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Introduction:  

The Arctic is a geographic region that is spread around the north pole. This region refers to the Arctic 

Circle in the political sense. The Arctic Circle has a diameter of 5,000 kilometers, a circumference of 

16,000 kilometers and covers 14.5 million square 

kilometers, around 3% of the Earth’s area.1 This area 

has been full of natural resources for millions of 

years, containing resources such as oil, natural gasses 

and minerals that are used in modern technological 

chips.2 It is estimated that the Arctic Circle has around 

400 billion barrels of oil worth over 28 trillion euros. It 

has come into the spotlight recently due to the 

receding ice caps that were caused by climate change. 

This makes these rare materials more accessible, as 

they were historically difficult to extract because of 

the thickness of the Ice. Knowing why these factors 

can influence the manner in which a nation behaves is 

extremely important. According to the United Nations 

Convention of the Law of the Sea, an international agreement that establishes the legal framework of 

the sea and its laws (1982), there are Five Nations that have the Legal Right to exploit the Arctic's 

natural resources within their own exclusive economic zones. The five countries are: Canada, 

Norway, the United States, Denmark and Russia. Tensions have risen in recent decades due to the 

new availability of natural resources. Each nation disputes the area of its own exclusive economic 

zones.  

 

 
1 https://www.livescience.com/arctic-circle.html  
2 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MGxXb-WQcjg&ab_channel=TLDRNewsGlobal  

Figure 1: The Arctic Circle 
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The International Maritime Organization’s goal is to promote safe, secure, environmentally sound, 

efficient and sustainable shipping through cooperation. The issue at hand clearly requires safe and 

secure bilateral agreements in order to squash the possibility of a future conflict. Currently, there is 

not any active conflict in the Arctic Region, however, if an international agreement is not reached the 

possibility of a destabilized Arctic is very possible.  

 

Definition of Key Terms:  

Exclusive Economic zone 

An Exclusive Economic zone is defined as an area of sea, land and air which exclusively belongs to 

one nation and is under its jurisdiction, laws and regulations. In the case of the Arctic Region, there 

are 5 nations with an Exclusive Economic zone. These are Denmark, Canada, Russia, the United States 

and Norway. These zones and nations were agreed upon during the convention of the law of the sea 

in 1982. These five nations are able to exploit the natural resources however they please without any 

legal consequences.  

 

Geopolitical 

Geopolitics is defined as the study of how economics and geography have an influence on politics 

and the relationships between nations that are affected by these geopolitical factors. In the case of 

the Arctic Region, the Arctic and the new trade routes are the Geographic Factors. The manner in 

which these affect political decisions and nations’ relationships is the political part of the word.   

 

Northwest Passage 

The Northwest Passage is a maritime route that runs along the northern coast of Canada in the Arctic 

Archipelago. The diagram in General Overview provides further information on the Northwest 

passage. 

 

Northern Sea Route 

The Northern Sea Route is a maritime sea route in the Arctic region that spans across the northern 

coast of Russia. Diagram provides further information on the route. 

 

International Waterway 

An International Waterway is any body of water where ships and vessels are able to drive freely 

without being subjected to the maritime laws of nations. The one exception to this is during wartime. 
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The nation that surrounds the body of water then has full jurisdiction over the waterway. An 

example of this is the Strait of Turkey, they are able to close the waterway in any event of war.  

 

Icebreaker Ship 

An icebreaker ship is a specialized vessel that is able to break through thick ice layers in the ocean. It 

is used to clear routes through the Arctic Ocean.  

 

Suez Canal 

The Suez Canal is the current route ships are required to take to reach Asia from Europe or vice-

versa. The Suez Canal is located in Egyptian waters. It is not recognised as an international maritime 

route.  

 

Panama Canal 

The Panama Canal currently connects the East coast of the United States of America to Asia. It is 

connected in Panama and is not recognised as an international maritime route.  

 

Straits of Denmark 

The Straits of Denmark are waterways between the Danish islands. It is recognised as an 

international maritime route. 

 

Straits of Turkey 

The Straits of Turkey are short waterways located in the city of Istanbul, not in the capital Ankara. It 

connects the Black Sea to the Mediterranean Sea and provides a valuable trading route for Russia. It 

is an international maritime route.  

 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 

Gross Domestic Product is the total value of all produced goods and services in a country at any given 

moment. 
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General Overview 

Ever since ships and trading routes have been established, the human population has been trying to 

find the shortest and most efficient shipping routes. The Arctic region is extremely important and its 

importance only grows as the shipping routes and opportunities grow. The five nations that have 

access to their own exclusive economic zones do not agree on the manner in which these routes 

need to be established. These perspectives lay out the start of the disagreements that occur in the 

Arctic. Ever since the entry of the Convention of the law of the sea, nations have been arguing for 

their own control over the territory. One such example is the People’s Republic of China. Although 

they have no land whatsoever connecting to the Arctic Region, they believe that they should be 

enabled to gain jurisdiction over certain areas in the Arctic. Examples of such areas are shipping trade 

routes. As the diagram beneath shows, the Arctic has two main shipping passages. The northwest 

passage and the Northern Sea Route.  

 

Northwest Passage 

Currently, the safest and fastest routes from Asia to the West Coast of the United States of America 

travel through the Panama Canal, a small canal allowing ships to cross from the Pacific to the Atlantic 

Ocean and vice versa. This journey takes approximately 10,500 nautical miles from Shanghai to New 

York. The reason that the Northwest passage is becoming more and more important is the fact that it 

shortens the trip length. Through the Northwest passage, a trip from Shanghai to New York would 

only take approximately 8,600 nautical miles, cutting both the prices for gas and the journey time. It 

is therefore becoming more attractive for different shipping companies and countries to access this 

passage. Especially for trade between China, Japan, Korea and the United States West Coast. There is 

Figure 2: Arctic Maritime Trade Routes 
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a lot of potential for these trade routes to open up as ice-caps in the Arctic region recede. According 

to a study conducted by Brown University, researchers found that by 2065 the extent to which ice 

has melted in the Arctic region would enable multiple months of ice-free water during the summer. 

This opens up many new opportunities for shipping, allowing more cargo to be transported by one 

ship, which was not a possibility due to the restriction of the Panama Canal. Importance of this 

passageway is understood by many nations that wish to mold the way in which the Northwest 

passage can be traversed, meaning that Geopolitical tensions increase.  

 

Currently, Canada claims that the waters along the Northwest passage belong exclusively to them. 

Canada argues that as these waters are within their exclusive economic zone, as set out by the 

Convention of the law of the sea, they are fully and solely responsible for these waters. Additionally, 

they declare that there currently is not enough safety in the region and a lot of infrastructure will 

both have to be built and maintained and that it will need to be done by Canada. This means that the 

cost of construction and maintenance is carried by themselves, and they do not see it as justifiable if 

they do not hold jurisdiction over these waters. Canada firmly believes that this future shipping route 

belongs solely to themselves. They even voted unanimously in 2009 to rename the passage to the 

Canadian Northwest Passage. The name has not been recognised by any other nation. They have 

further stated that international trade and shipping will be allowed through this passage. There are 

differing opinions, especially among the Arctic States about the validity of Canadian claims.  

 

The loudest opposer, and perhaps the most surprising, is the United States of America. Both 

countries have a long history of international relations, trade and cooperation. As one of Canada’s 

strongest allies, the United States position on the jurisdiction of the Northwest passage is critical for 

any future conflict. They strongly believe and have stated multiple times that these waterways do 

not belong solely to Canada. Historically, the United States has not complained about Canada’s claim 

of the Northwest Passage. They have now however come to a stronger belief as they see the future 

potential of this shipping route. The United States believes that this waterway should become an 

International Waterway and shipping route, meaning that any vessel can freely pass through without 

having to adhere to the laws set out by a country and without having to pay any tolls for passing 

through. This concept is currently working and supported in important shipping locations such as the 

Danish straits and the Turkish straits. They both are recognised as International waterways and allow 

free passage for any vessel wishing to do so. Canada further claims that this passage is not ‘useful’, 

which is a criterion needed to declare a waterway or passage international. This tension between 

Canada and the United States peaked when a United States icebreaker ship drove through the 
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Northwest passage without Canadian permission. It was seen as an act of war because of an invasion 

of sovereign Canadian territory.  

 

The People’s Republic of China currently has not openly sided with the United States of America or 

Canada on this issue. According to Michael Byers writing in the book China and the Northwest 

Passage, China as the leading world's largest trading and shipping partner, would benefit heavily 

from access to the Northwest passage as an alternative and cheaper trading route. They are 

therefore expected to side with the United States on this issue.  

 

The one Arctic State with its own exclusive economic zone that recognises Canadian claims over the 

Northwest passage is Russia. Russia themselves are not directly connected with the Northwest 

passage but that is not where their interest lies either. Russia recognises Canadian claims as they 

claim that the Northern Sea Route is under its jurisdiction.  

 

The European Union is in accordance with the United States, they believe that this passage should be 

an international maritime route allowing free access to all vessels and transport. 

 

Perhaps the most unknown opposer to Canada is the Inuit population that live near the Northwest 

passage. The Inuit people are indigenous and have lived in the areas for centuries. They believe that 

the jurisdiction of the Northwest passage should belong to them and not Canada. They argue that 

the passage follows along their lands and should therefore belong to them. 

 

Northern Sea Route 

Very similarly to the Northwest Passage, the Northern Sea Route has become ever more accessible 

due to the receding ice caps in the Arctic Region. Russia has invested heavily in infrastructure with 

new and improved ports across the north of its coast. This new sea route gives countries in Asia a 

quicker and safer way to get to Europe, specifically the port of Rotterdam. The issues that arise with 

this new possible route are very similar to the Northwest Passage. The route has been opened since 

the 1930s by the Soviet Union, but it has not been a reliable route due to the ice caps’ thickness. The 

route provides a faster alternative to the Suez Canal route. This route will accordingly allow more 

cargo to be transported by each individual ship. This new possibility of a shipping route would be 

revolutionary for Russia. They have historically not had many warm-water ports, meaning that they 

have had to rely on shipping through the straits of Turkey.  
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Russia claims that it has complete jurisdiction over the waters and the new maritime route as the 

waters lie within its exclusive economic zone and along their coastline. Similarly to the disputes with 

the Northwest passage, international recognition of sovereignty is very split.  

 

The United States does not recognise Russian sovereignty of the Northern Sea Route. Similarly to the 

Northwest passage, they believe that the maritime route should be recognised as an international 

route. Similarly, the European Union and its members agree with the United States.  

 

China is one state that not only recognises the sovereignty of the Northern Sea Route, but they have 

also heavily invested in infrastructure in Russian territory. Both states have been cooperating and 

have similar visions for the Northern Sea Route. This development has brought these two nations 

closer as allies and has led them to develop icebreakers to traverse the region together.  

 

Canada recognises Russia’s claim over the Northern Sea route, as Russia recognises the Northwest 

passage as under Canadian rule.  

 

 

Timeline of Key Events:  

 

Date Event 

1495 Christopher Columbus first explores international sea routes 

1648 Northern Sea Route First Established by Imperial Russia 

1700’s First attempts to traverse the Northwest passage 

1728 Map of the Northern Sea Route created 

1906 First successful traversal of the Northwest Passage 

1969 Unknown traversal of the Northwest passage by USA tanker 

1982 Convention of the law of the sea 

2000’s Discovery of the effect of Climate Change on the Arctic Ice Caps 
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Major Parties Involved: 

The Dominion of Canada 

Canada is recognised as one of the five nations with the right to exploit its resources in its own 

exclusive economic zone. Canada claims that the Northwest Passage is under their territorial 

sovereignty. They recognise Russia’s claim of sovereignty over the Northern Sea Passage. 

  

The Kingdom of Norway 

The kingdom of Norway is recognised as one of the five nations with the right to exploit its resources 

in its own exclusive economic zone. Norway believes that both routes should be recognised as 

International waters as they are keen on new shipping opportunities. 

 

The Kingdom of Denmark 

The Kingdom of Denmark is recognised as one of the five nations with the right to exploit its 

resources in its own exclusive economic zone. Similarly to Norway, Denmark believes that the routes 

should be recognised as International.  

 

The Russian Federation 

The Russian Federation is recognised as one of the five nations with the right to exploit its resources 

in its own exclusive economic zone. The Russian Federation currently claims the Northern Sea 

Passage as under its sovereignty. Their ties with other nations have been squashed with the conflict 

in Ukraine. They recognise Canada’s claim over the Northwest Passage.  

 

The United States of America 

The United States of America is recognised as one of the five nations with the right to exploit its 

resources in its own exclusive economic zone. They directly oppose their ally Canada and believe that 

both the Northwest Passage and the Northern Sea Route should be recognised as international 

maritime routes.  

 

The People’s Republic of China  

China currently is not recognised as an Arctic nation although it claimed it should be an Arctic nation 

in 2012. Their NAVY has started regular incursions into the Arctic and have an observer status on the 

Arctic Council. China is currently working alongside Russia to build infrastructure for the Northern 

Sea Route. They have serious intentions in the Arctic Region similar to Russia and the United States.  
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Arctic Council 

The Arctic Council was established by the Ottawa Declaration in 1996. It is an Intergovernmental 

forum for addressing issues related to the Arctic Region. The Members of the Arctic Council are: 

- Finland 

- Sweden 

- Russia 

- Norway 

- Denmark 

- USA 

- Canada 

- Iceland 

The Arctic Council is not a treaty-based organization, it focuses on intergovernmental consensus. It 

also consists of indigenous groups or Permanent Participants such as the Saami Council (SC) and the 

Aleut International Organisation (AIA). The goal of the Arctic Council is to achieve sustainable 

development, and environmental protection; not military security.  

 

 

Possible Solutions 

Currently the issue in the Arctic Region is both unsolved and has not been addressed in the United 

Nations and the International Maritime Organisation. Although this issue is not likely to currently 

cause any military involvement and crises, it is important to come to a consensus on possible 

solutions in order to prevent a future conflict.  

 

Sovereignty over the Maritime Routes 

The most logical and perhaps the only meaningful solution to reach is to decide on the sovereignty of 

these maritime routes. The Arctic Nations have different views on the sovereignty of the maritime 

routes. The most important part of a solution is to come to a consensus which every nation is 

content with. There are two possible solutions to come to for both the Northwest passage and the 

Northern Sea Route. Firstly, the nations could agree or vote in favor to make the maritime routes 

international. This would mean that they are not subjected to maritime laws of either Canada or 

Russia, who currently have laid claim to these routes. There are both positives and negatives that 

could occur from this solution. The positives of having an international maritime route are that trade 

would exponentially increase and shipping would become far less expensive for shipping companies. 
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This would mean that imported goods would become more accessible for consumers, causing a drop 

in prices of imported goods. Another positive of having an international waterway is that any future 

disputes between the countries that have access to the Northwest Passage would not affect the way 

in which goods are transported and in what quantity. These disputes would be solved bilaterally 

between both nations rather than through force.  

 

The negative effects of making these maritime routes international are the possibility of increased 

illegal activity or also known as transnational crime. This may include the illegal and unknown 

traversal by vessels, illegal fishing in the area and illegal trafficking of goods. This could cause the 

destabilization of the northern borders of both Canada and Russia. Canada and Russia would have to 

respond by monitoring every ship that passes through the passage and to locate armed forces at the 

border, making sure that no illegal activity is occurring. If the waters were international, Canada and 

Russia would not be able to monitor the ships and place their NAVY in the region in case of conflict. 

That would mean the International Maritime Organisation along with the Arctic nations would need 

to come to a consensus on how to monitor and regulate the possibility of illegal activity.  

 

The second possibility is to grant the sovereignty of the maritime routes to Russia or/and Canada. 

This would grant them complete control and jurisdiction over the passages. This possibility comes 

with its own positives and negatives. Firstly, this could prevent unmonitored crime more easily than 

an international response. Secondly, this could provide the nations with a new income and to expand 

their GDP possibilities. However, there are also negative consequences if this solution is passed. This 

would grant the complete control and jurisdiction of a crucial maritime route to a nation, opening 

the opportunity for exploitation. This could mean that the nation imposes high toll prices or that they 

could completely restrict access to a nation.  

 

The most important factor in creating such a solution is cooperation. International cooperation is at 

the heart of the United Nations and we must not forget the Charter of the United Nations. 
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