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Introduction 

Climate change is a topic that is increasingly affecting all areas of life. Storm risks are increasing, 

climate migration is projected to rise and more than one million species are threatened with 

extinction.1 Most consequentially though, climate change is raising temperatures, which in turn is 

causing ice reserves to melt worldwide. This melting of ice is especially visible in the Arctic. The 

amount of ice is declining rapidly, with experts expecting the Arctic Ocean to be ice-free every three 

years under a global warming scenario of 2°C at the end of the century.2 This changes the entire 

dynamic of Arctic politics. While in the past this area was not given much attention with regard to 

geopolitical discussions, the Arctic is increasingly turning into a highly disputed area with multiple 

countries staking claims for the area. This heightened interest is primarily due to the existence of vast 

natural resources and the possibilities of navigation and travel through the Arctic Sea in ice-free 

summer months. In addition, companies and the tourism sector are beginning to view the Arctic as a 

place of great business potential. This heightened interest of this strategic area makes it necessary for 

the Security Council to take on this topic and find a peaceful and advantageous solution for all 

countries and companies involved. 

 

Definition of Key Terms 

Arctic: The Arctic is the “northernmost region of the Earth, centred on the North Pole and 

characterized by distinctively polar conditions of climate, plant and animal life, and other physical 

features”.3 Oftentimes, this term is used to describe the compete area within the Arctic Circle, which 

starts at latitude of 66°30′ N, but in this paper, the Arctic usually refers to the Arctic Ocean, as most 

of the land in the Arctic Circle has already been claimed and internationally recognized. 

Arctic States: There are eight states that have territories within the Arctic, these being Canada, 

Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, the Russian Federation, Sweden and the United States of 

America. These states make up the eight voting members of the Arctic Council and understandably 

have the biggest interest in the Arctic, though not all have made claims on the Arctic Ocean. 

 

 
1 United Nations. UN Report: Nature’s Dangerous Decline ‘Unprecedented’; Species Extinction Rates ‘Accelerating’. 6 

May 2019. https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2019/05/nature-decline-unprecedented-report/ (accessed 

November 29, 2019). 
2 United Nations Environment Programme. Satellites record second lowest Arctic sea ice extent since 1979. 14 October 

2019. https://www.unenvironment.org/news-and-stories/story/satellites-record-second-lowest-arctic-sea-ice-extent-1979 

(accessed November 29, 2019). 
3 Dunbar, Maxwell John, Moira Dunbar, and others. Encyclopædia Britannica: Arctic. Encyclopædia Britannica, inc. 7 

October 2019. https://www.britannica.com/place/Arctic (accessed December 8, 2019). 

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2019/05/nature-decline-unprecedented-report/
https://www.unenvironment.org/news-and-stories/story/satellites-record-second-lowest-arctic-sea-ice-extent-1979
https://www.britannica.com/place/Arctic


Background Information 

In the last 40 years, the amount of ice in the Arctic has been steadily declining. Especially in 

September, the month where the amount of ice is traditionally the lowest, the ice levels are starting 

to reach record lows. Due to the current developments in climate change, it seems very likely that this 

trend will continue – to the point that someday the ice will be completely gone in September. Experts 

are projecting this to happen by the end of the century.4 Though most people may view this as a 

climate disaster, many countries and companies see a lot of potential in an ice-free Arctic. 

For countries, this is mainly due to two reasons: Number one are natural resources. The Arctic 

contains significant amounts of oil, natural gas and minerals including iron ore, copper, nickel, zinc 

phosphates, diamonds.5 Currently, the region produces about one tenth of the world's oil and a quarter 

of its natural gas.6 This sparks the interest of many countries in the area, which is why the Arctic is 

being called the “new Wild West”.7 But there not only vast material resources, but also large amounts 

of fish offer a lot of business potential. Though there has not been any fishing in the Arctic Ocean 

yet, the changing conditions might make this possible in the future. However, to prevent disputes and 

unregulated fishing, a treaty between all countries involved in the Arctic was signed that prevents 

 
4 United Nations Environment Programme. Satellites record second lowest Arctic sea ice extent since 1979. 14 October 

2019. https://www.unenvironment.org/news-and-stories/story/satellites-record-second-lowest-arctic-sea-ice-extent-1979 

(accessed November 29, 2019). 
5 National Ocean Economics Program. Arctic Natural Resources. n.d. 

https://www.oceaneconomics.org/arctic/NaturalResources/ (accessed December 4, 2019). 
6 The Arctic. Natural Resources. n.d. https://arctic.ru/resources/ (accessed December 4, 2019). 
7 Kelley, Michael B., and Jeremy Bender. Militaries Know That The Arctic Is Melting — Here's How They're Taking 

Advantage. Business Insider. 3 June 2014. https://www.businessinsider.com/the-competition-for-arctic-resources-2014-

6?IR=T (accessed December 4, 2019). 

Figure 2: The minimum Arctic sea ice extent in mid-

September https://www.unenvironment.org/news-and-

stories/story/satellites-record-second-lowest-arctic-sea-

ice-extent-1979 

Figure 1: The yearly cycles of Arctic sea ice from 1981 to October 2019 

https://www.unenvironment.org/news-and-stories/story/satellites-record-

second-lowest-arctic-sea-ice-extent-1979 

https://www.unenvironment.org/news-and-stories/story/satellites-record-second-lowest-arctic-sea-ice-extent-1979
https://www.oceaneconomics.org/arctic/NaturalResources/
https://arctic.ru/resources/
https://www.businessinsider.com/the-competition-for-arctic-resources-2014-6?IR=T
https://www.businessinsider.com/the-competition-for-arctic-resources-2014-6?IR=T


almost all commercial fishing for an initial period of 16 years.8 Still, these resources explain the 

claims of many countries to the Arctic. With this new ocean emerging, the countries in control of the 

water would feel an economic boost due to these resources. 

This control would also be profitable 

regarding travel, navigation and 

shipping, which is the second 

advantage countries see in an ice-

free Arctic. Without Arctic ice, not 

only would the existing Northwest 

Passage, Northeast Passage 

(which includes the Northern Sea 

Route) and the Arctic Bridge be 

more accessible over the course of a 

year, but also the Transpolar Sea Route 

could be used by actual cargo ships and not 

only by scientist. The advantages of these routes are 

definitely the time efficiency as these routes are usually shorter 

than traditional, southern routes. Due to the curvature of the earth, the Arctic routes are a shorter and 

faster way to connect for example Northern Europe to Alaska/USA or East Asia to Europe. However, 

the weather conditions, low number of ports and need for a specially trained crew make these travels 

very cost inefficient. But with an improvement in Arctic infrastructure and a reduction in ice, these 

routes might become profitable. Countries in control of the ice could also raise tariffs on the routes. 

The Russian Federation already has tariffs in place for the Northern Sea Route for the maintenance 

of the passage. With a higher frequency in travel, this could turn into a notable source of income for 

the Russian State. 

Overall, due to vast resources and shipping and navigational routes the Arctic is turning into an 

important geopolitical hotspot, so naturally many countries are trying to claim some of the Arctic 

region for themselves. The rights to the Arctic Ocean are settled by the United Nation Convention on 

the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), which “establishes 12 nautical miles as the breadth of the territorial 

sea” and “secures for coastal states sovereign rights for the purpose of exploring and exploiting, 

conserving and managing the natural resources of their waters in a 200-nautical-mile exclusive 

 
8 European Commission. EU and Arctic partners enter historic agreement to prevent unregulated fishing in high seas. 3 

October 2018. https://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/eu-and-arctic-partners-enter-historic-agreement-prevent-unregulated-

fishing-high-seas_en (accessed December 3, 2019). C.f. Relevant UN Resolutions 

Figure 3: Arctic shipping routes 

https://transportgeography.org/?page_id=412 

https://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/eu-and-arctic-partners-enter-historic-agreement-prevent-unregulated-fishing-high-seas_en
https://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/eu-and-arctic-partners-enter-historic-agreement-prevent-unregulated-fishing-high-seas_en


economic zone (EEZ)”.9 This part of the convention is clear enough, however states can extend their 

area of jurisdiction over the living and non-living resources of the seabed and subsoil if proven that 

the country’s continental shelf extends past the 200-nautical-mile border of their EEZ. These claims 

have to be made within 10 years of ratifying UNCLOS. Canada, Norway, Denmark (in respect of 

Greenland) and the Russian Federation have made such claims, with the ruling of the Commission 

on the Limits of the Continental Shelf still being out. Unfortunately, the claims of these four nations 

overlap in certain areas. So far, these disputes have only been on a scientific level, but conflicts could 

arise in cases of denied claims or controversial rulings.  

With this heightened interest and the changes in climate, countries are preparing for Arctic conflicts 

and beginning to station more and more military in the Arctic Circle. Old cold-war bases are 

reopening in Russia and European countries such as Norway and Denmark are increasing their 

military budget for the Arctic areas.10 Fortunately though, there have not been any armed conflicts in 

the area so far, with the Arctic being referred to as “probably the most stable area in the world” by a 

Norwegian admiral, as all countries play by the rules.11 Still, clear international norms that all 

countries involved in Arctic abide by could help to prevent a conflict from ever arising. With so many 

conflict zones in the world, international cooperation between united nations could stop one before it 

has even started. 

But not only countries are increasingly more interested in the Arctic, the interest of companies has 

also risen. On the one hand, companies profit from improved shipping routes. On the other hand, a 

new sector is emerging in the Arctic: Tourism. Tourism is something that used to be fairly unknown 

to the Arctic, but in the last couple of years the rising temperatures have changed that to the point that 

many communities are hoping and planning on tourism as their main source of income. There are 

currently over 2 million tourists in the Arctic parts of Alaska, Sweden and Finland alone per year, 

and it is starting to turn into a relevant sector for all of the far north.12 This is mostly positive, as more 

tourists will mean more income and wealth for poorer northern communities, it is important that this 

tourism is regulated and done in a sustainable manner. Otherwise this tourism might end up hurting 

the Arctic by adding to climate change and destroying and polluting the northern environment. 

 
9 Government of Canada. Law of the Sea: United Nations convention. 1 April 2019. 

https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/corporate/international-affairs/partnerships-organizations/law-

sea-united-nations-convention.html (accessed December 8, 2019). 
10 Watts, Jonathan. Military buildup in Arctic as melting ice reopens northern borders. The Guardian. 24 January 2019. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jan/24/military-buildup-in-arctic-as-melting-ice-reopens-northern-borders 

(accessed December 8, 2019). 
11 The Economist. Outsiders in the Arctic: The roar of ice cracking. 2 February 2013. 

https://www.economist.com/news/international/21571127-will-asian-countries-consolidate-or-disrupt-arctic-stability-

roar-ice-cracking  (accessed December 8, 2019). 
12 Keil, Kathrin. More and more Arctic Tourists - But where exactly? High North News. 16 February 2017. 

https://www.highnorthnews.com/en/more-and-more-arctic-tourists-where-exactly (accessed December 6, 2019). 

https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/corporate/international-affairs/partnerships-organizations/law-sea-united-nations-convention.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/corporate/international-affairs/partnerships-organizations/law-sea-united-nations-convention.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jan/24/military-buildup-in-arctic-as-melting-ice-reopens-northern-borders
https://www.economist.com/news/international/21571127-will-asian-countries-consolidate-or-disrupt-arctic-stability-roar-ice-cracking
https://www.economist.com/news/international/21571127-will-asian-countries-consolidate-or-disrupt-arctic-stability-roar-ice-cracking
https://www.highnorthnews.com/en/more-and-more-arctic-tourists-where-exactly


 

Major Organisations Involved 

Russian Federation: As the largest Arctic state with regard to inhabitants in the Arctic Circle, the 

Arctic is very important to Russia. Not only does the Northern Sea Route offer new shipping potential, 

but the Russian Federation is trying to have more and more influence on the Arctic. They have made 

an official claim to the North Pole and to about half of the Arctic seabed in total. Additionally, Russia 

has been increasing military operations in the area in the last couple of years. Russia sees itself as the 

Arctic superpower, showing this to the world by planting a flag under the North Pole in 2007.13 

Denmark: Denmark is an important Arctic state by extension due to the autonomous territories of 

Greenland and the Faroe Islands. After surveying and analysing the Lomonosov Ridge, which Danish 

scientists believe is a continuation of Greenland’s continental shelf, the Danish government officially 

claimed the right to exploit an area of 895,000 km2 of the Arctic Ocean, which includes the North 

Pole and goes all the way into Russian waters.14 Generally speaking though, Denmark’s primary focus 

is officially “to reinforce the foundation for appropriate cooperation on the many new opportunities 

and challenges that the Arctic is facing.”15 

Canada: In addition to Russia, Canada has the biggest influence on the Arctic, as it is the largest 

Arctic state based on land mass. There have been multiple disputes with other Arctic countries, such 

as the question of the control of the Northwest Passage, control and boundaries of the Beaufort Sea 

or control of the small Hans Island, with the biggest dispute being their claim to an area of 1.2 million 

square kilometres of seabed and subsoil in the Arctic Ocean – including the North Pole.16 For Canada, 

the indigenous Arctic society is also a priority, with many of the official Arctic goal being focused 

on them and their well-being.17 

United States of America: The USA has been an Arctic state since the purchase of Alaska from 

Russia 1867. As one of the last countries that has not ratified UNCLOS, the USA has not made an 

official claim to the Arctic Ocean. The U.S.’s “desired end-state for the Arctic is a secure and stable 

region in which U.S. national security interests are safeguarded, the U.S. homeland is defended, and 

 
13 Broad, William J. Russia’s Claim Under Polar Ice Irks American. The New York Times. 19 February 2008. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2008/02/19/world/europe/19arctic.html?adxnnl=1&adxnnlx=1311810481-

IXSrMDBjzhfGopGmYcf6tw (accessed December 8, 2019). 
14 Barkham, Patrick. Why does Denmark think it can lay claim to the north pole? The Guardian. December 16, 2014. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/shortcuts/2014/dec/16/why-denmark-thinks-it-can-lay-claim-to-north-pole 

(accessed December 9, 2019). 
15 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark. The Arctic. n.d. https://um.dk/en/foreign-policy/the-arctic/ (accessed 

December 9, 2019). 
16 George, Jane. Canada submits its Arctic Ocean claim to the United Nations. Nunatsiaq News. 24 May 2019. 

https://nunatsiaq.com/stories/article/canada-submits-its-arctic-ocean-claim-to-the-united-nations/ (accessed December 

9, 2019). 
17 Government of Canada. Highlights of Canada's Arctic and Northern Policy Framework. 10 September 2019. 

https://www.rcaanc-cirnac.gc.ca/eng/1567697304035/1567697319793 (accessed December 9, 2019). 

https://www.nytimes.com/2008/02/19/world/europe/19arctic.html?adxnnl=1&adxnnlx=1311810481-IXSrMDBjzhfGopGmYcf6tw
https://www.nytimes.com/2008/02/19/world/europe/19arctic.html?adxnnl=1&adxnnlx=1311810481-IXSrMDBjzhfGopGmYcf6tw
https://www.theguardian.com/world/shortcuts/2014/dec/16/why-denmark-thinks-it-can-lay-claim-to-north-pole
https://um.dk/en/foreign-policy/the-arctic/
https://nunatsiaq.com/stories/article/canada-submits-its-arctic-ocean-claim-to-the-united-nations/
https://www.rcaanc-cirnac.gc.ca/eng/1567697304035/1567697319793


nations work cooperatively to address shared challenges.”18 The fear of a Russian controlled Arctic 

and the prevention of this is also part of what drives the Arctic strategy of the United States. 

The Arctic Council: “In 1996, the Ottawa Declaration formally established the Arctic Council as a 

high-level intergovernmental forum to provide a means for promoting cooperation, coordination and 

interaction among the Arctic States, with the involvement of the Arctic Indigenous communities and 

other Arctic inhabitants on common Arctic issues; in particular, issues of sustainable development 

and environmental protection in the Arctic. Arctic Council Member States are Canada, the Kingdom 

of Denmark (including Greenland and the Faroe Islands), Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russian 

Federation, Sweden, and the United States of America. In addition to the Member States, the Arctic 

Council has the category of indigenous Permanent Participants.”19 The Arctic Council also has 39 

observers, consisting of non-Arctic states, intergovernmental organisations and NGOs. The Arctic 

council, however, often avoids military security matters, as it focuses on issues of resource protection 

and science. 

 

Relevant UN Resolutions  

The United Nation Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) is very relevant for territorial claims 

to the Arctic Ocean. It lays the groundwork for international sea law and has clear guidelines on which 

rights a country has on an ocean such as the Arctic. 

Available at: https://www.un.org/depts/los/convention_agreements/texts/unclos/unclos_e.pdf 

The Agreement on Cooperation on Aeronautical and Maritime Search and Rescue in the Arctic is an 

example of international cooperation in the Arctic in the name of science. This agreement was signed 

within the Arctic Council. 

Available at: https://oaarchive.arctic-council.org/bitstream/handle/11374/531/EDOCS-1910-v1-

ACMMDK07_Nuuk_2011_Arctic_SAR_Agreement_unsigned_EN.PDF?sequence=8&isAllowed=y 

Though it is not a UN Resolution, the Agreement to Prevent Unregulated High Seas Fisheries in the 

Central Arctic Ocean is very relevant for fishing and general Arctic cooperation. It was signed by the 

European Union, Canada, the People's Republic of China, Denmark (in respect of Greenland and the 

Faroe Islands), Iceland, Japan, the Republic of Korea, Norway, the Russian Federation and the United 

States to prevent all commercial fishing in the Arctic Ocean and the sea territories of Arctic states for 

an initial period of 16 years unless scientists confirm that it can be done sustainably and unless the 

parties agree on mechanisms to ensure the sustainability of fish stocks. 

Available at: https://www.mofa.go.jp/mofaj/files/000449233.pdf 

 
18 United States of America Department of Defense. “Report to Congress: Department of Defense Arctic Strategy.” 

June 2019. https://media.defense.gov/2019/Jun/06/2002141657/-1/-1/1/2019-DOD-ARCTIC-STRATEGY.PDF 

(accessed December 8, 2019). 
19 Arctic Council. History of the Arctic Council. 7 April 2011. https://www.arctic-council.org/index.php/en/about-

us/arctic-council (accessed December 9, 2019). 

https://www.un.org/depts/los/convention_agreements/texts/unclos/unclos_e.pdf
https://oaarchive.arctic-council.org/bitstream/handle/11374/531/EDOCS-1910-v1-ACMMDK07_Nuuk_2011_Arctic_SAR_Agreement_unsigned_EN.PDF?sequence=8&isAllowed=y
https://oaarchive.arctic-council.org/bitstream/handle/11374/531/EDOCS-1910-v1-ACMMDK07_Nuuk_2011_Arctic_SAR_Agreement_unsigned_EN.PDF?sequence=8&isAllowed=y
https://www.mofa.go.jp/mofaj/files/000449233.pdf
https://media.defense.gov/2019/Jun/06/2002141657/-1/-1/1/2019-DOD-ARCTIC-STRATEGY.PDF
https://www.arctic-council.org/index.php/en/about-us/arctic-council
https://www.arctic-council.org/index.php/en/about-us/arctic-council


Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue 

International cooperation is key to solving this issue. Therefore, bodies like the Arctic Council are 

important steps in securing long-term peace and prosperity for the Arctic. Additionally, UNCLOS 

was an important step in clarifying sea rights, which in turn still helps clarify the territorial claims to 

the Arctic Ocean. Though not all countries have ratified it, most states abide by the rules of UNCLOS. 

Joint scientific projects and banning of fishing for the next 16 years also show international 

cooperation in the area. 

 

Possible Solutions 

• Addressing all disputed areas to settle the control of these areas 

• “Fast-Tracking” the claims of the North Pole at the Commission on the Limits of the 

Continental Shelf 

• Clarifying the control over each polar shipping routes by either 

o Declaring them part of internal waters; 

o Or declaring them part of international waters; 

o Or giving control over shipping routes to an intergovernmental agency (i.e. the UN, 

the Arctic Council, a new agency, etc.) 

• Declaring the Arctic as a nuclear-weapons free zone 

• Banning further militarisation of the Arctic 

• Agreeing on an International Arctic Peace Treaty to prevent conflicts from arising 

• Setting out international guidelines on sustainable Arctic tourism 

• Doing everything in each countries’ power to prevent climate change, the rising of 

temperatures and the melting of Arctic ice  
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