russia would lean towards the Indian ONGC, 
Saudi Arabian Saudi Aramco and the South-
Korean Koga, but once again, the largest chunks 
of money came from the CNPC and China 
National Oil Offshore Corporation (CNOOC).29 
Together they own over 20% of the project. This 
time the Chinese BOMESC and Penglai Jutal were 
part of the taskforce for the project. Future 
investments made by Russian companies are 
likely to divert to the above-mentioned Chinese 
companies because of the expertise they are 
acquiring. 

Other Chinese investments in the Russian Arctic 
energy sector include a 10% share of the SRF in 
Sibur30, a company crucial for the extraction 
processes in several LNG-facilities. An investment 
of Sinomec in the Russian Karelia, which focuses 
on windmills and investments by Sinopec in 
geothermal energy.31 These are only a few of the 
many investments, currently materialised.  

China as an investor, producer, and consumer: 
the Northern Sea Route 

As was made clear above, the Arctic is of 
paramount importance for future Chinese 
development because of the Northern Sea Route 
(NSR). Even though the route is far from 
operational, China has already put aside part of 
their spending budget to this route.  

First, the most important aspect of maritime 
trade are the ports. The nodes of this globalised 
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world and the beating heart of the global 
economy. However, ports in the Arctic currently 
serve an additional purpose as the route is still so 
unreliable, namely a (safe) haven. Among other 
places, China has vowed to invest in ports in 
Arkhalgensk, Sabetta and Murmansk, already 
providing tens of billions of USD.32 In addition, as 
already mentioned above, China plays a crucial 
role in the development of new LNG-tankers. 

However, China’s role in the Northern Sea Route 
is not only as an investor and producer, but more 
importantly as a consumer or traveller. As 
discussed above, the Northern Sea Route, cuts 
the distance from mainland China to mainland 
Europe by a third of the total distance, saving up 
enormous amounts of time and fuel. Although 
there is no formal arrangement between Beijing 
and Moscow over the use of the NSR it is sure that 
China will be one of its main users. To clarify, a 
deal between both great powers is not necessary 
for the use of this route, but because Russia 
considers it as an internal passage, a deal could 
help forward the Chinese interests seeing that the 
Russian Northern fleet unofficially oversees the 
route.33 

The future of the NSR is still unsure. After 
consultation with the Port of Rotterdam it 
became clear that most shipping companies are 
not counting on the NSR for the coming decades 
and even then, there are doubts about the effect 
on local biodiversity. The Russian invasion of 
Ukraine has added an extra dimension, but this 
will be touched upon later in this paper. 

China as an ally? 

The last role of China in the Russian arctic, relates 
to the Chinese military developments in the area, 
including the Search and Rescue capacities. Here, 
the Vostok exercises of 2018 play a vital role34. 
Although the relationship between the two great 
powers has not evolved to a full-blown alliance, 
they have held joint exercises together in the 
Arctic in 2018, but also in the 2019 Tsentr 
exercises.35 Vostok 2018 was impressive because 
of the 300.000 troops, making it the biggest 
Russian exercise ever, but also because China 
issued over 3.500 troops of the People’s 

Liberation Army. Thus, ameliorating the military 
interoperability. The 2018 exercises also made 
use of the Northern Sea Route for the first time.36 
Furthermore, China is also set to take part in the 
2022 Vostok-exercises, taking place in the Far 
East and the Sea of Japan, signalling fear in the 
West.37 

The accession of the PLA in the Russian Arctic and 
the fact that they had the possibility to operate 
together with the Russian forces, shows a great 
amount of trust in their Southern neighbour. Now 
that Arctic ice is rapidly melting, so does the 
Russian natural buffer, increasing the dangers for 
Russia. 

China’s role in the Arctic is miscellaneous. Beijing 
functions as a moneylender, manufacturer, 
consumer and very prudently as a military 
partner. Although these are beneficial functions, 
the trained eye realises that there is another side 
of the medal. Certain risks have been touched 
upon briefly, but there is a wider analysis to be 
made. The following chapter aims to identify the 
current and future risks Russia is being 
confronted with in their current Arctic 
relationship with China.  

Risk assessments 

Dangerous rhetoric 

A first risk that Moscow is being confronted with 
is the narrative it adopts about the Arctic. 
Although this is no direct risk, it can confront 
Moscow with certain difficulties. To put it briefly, 
Russia talks about larger parts of the Arctic, not 
only the Russian territory as it is theirs to control 
and that they are the Arctic superpower who 
establishes the rules of the game. This is a 
rhetoric that can backfire fiercely since it can only 
be backed up with powerful and independent 
policy actions. Can Russia do this? Spoiler alert: 
No. 

Growing financial and material dependence 

It has already been discussed that Russia has 
enormous economic motives in the Arctic. The 
NSR, extraction of natural resources and rare 
earth minerals and the creation of infrastructure 
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for renewable energy. All very lucrative, but 
expensive infrastructure needs to be built first. 
This brings enormous costs with it. In addition, 
because of the melting permafrost, existing 
infrastructure is slowly crumbling apart. Regions 
such as Chukotka, West-Siberia and the Kara-
coast possess valuable energy-infrastructure, but 
when the temperature rises, the carrying capacity 
drops. The Norilsk oil disaster of 2020 was caused 
by this effect.38 Furthermore, many of the existing 
infrastructure needs to be modernised and over 
80% of ports along the NSR are currently not 
connected to the transportation network.39 The 
estimated cost of the port that Moscow wants to 
build on the Taymyr peninsula would be over 110 
billion USD. A striking example of the inadequacy 
for domestic financing is the build of a floating 
dock by Rosatom for nuclear icebreakers. No 
Russian wanted to do it because of the low-price 
offering. Consequence being that the Turkish 
Kuzey Star and Chinese Jiangsu Dajin Heavy 
Industry Co. Ltd were competing for it.40 

Even though the profits are higher, costs first 
must be made, and the simple fact remains that 
Russia simply does not have the money to pay for 
all of this. Notwithstanding that Moscow keeps 
announcing these large-scale projects. Moscow 
created a favourable taxing regime to attract 
financing, which ended in vain41. That they 
needed to look elsewhere was clear. Foreign 
investors and manufacturers are now driving the 
development of the Russian Arctic and China 
plays first violin in this story. China’s presence 
was already discussed above, but there are 
numerous projects that can be added. China’s 
presence is rising. Russia realises this, but the 
quest for diversification is blocked by Russia’s 
own foreign policy.  

After the Russian invasion of Georgia in 2008 and 
the annexation of Crimea in 2014, companies left 
the Russian Arctic, though temporarily. 
Furthermore, the economic sanctions also hurt 
Russia in the Arctic policy. Because China did not 
participate in handing out these sanctions, Russia 
turned eastwards for finances. With the 
consequence that they now have significant 
economic power in the Russian Arctic and that 

the Russian share in their own area is shrinking. 
Consider the fact that China has a history of using 
their economic leverage as they have done in 
Africa and risks arise.  

Although this does not mean that they have 
become a ‘junior partner’ on their own turf, the 
increasing dependence on China is near 
embarrassing for a state claiming to be the Arctic 
superpower. 

A growing and obtrusive PLA(N) 

In addition, there are growing military concerns. 
First, espionage and the gathering of information 
for Chinese intelligence services. Because of the 
sensitivity that Russia manages the Arctic with 
and the economic and military ambitions it 
cherishes, Moscow pursues a policy of military 
dominance, which it has in the Arctic. Espionage 
however is a ubiquitous issue of which Russia 
cannot escape. In 2020, Valery Mitko, former 
president of the Arctic Academy of Sciences in 
Saint-Petersburg was sentenced for sharing 
sensitive information to the Chinese, relating to 
hydro-acoustics making it easier to track 
submarines.42 A comparable situation occurred in 
2016 with Vladimir Lapygin.43 

Furthermore, China, unannounced, sent a 
Dongdiao-class spy ship to the Vostok-2018 
exercises.44 This fits in the Chinese ambition to 
acquire knowledge over the Arctic. It is however 
important to recognize that this knowledge can 
also be gained via scientific expeditions. 

Lastly, China is becoming more independent of 
the Russian defence-industry and is acquiring 
larger capacities to operate in the Arctic. China is 
steadily building the J-20 fighter jets, Z-8G and Z-
20 helicopters, but also the larger type-039A 
submarines and new aircraft carriers.45 China’s 
military unpredictability is growing, adding to 
Russia’s risks. Although a military conflict soon is 
highly unlikely these developments are certainly 
things Russia needs to keep an eye. Also keeping 
in mind that the Arctic buffer is melting, China is 
treading on thin ice. 
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Effect of the Russian Invasion of Ukraine 

As is made clear above, Russia has some serious 
economic interests in the Arctic. For this to be 
fully exploited they are required to invest heavily 
in the necessary infrastructure, since they cannot 
cover for these excessive costs themselves. 
International cooperation is of the essence for 
the Russian Arctic. China can cover some costs, 
but again this leads to independence. The 
invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 has only 
worsened the Russian situation because 
international cooperation has become impossible 
for Western states and companies that play a 
crucial role in the Russian Arctic be it because of 
their technology, expertise, or money. Next are a 
few effects and trends that are uncovering itself 
because of this invasion.  

First, future economic exploitation has been 
slowed down immensely and the unfolding of the 
Northern Sea Route will take much longer as 
previously suspected. The previously mentioned 
Arctic LNG-project will be partially completed, 
temporarily, as announced by Novatek.46 The 
Russian company has pulled this decision through 
to other Arctic projects. These decisions were 
made in the days after Western companies 
started to pull out of Russian Arctic projects.47 
Furthermore, the French oil giant Total will no 
longer contribute to the Arctic LNG 2-project.  

In addition, other Western companies crucial for 
their technology started pulling out of Russia. 
Baker Hughes, Halliburton, Siemens, Linde are all 
companies of which Novatek heavily relies for 
certain technology. Trafigura Group pulled out of 
Vostok Oil LLC, the largest oil project in the 
Russian Arctic.48 The list goes on. 

Not only projects relating to energy but 
concerning the future Russian nuclear ice 
breakers are also confronted with heavy delays 
and drawbacks. The Baltic and Zvezda shipping 
yards have started relying heavily on Western 
technology, from companies such as the South-
Korean Samsung Heavy Industries, but which are 
once again cutting of ties.49  

Can China cover for the much-needed finances 
and crucial technologies? Three problems arise at 
this point. First, China does not always have 
domestic alternatives for Western technology. 
Second, if they have these alternatives, 
dependencies would once again rise to new levels 
which stroke with the Russian ambitions. Last, 
even if Chinese companies could cover for Russia 
they are threatened by secondary sanctions. US 
President Biden announced three weeks after the 
invasion started that Chinese companies would 
suffer consequences if they would assist Russia in 
evading the effects of the current sanctions. 
Lenovo Group Ltd., Xiaomi Corp., and SZ DJI 
Technology Co. started to cut ties with their 
Russian partners, seeing that they are overly 
sensitive to disruption concerning semiconductor 
technology.50 

Relating to the NSR this paper stated above that 
shipping companies are not yet keen on the usage 
of the route. This feeling has only risen, seeing 
that of the ten biggest shipping companies only 
COSCO is still willing to use the route. MSC, 
Maersk, CMA CMA and Hapag-Lloyd unofficially 
renewed their confidence in the Suez-route. 
Again, increasing dependence on China. 

A last financial blow are the overall economic 
sanctions and departures of major companies. 
Royal Dutch Shell, BP, Exxon Mobil, Deutsche 
Banke and Goldman Sachs all cut their ties. Even 
though they are not related to the deployment of 
the Russian Arctic, because of the general loss of 
finances, Moscow will have to choose wisely on 
how they will spend their money.51 In addition, 
the defence budget is rising, and the reserves of 
the Russian National Wealth Fund are shrinking. 
The full domestic financing of the Russian Arctic 
was already impossible, but it seems to have 
degraded to a situation that will only take place in 
fairy tales. 

Furthermore, Russia is suffering extreme damage 
to their military standing. Arctic troops and 
material are being deployed in Ukraine.52 
Synchronically NATO started their large-scale 
exercise Cold Response 2022 in the Norwegian 
Arctic, which Russia perceives as threatening. 
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Seeing that the US and Canada have already 
announced to up their Arctic defences 
considering the Russian invasion, Moscow has 
created the opposite effect.53 In addition, they 
degraded themselves and their image in Georgia 
in 2008, the annexation of Crimea in 2014, but 
have now pushed it to the extreme.54 They were 
pushed out of the Arctic Security Forces 
Roundtable (ASFR) in 2014, are now fully ignored 
in the Arctic Council where they have the 
presidency till 2023 and are forced out of 
international organisations such as the UN 
Human Rights Council.55 Communication with 
NATO and the OSCE are also cut, possible leading 
to miscalculation.  

In short, every other Arctic state, many Western 
countries and many foreign companies no longer 
want to cooperate or even communicate with 
Moscow. Relating to China it can be stated that 
they will not actively seek a role in the invasion of 
Ukraine and identify itself as the ‘responsible 
stakeholder’, even though they are losing in this 
conflict. Since Western eyes are now extra 
focused in Taiwan and because economically, 
they are also suffering, just as the other great 
powers. China is even doubling down on the 
relationship with Russia, seeing that they are 
buying more Russian oil and LNG and that in May 
they stated to strengthen ties concerning military 
technology and energy. The question remains 
how strong their ‘no limits’ partnership is.56  

To conclude, the composition of the Russian 
strategic culture, poses high threats to their own 
economic and security interests in the Arctic 
region. Moscow is diplomatically and 
economically isolated, whereby China appears as 
the only capable and willing option to finance 
their needs. The same happened in 2014. Even 
though this does not yet make Russia a ‘junior 
partner’ in the Arctic, as common thought in the 
relationship with China, the contemporary 
begging position is almost humiliating for the 
state with the largest Arctic coast. 

 

 

A way out for Russia 

Moscow is faced with a difficult future if it wants 
to keep its Arctic ambitions whilst remaining 
hostile to Western governments and maintaining 
their superpower-policy. Nevertheless, there 
remains a way out 

India and the United Arab Emirates  

A first possible course of action is to invest in 
alternative partnerships, in addition to the one 
with China. This to weaken the relative 
dependence to China and add to the financial 
needs of the Russian Arctic. In this light, India and 
the UAE pop up as healthy options. Both states 
have shown significant interest in the region in 
recent years and have shown themselves 
favourable to Moscow considering the invasion of 
Ukraine. India and the UAE have both exempt 
themselves from condemning the invasion in the 
UN Security Council.57 If it were not for the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine, South-Korea and 
Japan would have led the pack, however major 
companies such as Mitsui O.S.K. Lines and 
Samsung Heavy Industries refuse to work with 
Russia nowadays.58 

Both the UAE and India have significant interests 
in the Arctic. Both states gain from the upcoming 
transit routes, available resources and for the 
UAE it helps them to diversify their economy. 
Both have also already invested in the Russian 
Arctic. The Northern Transit Corridor, Arctic LNG-
3, LLC Taas-Yuryakh and JSC Vankorneft are 
projects which count on investments from one or 
both powers. It would be wise for Moscow to 
invest in these partnerships, seeing that both 
states are under heavy pressure by the West and 
because Russia has not much of an alternative.59 

A minimalistic Northern Sea Route  

A second avenue is to focus on what is needed to 
make the Northern Sea Route operational. There 
are all these projects planned for the NSR, which 
again costs billions of dollars to complete. Seeing 
that the full domestic financing is impossible, 
Moscow ought to reflect about which projects are 
essential to the adequate use of the NSR. To 
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which projects can the limited resources be sent 
to. This exercise would lower the needs for 
foreign aid, even in the future since the use of the 
NSR would reap new benefits. A paper by the 
International Transport Forum estimates that the 
full expansion of the NSR could take up another 
four decades.  

Keep the PLA(N) away 

As a product of the ameliorating relationship 
between the two great powers, joint military 
exercises have been set up. As simple as it may 
seem, perhaps Moscow ought to consider to stop 
these exercises. Even though China could still gain 
military intelligence through civil scientific 
expeditions to the Arctic, it is best to not let them 
assess their military qualities in Arctic conditions. 
Even when spy ships approach the area, Moscow 
could step on the breaks and frankly order China 
to leave. China is developing their own defence 
industry, is already building new aircraft carriers 
and submarines, whilst the Russian Arctic buffer 
is melting. A fatal combination.60 In addition, the 
military component of the Sino-Russian relation is 
not a fundamental aspect, meaning disruptions or 
hiccups hereto will not cause any friction. China is 
defensive about the South-China Sea and Russia 
about the Arctic. 

Poseidon, Greek God in the Arctic Ocean 

In addition to keeping the PLA(N) away, Moscow 
needs to continue their policy of exhibiting their 
military strength and strengthening their nuclear 
pillar by investing in the Poseidon torpedo they 
are so proud of. This as to keep accurately 
defending their grounds and waters and deterring 
China, or any other state, to aggress in the 
Russian Arctic. The Poseidon- or Status 6-Torpedo 
is a high-speed torpedo, capable of operating 
autonomously once it has been fired off.61 With a 
supposed top speed of seventy knots (130km/h), 
the possibility to dive to more than 1.000m deep 
and the capacity of carrying a nuclear warhead of 
more than one hundred megaton the Poseidon is 
a god among other torpedoes.62 It is so strong 
that it is believed to be able to create nuclear 
tsunami’s whereby the triggered tsunami could 
carry nuclear particles with it that could spread 

over cities, which is of course extremely 
dangerous.63 At least, if it lives up to the image 
that Russia creates of it. 

Russia has invested heavily in technologies to 
better Poseidon and the project is supposed to be 
complete in 2027. The Poseidon torpedo is also fit 
for Arctic conditions, seeing that these waters are 
deep, and that torpedo’s risk being detected in 
shallow waters. Therefore, the torpedo can dive 
deep, move slowly, and just before exploding, 
speed up so the enemy cannot act in time. Going 
off from a report published by the United States 
Senate in 2020, China still has no capacity to 
manage this kind of weapon.64 It remains 
important however for Russia to keep a defensive 
discourse. 

Show the need for cooperation to the West 

As perverse as this last option may sound, it is one 
that can be the most powerful if managed right. 
Russia is the biggest Arctic state and has a major 
impact on the world with what they do or do not 
do in this region. With the start of their invasion 
in Ukraine, the Arctic Council was at a standstill. 
A few months later, they decided to continue 
their work, but not including Russia. The 
immediate critique on this was that no policy or 
research can be effective without Russia’s 
contribution to them. Russia needs to show what 
the West is missing. The scientific possibilities and 
climate change atrocities that can arise if Russia 
decides to adapt a different policy are immense. 
Representative to the Arctic Council Nikolai 
Korchunov, foreign minister Sergey Lavrov and 
his deputy minister Alexander Grushko are 
already trying to show their goodwill to work 
together with the West.65 Russia will probably 
keep this up and publish reports or statements 
covering the possible detrimental effects of 
unaligned policies. 

Conclusion 

That the melting ice and the growing Chinese 
interests poses a threat as much as an 
opportunity was already clear from the 
beginning. Therefore, the foremost conclusion 
that I want to make is that not China, but Russia’s 
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own foreign policy and regime are the greatest 
threats to Moscow’s interests in the Arctic. 
Military escapades such as the current invasion of 
Ukraine prove to be very counterproductive as 
they push away states, customers, financial 
institutions, and necessary companies. Western 
companies still wanting to work with Russia are 
booed and forced to write an artificial press 
release where they cut ties with Russia. 

Therefore Moscow is forced to look East as China 
is still an able and willing partner to invest in the 
Arctic and to make sure the Arctic riches are 
uncovered. Because had Moscow held up a 
healthy relationship with Europe, there would be 
less of a need for China, whereby Russia could 

keep more of its power. Investors would also be 
more diversified. Now, Russia has let China frame 
itself within Arctic governance, without even 
owning a piece of Arctic territory. An impressive 
feat. 

If Russia wants to fully exploit the riches and 
economic potential of the Arctic, and lessen the 
dependence on China they need to step aside 
from their current foreign policy and even 
consider a change in regime, which seems 
impossible today. Fuelled by history and a 
defensive security attitude, Moscow frequently 
hesitates between cooperation and security, 
whereby security sometimes has the winning 
hand. Thus, undermining their Arctic ambitions.
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