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Preface 

To navigate the challenges and opportunities presented by a changing Arctic and wider High North region, 
the UK needs to ensure it has a robust strategy and policy framework that is refreshed regularly to reflect 
new trends and developments. To be successful, the UK’s approach must be underpinned by a clear 
understanding of the different diplomatic, information, military and economic (DIME) levers through 
which the government can exert influence, either unilaterally or through cooperation with others. 

To inform ongoing development and implementation of High North strategy and policy, in 2019–2020 
the Development, Concepts and Doctrine Centre (DCDC) within the Ministry of Defence 
(MOD) conducted an internal Strategic Implications Project (SIP) to understand possible trends in the 
region out to 2050. This project identified areas for further action or investigation, including a need to 
better understand how different parts of government could work together on High North issues and how 
the UK could maximise its influence over developments in the High North through international fora.  

To address these knowledge gaps, DCDC commissioned a follow-on (and public) study in November 2020 
with support from both the MOD and the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO). 
The Global Strategic Partnership (GSP), a research consortium led by RAND Europe, was tasked to provide 
an independent perspective on how the UK might maximise its influence in a changing High North through 
enhanced cooperation across government and within multilateral fora. The interdisciplinary study team was 
led by RAND Europe, part of the global RAND Corporation. RAND is a not-for-profit research institute 
whose mission is to help improve policy- and decision-making through objective research and analysis. The 
GSP team also included subject-matter experts from Newman & Spurr Consultancy (part of QinetiQ), 
Nord University in Norway and Uppsala University in Sweden.  

This report presents findings from that research and analysis. For more information about RAND, the GSP 
consortium or this study, please contact: 

 

James Black 

Research Leader – Defence, Security and Infrastructure 

RAND Europe 

Westbrook Centre, Milton Road, Cambridge, CB4 1YG 

UNITED KINGDOM 

e. jblack@randeurope.org  

t. +44 1223 353 329 

mailto:jblack@randeurope.org
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Summary 

In a changing High North, the UK is looking to understand ways of enhancing internal 
and external cooperation to maximise its influence over future trends in the region 

This report presents findings from a study by the Global Strategic Partnership, a research consortium led 
by RAND, on behalf of the Development, Concepts and Doctrine Centre (DCDC) within the UK Ministry 
of Defence (MOD). This builds on previous internal analysis by DCDC of trends in the Arctic and broader 
High North to 2050 (see Figure 0.1) and aims to address the following overarching research question (RQ). 

RQ1: What levers of influence does the UK have, or can it develop, to promote a High 
North future out to 2050 that is coherent with its existing, and future, strategic interests? 

To answer this overarching RQ, the report presents data and analysis on a series of other RQs. This executive 
summary captures key takeaways from each of these RQs, with further detail included in the main report. 

Figure 0.1: Map of the Arctic and broader High North region 

 
Source: Hislop (2013). 
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RQ2: Which areas of UK Government policy are likely to be affected by and/or to 
affect the changing strategic environment in the High North over the next 30 years? 

Strategic challenges and opportunities in the region can be divided into three thematic areas: foreign policy 
and diplomacy; defence and security; and the economy. The environment remains a key issue and driver of 
change across all these areas, presenting both challenges and opportunities. A changing Arctic could lead to 
intra-state tensions, for example regarding fisheries, freedom of navigation or resource extraction. While 
receding ice could make northern routes between Europe and Asia increasingly commercially attractive, 
Arctic shipping routes will remain unreliable and difficult in the medium term. Additional drivers of tension 
in the region include increased militarisation and activity in the High North, or the threat of spillovers from 
crises and conflicts in other parts of the world (‘horizontal escalation’). As the UK seeks to promote a future 
for the Arctic as an area of ‘low tension’, and enhance UK influence in the wider High North region, it 
must remain cognisant of the fact that the UK is not an Arctic State, and consequently often needs to use 
indirect levers of power to achieve its objectives. At the same time, the impact of ongoing changes in the 
region is likely to be felt across a broad variety of policy areas – both within central government and devolved 
administrations (e.g. in Scotland) – increasingly affecting the UK’s wider influence, security and prosperity.  

RQ3: What is the current state of cooperation on High North strategy and policy across 
the different parts of UK Government? 

The UK’s strategic interests in the High North are reflected in the 2021 Integrated Review, which identifies 
the UK as the ‘nearest neighbour’ to the Arctic, and in the 2018 Arctic Policy Framework. However, 
mechanisms for preventing contradictory policies towards the region face several important limitations. 
Cross-government cooperation on High North policies is structured around the formal leadership of the 
Polar Regions Department within the Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office (FCDO). The 
Department’s focus on the ‘Arctic’ of the Arctic Council encompasses a broader geographical and policy 
scope to the more specifically focused ‘High North’ which is the focus of the MOD and relates more to the 
defence and security issues adjacent to the UK. Similarly, the primary focus of the Department is on 
representing the UK at the Arctic Council, a forum designed to exclude issues of military security. Other 
perceived barriers include the lack of a clear single Arctic director within FCDO – limiting the government’s 
ability to centralise decision making on Arctic issues – or the lack of a formal decision-making body on 
Arctic policies across government. However, the UK can count on its geographical location, military and 
scientific clout, and good bilateral relations with most Arctic States to raise its influence in the Arctic. 

RQ4: To what extent and how might the UK’s strategic interests be affected in the 
absence of more coherent cross-government High North strategy and policy? 

A lack of cross-government cohesion could bring significant challenges to the UK, while missing out on 
significant opportunities. The economic development of the Arctic has the potential to directly impact the 
UK, but there is a need to maintain the rule of law and a sustainable exploitation of resources in the Arctic. 
Managing climate and environmental change is a fundamental strategic interest for the UK in the Arctic, 
given interlinkages with the climate and ecosystems in the UK. Enhancing cross-government cooperation 
could help address these issues among others, while retaining a coherent approach and consistent messaging. 
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RQ5: How might cross-government cooperation on High North strategy and policy be 
further developed and improved, given anticipated changes in the region out to 2050? 

The principles of cross-government coordination inherited from the Fusion Doctrine – a concept 
formulated in the 2018 National Security and Capability Review – provide a blueprint for the UK to engage 
with strategic challenges and opportunities in the Arctic and broader High North region. A more integrated 
approach towards the High North could unify UK strategy into a cross-government effort directed at 
specific goals. The success of external engagement relies on first strengthening cohesion at home. 
Optimising cross-government coordination with a streamlined decision-making process could boost UK 
influence in the High North. Further investment in military capabilities that do not disrupt the balance of 
power in the region could strengthen the UK’s position. Finally, the UK could further leverage its scientific 
and economic clout to enhance its bilateral diplomatic relations with Arctic States and facilitate cooperation. 

Figure 0.2: Summary of prospects for a cross-government approach to High North policies 

 

Source: GSP analysis. 
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Q6: What are threats and opportunities associated with using different multilateral fora 
(e.g. Arctic Council) to pursue UK strategy and policy in conjunction with other actors? 

The Arctic Council is the leading institution in the region, with high levels of influence across the areas of 
transport, science, diplomacy, social, legal and economy, but with no role in the military domain. NATO 
holds most influence in military matters, while the International Maritime Organisation has influence in 
the domains of transport and legal. Other fora – such as the Barents Euro-Arctic Council, the Conference 
of Arctic Parliamentarians and the Nordic Council – have high levels of diplomatic influence, but lack a 
remit for military affairs, suggesting that opportunities for military influence are restricted within Arctic 
governance. Arctic-focused fora possess predominately diplomatic strengths but lack clout in other domains 
– such as security or economy – suggesting there is scope for future evolution in governance institutions as 
the region becomes more accessible, developed, populated and exploited for various purposes.  

As an important member of NATO and Observer to the Arctic Council, the UK plays a central part in the 
Arctic and broader High North. Nevertheless, there are opportunities to expand UK influence in the region 
via further cooperation with Arctic fora and individual nations, as outlined in the figure below.  

Figure 0.3: Summary of prospects for a multilateral approach 

 
Source: GSP analysis. 

Finally, this study concludes by identifying possible areas for further investigation to inform future UK 
strategy and policy towards the High North. This includes further data collection and analysis to examine 
the changing strategic approaches and priorities of other actors; the impact of new technology and operating 
domains; alternative scenarios for Scotland’s role; comparison of capability and force-development options; 
and prioritisation of scientific engagement options, based on the UK’s strengths and priorities.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Context 

1.1.1. In recent years, the Arctic and wider High North have re-emerged as an area 
of concern for policymakers, reflecting changes in climate and geopolitics 

Rapid ice-melting and associated changes – such as rising sea levels resulting from higher temperatures – 
are opening new maritime routes and access to natural resources in the Arctic and broader ‘High North’. 
Ongoing climate and environmental changes are rightly provoking global concern, but also bring renewed 
political, security, military and economic interest in this cold, remote and inhospitable region.1  

Russia has been steadily increasing its military presence along its northern coastline, further militarising its 
‘bastion’ in the Arctic, the Kola Peninsula and the Barents Sea, and enhancing its power-projection 
capabilities to threaten the sea lines of communication that connect North Atlantic Treaty Organisation 
(NATO) allies across Europe, the United States and Canada.2 At the same time, China is aiming to 
maximise its economic and political interests through investments in shipping, infrastructure and an 
increased presence in the region. Alongside these developments, the US has developed a new Arctic policy 
and is rolling out new military command structures and capabilities to defend its own interests. Canada and 
the Nordic nations have similarly been refreshing their policies, plans and posture; while multiple states 
continue to lay claim to the waters, continental shelf and resources of the Arctic Ocean.3 Below the national 
level, indigenous Arctic communities and non-governmental organisations continue to advocate for more 
action to address the impact of changing conditions on local societies, livelihoods and ecosystems.  

This growing convergence of environmental and geopolitical trends challenges the status that the region has 
held since the end of the Cold War as a relatively low-tension area.4 There is increasing concern over the 
potential for competition among regional actors, or for external tensions in an era of ‘global and persistent 
competition’ to have spillover effects in the High North at the expense of cooperation, stability and 
environmental action.5  

 

 
1 Klimenko (2019); Soare (2020).  
2 Black et al. (2020).  
3 House of Commons Defence Committee (2018c).  
4 Pezard et al. (2018).  
5 HM Government (2021). 
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1.2. Definitions 

1.2.1. There is no universally accepted definition of the High North, a political term 
denoting interlinked areas of strategic interest in the Arctic and North Atlantic 

Policy and academic discussions of trends in the northern-most reaches of the world are constrained by the 
lack of clear and agreed terminology. In broad terms, documents and initiatives can be broken into those 
that focus more narrowly on the Arctic and those that address some broader sense of a ‘High North’. Even 
this distinction, however, masks substantial confusion and disagreement as to what is meant by the Arctic 
(see Figure 1.1). Most often, the 66˚33’44” latitude is used to demarcate a region known as the Arctic 
Circle. However, this draws a crude and somewhat arbitrary line through seas and lands with a complex 
topography and varying environmental and biological characteristics. Some sources distinguish, for 
example, between the polar barrens of the ‘high Arctic’ and the tundra of the ‘low Arctic’. Other definitions 
focus on where temperatures remain below 10˚C even in July, or where the Arctic tree-line ends.6  

Figure 1.1: Ecological, human and political geography of the Arctic  

 
Source: Hislop (2013). 

 

 

 
6 Scottish Government (2019). 
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Of course, ‘the Arctic Circle which sits 66.6 degrees north of the Equator may not necessarily reflect the 
Arctic geographically’, nor the usage of similar terms in political and legal settings.7 The US, Canada, Russia, 
Norway, Iceland, Sweden, Finland and Denmark (incl. Greenland) are typically understood as the ‘Arctic 
states’, reflected in their privileged status in governance structures such as the Arctic Council.8 At the same 
time, other structures and treaties provide alternative demarcations, such as the introduction of the idea of 
a ‘Central Arctic Ocean’ (CAO) in the 2018 Agreement to Prevent Unregulated High Seas Fisheries in that 
area of water. There is similarly a suggestion that international legal frameworks – such as the United 
Nations Convention for the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) – may in future seek to ‘regionalise’ seas and oceans 
such as those in the Arctic, ‘establishing them as [defined] objects of and for governance’. 9 Other academic 
and policy documents refer to a ‘new Arctic’, a term denoting ‘the changes, opportunities and challenges 
emerging in the region as ice coverage shrinks’.10 

Though commonly understood to refer to a broader geographical area than ‘the Arctic’, the related idea of 
a ‘High North’ is similarly contested. The term is used differently depending on context. For example, the 
Norwegian definition of ‘nordområdene’, itself different from Arctic and High North, covers those seas, 
islands and lands that stretch ‘northwards from the southern boundary of Nordland county in Norway and 
eastwards from the Greenland Sea to the Barents Sea and the Pechora Sea’; while also encompassing 
administrative entities from Norway, Sweden, Finland and Russia that participate in the Barents Regional 
Council.11 For the UK, however, the lack of any sovereign territory in the Arctic Circle means its primary 
interest lies in understanding interlinkages between developments in the Arctic and its own ‘near abroad’.12  

To this end, this report adopts an inclusive understanding of the broader High North. This is intended as 
a shorthand to help develop strategy and policy in a large region with complex internal linkages and 
dynamics, and not as a strictly defined territorial area. As such, the concept of a High North most relevant 
to the UK must include not only the Arctic – with a particular interest in the ‘European Arctic’ that runs 
from Greenland in the west through to the Kola Peninsula in the east – but also the Greenland-Iceland-UK 
(GIUK) gap and the surrounding waters of the North Atlantic.  

 

 
7 House of Commons Defence Committee (2018c).  
8 HM Government (2013).  
9 Dodds (2019).  
10 Tunsjø (2020).  
11 Skagestad (2010). 
12 The Command Paper released by the Ministry of Defence in March 2021 offers a succinct if still broad definition 
of the High North as ‘The Arctic and surrounding region’. Ministry of Defence (2021).  
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1.3. Relevance to UK strategy and policy 

1.3.1. The UK considers itself the ‘Arctic’s closest neighbour’ and is increasing its 
focus on the High North in response to changing conditions 

Though the UK is not an Arctic state, its strategic position neighbouring the region, its reliance on sea lines 
of communication as a maritime nation, its role in NATO and its leadership on climate-change issues all 
entail a need for close engagement with developments in the Arctic and broader High North. 

Within government, departments with relevant interests include the Foreign, Commonwealth and 
Development Office (FCDO), the Ministry of Defence (MOD), the Department of Environment, Food 
and Rural Affairs (Defra), the Department for Transport (DfT), the Department for International Trade 
(DIT) and the Department of Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy (BEIS). Other relevant parties 
include the Maritime and Coastguard Agency (MCA) and the Research Councils, along with the devolved 
administration in Scotland (the most northerly territory of the UK). The Polar Regions Department (PRD) 
in the FCDO holds primary responsibility over both Arctic and Antarctic matters (including the UK’s claim 
to the over 1.7 million km2 British Antarctic Territory, and maintenance of research sites close to the South 
Pole), while the MOD also plays a major role given its unique assets, capabilities and security remit.  

Given the many stakeholders involved, an ‘Arctic Network’ serves to share information with other 
government departments and coordinate UK policy in the region, guided by the Arctic Policy Framework 
introduced in 2013 (under the title ‘Adapting to Change’) and then updated in 2018 (with the new heading 
‘Beyond the Ice’).13 In 2018, the MOD announced its intention to develop a Defence Arctic Strategy as a 
related document; this initiative has subsequently evolved to encompass a broader focus on the High North. 

Externally, the UK is one of the original Observers to the Arctic Council and is an active participant in 
other frameworks such as the Arctic Security Forces Roundtable (ASFR) and coordinator of the Northern 
Group, alongside playing a major role in relevant global institutions such as the United Nations (UN).14  

1.3.2. In this evolving context, the UK has recognised a need to make use of all 
available levers to help shape future outcomes in the High North 

The Integrated Review of Security, Defence, Development and Foreign Policy released in March 2021 
(hereafter ‘the Integrated Review’) emphasised the UK’s enduring and growing strategic interests in the 
Arctic and broader High North region, outlining the following priorities: 

…we will contribute to maintaining the region as one of high cooperation and 
low tension. We will also maintain a significant contribution to Arctic science, 
focused on understanding the implications of climate change. We are committed 

 

 
13 Depledge and Dodds (2011).  
14 The Northern Group includes the Baltic and Nordic states, Germany, Poland, the Netherlands and UK. The ASFR 
involves the Arctic States, France, Germany, the Netherlands, and UK – Russian participation was suspended in 2014. 
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to working with our partners to ensure that increasing access to the region and its 
resources is managed safely, sustainably, and responsibly.15 

The Defence Command Paper that accompanied the Integrated Review similarly emphasised the ‘great 
importance’ of the High North in ‘maintaining security in defence of the North Atlantic’, and called for 
enhanced capabilities, high-readiness forces and use of multilateral partnerships to better secure the region.16 
Improving and leveraging cross-government cooperation was a key theme in both the Integrated Review 
and Command Paper. This reflects the need to make effective use of a variety of diplomatic, information, 
military and economic (DIME) levers to achieve policy goals in priority areas, such as the High North. 

1.4. Research scope, objectives and questions 

1.4.1. The Development, Concepts and Doctrine Centre has commissioned research 
to explore prospects for enhancing UK High North strategy and policy 

To inform ongoing development of High North strategy and policy, in 2019–2020 the MOD’s 
Development, Concepts and Doctrine Centre (DCDC) conducted a Strategic Implications Project (SIP) 
to understand possible trends in the region out to 2050. Its findings were not published beyond 
government, but, most notably, the SIP identified several areas for further action and investigation. These 
entailed a need to better understand how different parts of government could work together on a High 
North strategy and policy, and how the UK could maximise its influence in the region using multilateralism.  

In November 2020, DCDC commissioned a follow-on study to address this requirement, with support 
from the MOD and FCDO. Specifically, DCDC tasked a RAND-led team from the Global Strategic 
Partnership (GSP) to gather evidence and stakeholder perspectives on how the UK might better shape 
developments in a changing High North through cooperation, both across government and internationally.  

1.4.2. The Global Strategic Partnership was asked to conduct research and analysis 
to provide evidence and insight on a series of research questions 

This research aimed to address the following overarching research question (RQ):  

RQ1. What levers of influence does the UK have, or can it develop, to promote a High North future 
out to 2050 that is coherent with the UK’s existing, and future, strategic interests? 

To answer this overarching RQ, the team also investigated available data on several other questions:  

RQ2. Which areas of UK Government policy are likely to be affected by and/or to affect the changing 
strategic environment in the High North over the next 30 years? 

RQ3. What is the current state of cooperation on High North strategy and policy across the different 
parts of UK Government? 

 

 
15 HM Government (2021). 
16 Ministry of Defence (2021). 
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RQ4.  To what extent and in what ways might the UK’s existing and future strategic interests be affected 
in the absence of more coherent cross-government High North strategy and policy? 

RQ5. How might cross-government cooperation on High North strategy and policy be further 
developed and improved, given anticipated changes in the region out to 2050? 

RQ6. What are the threats and opportunities associated with using different multilateral fora (e.g. the 
Arctic Council) to pursue cross-government strategy and policy in conjunction with other actors?  

Given the finite time and resources available, steps were taken to bound the scope of the research. The 
questions outlined above primarily concern how the UK Government coordinates use of different levers, 
both internally and externally, to promote its interests in the High North region. The study did not examine 
the standpoints of other regional and global actors in equivalent detail, nor did it seek to duplicate the pre-
existing work of the SIP by conducting a broad study of possible developments in the High North to 2050. 
Similarly, it was beyond the scope of the study to consider in detail possible scenarios in which developments 
outside the High North to 2050 (e.g. changes in global geopolitics away from, or further towards, a state 
of ‘persistent competition’) might have spillover effects on the UK’s interests and influence in the region.  

1.5. Research approach and methodology 

1.5.1. The GSP team applied a mixed-methods approach to gather evidence and 
analyse possible barriers and enablers to effective High North strategy 

To address the research questions, the study team developed a mixed-methods approach that combined 
desk-based research with extensive consultation with relevant stakeholders across central government and 
in the devolved administrations. This approach is summarised in Figure 1.2. 

Figure 1.2: Outline of research approach and methodology 

 
Source: Global Strategic Partnership.  
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1.6. Structure of the report 

Beyond this introductory chapter, this report presents the findings of this GSP study, organised across the 
following chapters: 

 Chapter 2: Brief discussion of emerging trends in the Arctic and High North relevant to the UK. 

 Chapter 3: Analysis of evidence from a mix of literature review and stakeholder perspectives on 
prospects for enhancing cooperation across UK Government on High North strategy and policy. 

 Chapter 4: Analysis of evidence from a mix of literature review and stakeholder perspectives on 
prospects for increasing UK influence through use of different multilateral fora.  

 Chapter 5: Summary of key takeaways for UK Government and areas for further research.  

These core chapters are complemented by a bibliography, along with technical annexes providing a full list 
of stakeholders consulted (Annex A) and the interview protocol used (Annex B).  
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2. Strategic challenges and opportunities out to 2050 

As outlined in Chapter 1, geopolitical and climatic changes in the Arctic and wider High North region are 
likely to demand new strategic approaches and policy interventions from interested nations such as the UK. 
This chapter summarises emerging challenges and opportunities in terms of international politics and 
diplomacy (Section 2.2), the climate and environment (Section 2.3), security (Section 2.4) and the economy 
(Section 2.5). This provides an overview of background information on the following RQ: 

RQ2. Which areas of UK Government policy are likely to be affected by and/or to affect the changing 
strategic environment in the High North over the next 30 years? 

This is not intended as a comprehensive analysis of the trends and themes already covered by DCDC in the 
SIP, or in other sources available in the public domain. Instead, this brief chapter aims to provide a basis 
for subsequent discussion of barriers and enablers to more effective coordination of UK strategy and policy 
in the High North, whether across government (Chapter 3) or in multilateral fora (Chapter 4). 

2.1. Overview 

Box 1 provides an outline of key findings from this chapter.  

Box 1: Summary of strategic challenges and opportunities out to 2050 

The strategic challenges and opportunities of the Arctic are connected to the UK’s fundamental national interests, 
namely sovereignty, security and prosperity. The integrated review establishes four overarching objectives: 
‘Sustaining strategic advantage through science and technology’; ‘Shaping the open international order of the future’; 
‘Strengthening security and defence at home and overseas’; and ‘Building resilience at home and overseas’. Across 
these thematic areas, the environment remains a key issue and driver of change, as receding ice in the Arctic could 
lead to increased geopolitical tensions and competition as valuable energy reserves and mineral resources become 
more accessible. Climate and environmental change also entail growing risks and costs associated with more frequent 
extreme weather, rising sea levels, changing migratory patterns and threatened biodiversity.  

Besides the spillover of broader global trends (e.g. increased great power competition) into the High North, territorial 
disputes and maritime delimitations in the Arctic Circle also remain a source of regional tension, with potential for 
disagreements over issues such as freedom of navigation. As more non-Arctic, third-party countries show an interest 
in the region, there is potential for conflict to arise. However, the UK’s status as an observer on the Arctic Council 
remains important, particularly as a platform for dialogue. Scotland also remains an example of the UK’s close 
linkages to the region, with potential for enhanced cooperation on building resilience in remote communities and 
fostering quality tourism. 
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Environmental developments could give rise to intra-state tensions, for example, regarding fisheries, similar to the 
1970s Cod Wars between Iceland and the UK. Additionally, permafrost could thaw, potentially exposing chemicals 
or contagious diseases. There is also potential for increased extraction of Arctic hydrocarbon and bioresources, an 
area of interest for the UK. However, resource extraction in the Arctic faces significant obstacles and it is important 
to avoid ‘hype’ about the pace or scale of change. There are similarly both challenges and opportunities associated 
with increased shipping in the region. On the one hand, receding ice increasingly allows for passage via a northern 
route between Europe and Asia. On the other hand, Arctic shipping routes could still prove unreliable and unfeasible 
in the short- to medium-term. If shipping routes were to open further in the Arctic, there would be a need to enhance 
safety and consider Search and Rescue (SAR) arrangements in the region. Furthermore, maritime traffic could affect 
fragile ecosystems due to increased emissions, higher risk of chemical contamination and introduction of invasive 
species. Increased activity and the build-up of military capabilities in the Arctic similarly have the potential to increase 
tensions. NATO is likely to continue to play an important role in maintaining security in the region, although 
collaboration is hampered by a lack of unity among members. Furthermore, a strong NATO presence could be 
portrayed as provoking Russia and used by Moscow to justify confrontational actions, necessitating a combination 
of both deterrence and dialogue/reassurance measures to avoid unintended escalation. Despite these environmental, 
diplomatic, security and economic drivers of potential tension in the Arctic region, however, it is important to note 
that any future armed conflict in the region is still most likely to arise due to spillovers from other geopolitical hotspots 
(i.e. horizontal escalation) rather than a crisis triggered within the High North itself (i.e. vertical escalation).  

Source: GSP summary of Chapter 2. 

The following sections discuss these issues in more detail, beginning with the diplomatic perspective.  

2.2. The evolving political landscape 

2.2.1. The Arctic is often described as an area of relatively low tension, but there is 
no guarantee it will stay insulated from wider geopolitical tensions out to 2050 

The Arctic is currently characterised by a focus on peaceful international cooperation rather than by conflict 
or confrontation, and is sometimes described as ‘High North, low tensions’.17 However, in the coming 
decades there is growing potential for disputes and competition as valuable resources become more 
accessible due to receding ice. Freedom of navigation (FON) and differing interpretations of the United 
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) may become incrementally contentious topics as 
countries may be unable to rely on precedent as the Arctic changes.18 New precedents could be set, even 
though UNCLOS applies everywhere and must be interpreted consistently across the world.19  

Maintaining the current low-tension state of Arctic cooperation could therefore benefit from insulation 
from growing geopolitical tensions elsewhere. For instance, sanctions on Russia could cause tensions within 
the Arctic Council, if not accompanied by proactive measures to encourage cooperation on issues of mutual 
interest in the region, despite disagreements in other areas of policy or the globe.20 The annual  Arctic Chiefs 
of Defence staff meetings were halted in 2014, after the annexation of Crimea, although Russia has recently 

 

 
17 Tunsjø (2020). 
18 Interview 3. 
19 Interview 3. 
20 House of Lords (2015). 
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expressed support for resuming meetings in this format.21 Similarly, Russia’s attendance at the Arctic 
Security Forces Roundtable ceased around the same time, although calls have been made to reinvite Russian 
delegates to the table, given the importance of their perspectives to Arctic dialogue.22   

The High North’s exposure to wider global events is not confined to great power competition; it also reflects 
the inherent dependency of the future of the fragile Arctic environment on the success (or otherwise) of 
global diplomatic efforts to agree and implement climate change agreements. For example, the US 
withdrawal from the Paris Agreement under President Trump disrupted international collaboration on 
climate issues, with cascading implications for the US’ and others’ cooperation with Arctic organisations.23 

2.2.2. Despite cooperation among Arctic states, there are several unresolved issues 
around maritime delimitations in the region, including among NATO allies 

Notwithstanding the tendency towards cooperation in this part of the globe, territorial disputes and 
maritime delimitations in the Arctic remain a source of disagreement in the region (see Figure 2.1).  For 
example, Russia argues that its claims follow the Lomonosov Ridge to the North Pole; the United States 
disputes Canada’s claims to part of the North West Passage as internal territorial waters; and Canada and 
Denmark continue to argue over the small outcrop, Hans Island.24  

Figure 2.1: Competing territorial claims in the Arctic Circle   

 
Source: Pezard et al. (2017). 

 

 
21 Danilov (2021). 
22 Bye (2021). 
23 Todorov and Lyzhin (2019).) 
24 House of Commons Defence Committee (2018b); LePan (2020). 
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The Norwegian Svalbard archipelago has also been the source of some controversy, as other parties have 
access to the territory but are prohibited from establishing military structures, giving it a unique status in 
international law.25 However, there is no universal consensus on the interpretation of the Svalbard Treaty.26 
The  stance of the UK, as well as the EU, on the application of the Spitsbergen Treaty beyond Svalbard’s 
territorial sea is at odds with the Norwegian position on the matter.27 The status of the continental shelf 
adjacent to the archipelago remains in dispute, which could have implications for the provisions of the 
Treaty and any future resource extraction.28 However, the UK downplays this misalignment to maintain its 
strong ties with Norway as a key NATO ally and bilateral partner.29 Nonetheless, resources further north 
draw increasing interest from commercial actors and could become a source of tension in future, depending 
on whether – and to what degree – the natural and political climate deteriorates out to 2050.30 In particular, 
there could be disagreement over the right of passage and FON, which could trigger larger political standoffs 
and diplomatic incidents.31 In general, tension or even conflict could arise as more third party countries 
(e.g. China) show an interest in the Arctic and seek to benefit from increased connections and globalisation 
in the region.32 Without coherent action and good governance, cooperation may thereby turn into 
competition, at the expense of policy issues of mutual interest to different parties (e.g. ensuring safety for 
shipping or conserving fragile ecosystems).33 

2.2.3. The UK seeks to exert influence to shape future trends in the High North to 
2050, but must tailor its interventions to reflect its limited presence in the Arctic 

The UK has no sovereign territory in the Arctic, relying instead on diplomatic relations with Arctic states 
to exert influence, particularly via its observer status on the Arctic Council.34 This forum presents a ‘relaxed 
atmosphere’ for the UK to engage with Arctic states multilaterally, even without the full rights or clout of 
an Arctic state.35 Its status as an observer on the Arctic Council upholds the UK’s reputation for 
commitment to the Arctic and Arctic interests, as well as its close relationship with most Arctic states.36  

In addition, Council meetings present opportunities for representatives across government departments to 
facilitate senior-level collaboration across areas such as transport, energy, fishing, science and the 
environment. 37 Therefore, the UK’s observer status on the Arctic Council is likely to remain important in 

 

 
25 House of Commons Defence Committee (2018b). 
26 Interview 4. 
27 Depledge and Dodds (2014). 
28 Depledge and Dodds (2014). 
29 Depledge and Dodds (2014). 
30 Depledge and Dodds (2014). 
31 Interview 2. 
32 House of Commons (2018b). 
33 Deandreis (2020); House of Commons Defence Committee (2018b). 
34 Siegert et al. (2020). 
35 Depledge and Dodds (2011). 
36 Depledge and Dodds (2011). 
37 Depledge and Dodds (2011). 



UK Strategy for the High North 

13 

future decades, given this opportunity for dialogue, especially with countries that the UK may not often 
collaborate with in other fora, such as Russia.38 Although the UK does not lack external representation with 
Arctic states, there is a potential need for internal coordination to ensure the results of dialogue with 
countries are being shared and that the messages are consistent.39 In particular, there is a need for sensitivity 
towards Arctic states, their sovereignty, cultural issues and indigenous peoples.40 

Scotland provides a useful snapshot of the UK’s increasing connection to a changing High North.41 The 
2017 Arctic Circle Forum took place in Edinburgh and demonstrated that Scotland was invested in the 
High North.42 Scotland grapples with issues similar to Arctic countries and communities, for instance with 
regard to the need to carefully manage shipping, tourism and pollution in its northern islands and waters 
due to growing demand for nature and adventure holidays. Scotland and several Arctic states share best 
practices on sustainable and high-quality tourism, with aims to exchange ideas on community regeneration 
in remote areas, with a focus on youth retention and female empowerment.43 Scotland also has close research 
ties with the Arctic on areas such as climate and marine research.44 However, expertise is scattered across 
Scotland, with a lack of a centralised network or platform to bring together knowledge and ideas.45  

2.3. The evolving climate and environment 

2.3.1. Environmental change affects the security and stability of the Arctic and wider 
High North, and is likely to have a major impact on trends out to 2050 

The Arctic climate system is uniquely sensitive to rising temperatures due to multiple positive feedbacks 
within the system that can enhance and accelerate the environmental response in the region. As the Arctic 
ice cap continues to reduce in coming decades, along with Greenland’s ice sheet, the so-called ‘albedo effect’ 
could lessen: the Arctic would be less bright and therefore less able to reflect solar radiation, which would 
in turn lead to more energy absorption and accelerate regional and global warming.46  

Sea-ice loss is predicted to accelerate in the coming decades as the Arctic continues to warm, while feedbacks 
within the ocean system may further enhance sea-ice loss. The Arctic Ocean is unusual as it retains a 
considerable volume of freshwater, of which only 10 per cent is stored as sea ice.47 Most of the freshwater is 
instead stored as low-salinity surface seawater in the shelf seas, continually replenished by the substantial 

 

 
38 Interview 1. 
39 Interview 1. 
40 Interview 8. 
41 Scottish Government (2019). 
42 House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee (2018); Depledge and Dodds (2017). 
43 Scottish Government (2019); Interview 13. 
44 There are also exchange programmes, such as that by the Polar Academy charity, whereby Scottish secondary 
schoolchildren with low self-esteem are sent on expeditions to Greenland. Source: Scottish Government (2019). 
45 Interview 13. 
46 Ministry of Defence (2018). 
47 Siegert et al. (2020). 
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river systems which output into the Arctic Ocean. Due to the lower salinity of Arctic surface waters, warm 
(saltier) water transported from the North Atlantic and Pacific into the Arctic is layered beneath cooler 
Arctic waters, preventing it from reaching the surface.48 It is predicted that warming in the Arctic will 
increase the turbulence (mixing) between these layers.49 A disruption of the halocline could cause warm, 
salty waters to rise, melting existing sea ice even faster and increasing surface salinity and thereby reducing 
the rate of new sea-ice formation.50  

Sea-ice loss coupled with permafrost melt is resulting in coastal erosion and rising water tables in the region 
and beyond, further disrupting the hydrological cycle.51 By 2050, thawing permafrost is expected to have 
reduced by 25 per cent.52 However, before 2050, thawing permafrost may release significant emissions of 
both carbon dioxide and methane (a greenhouse gas around 30 times more potent than CO2), which could 
accelerate global warming, reducing timelines for adaptation.53 As sea ice is lost and permafrost melts, under-
sea landslides could also increase, potentially contributing to tsunamis at the subarctic or at lower latitudes.54 

In addition to the climatic change, thawing permafrost could spread disease. In 2016, Russian reindeer 
herds in the Arctic had to be culled as they were exposed to anthrax released from melting permafrost.55 
Over 500 anthrax burial sites across Siberia and Northern Asia could similarly become exposed due to 
melting permafrost, and as infected corpses are exposed, there is potential for the release of other diseases 
such as bubonic plague and smallpox.56 In addition, a reduction in sea ice could allow more algae at surface 
levels (as light levels in the ocean surface layer increase), which could have an impact on plankton, with 
potential implications for the entire food chain and the fishing industry in the region.57  Sea-ice loss could 
also have an impact on migratory mammals and birds.58 Some parts of Arctic waters are iced over in the 
winter and thaw in the summer, driving large migrations across the wider region.59 Unless significant 
measures are taken to prevent Arctic warming, including further research and contributions from the UK, 
the waterbird population is expected to halve by the end of the century.60  

Collectively, these trends are expected to contribute to an escalating climate, environmental and ecological 
crisis by 2050 (see Figure 2.2 for historical data and scientific projections out to 2100 provided by the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change). 
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49 Wiik et al. (2017). 
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52 Ministry of Defence (2018). 
53 Ministry of Defence (2018); Cho (2018). 
54 Wiik et al. (2017). 
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58 HM Government (2013). 
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Figure 2.2: Projected trends in sea surface temperatures and sea ice out to 2100 

 
Source: IPCC (2019). 

Thus, changes to the Arctic climate system will accelerate both regional environmental degradation and 
global climate change, with cascading consequences for societies, economies and politics worldwide. In 
addition to wider societal impacts on the UK, health crises and environmental degradation could strain 
military infrastructure and resources, with significant implications for UK Defence.61 The following section 
establishes the security and defence implications of a changing Arctic. 

2.4. The evolving security landscape 

2.4.1. Changes in the natural environment may conspire with broader geopolitical 
developments to create new security challenges out to 2050 

Increased shipping in the Arctic could see more cases of smuggling or other maritime crimes, or terrorist 
actors may pursue new routes into Europe and North America.62 As the Arctic develops due to globalisation, 
more third party countries may pursue interests in the region, which could cause tension or even open 
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armed conflict.63 There is also potential for intra-state tensions regarding fisheries, reminiscent of the 1970s 
Cod Wars between Iceland and the UK. Fish are expected to migrate northwards as oceans warm, and by 
2050 catches in higher latitudes could increase by 20 per cent.64 Science-based fisheries management, 
combined with Arctic indigenous knowledge, could help prevent overfishing.65 However, Arctic states may 
exploit new stocks and seek to prevent foreign fishing vessels, including those from the UK, from operating 
within the 200-mile (320-km) exclusive economic zones, unless they pay significant licensing fees.66 

The Arctic and High North are also witnessing increased military competition, as manifest in the increased 
presence of submarines and surface assets, aircraft, satellites and military infrastructure in the region.67 This 
increased activity – and the build-up of military capabilities, command structures, strategies and plans for 
the Arctic – have the potential to increase tensions in coming decades. To avoid conflict, governments will 
need to seek a combination of deterrence and dialogue, including reassurance and trust-building measures.68  

2.4.2. Organisations such as NATO are paying increasing attention to issues of 
deterrence and defence in the region, but remain divided on how to proceed  

Although not a uniquely Arctic-focused institution, NATO is likely to remain a key forum for security 
cooperation in the Arctic region.69 NATO enables a more classified and operational conversation about real 
threats, opportunities and intelligence-sharing in ways that cannot be done in the Arctic Council.70 In 
addition, Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty calls for collective defence in the event of an attack on 
NATO allies in the Arctic region, including the United States, Canada, Norway, Denmark or Iceland. Joint 
military exercises – such as Cold Response and Trident Juncture – have brought together NATO members 
in the Arctic and High North and solidified shared strategic interests and plans, particularly regarding the 
role of NATO in the region.71 However, increased NATO activity in the Arctic may be seen by Russia as 
provocation,72 and efforts are being made to avoid aggressive messaging, and over-militarising Arctic issues.73  

Internal collaboration within NATO is however hampered by a lack of unity among members.74 Norway 
and Canada frequently disagree on NATO expansion in the Arctic; while Norway supports a larger role for 
NATO in the region, Canada is generally against.75 Furthermore, NATO includes both Arctic and non-
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Arctic countries, some of whom – such as Italy or Turkey – are geographically very remote from the Arctic, 
making it difficult to harmonise every ally’s agenda.76 The UK could play an important role in reconciling 
these views by bridging the gap as the Arctic’s ‘nearest neighbour’, and in the spirit of a Global Britain 
strategy associated with a NATO 360-degree approach adopted since the 2015 Warsaw Summit.77 In 
addition, the NATO 30+2 format provides a forum for Arctic security discussions with Sweden and 
Finland, and other ‘minilateral’ collaborative frameworks – such as the Northern Group or Nordic Defence 
Cooperation (NORDEFCO) – bring together Nordic and Baltic countries to discuss security and defence 
issues of relevance to the region.78 The UK-led Joint Expeditionary Force (JEF) similarly presents an 
opportunity for the UK to ‘bind into’ Arctic states and engage on relevant issues with close NATO allies 
and selected Enhanced Opportunity Partners (EOP) (i.e. Finland and Sweden).79 

2.4.3. Russia has legitimate security interests in its Arctic backyard, but its pattern of 
hostile behaviour is raising concern, both globally and within the High North 

The Arctic and wider High North are of deep strategic significance to Russia, reflecting not only its need 
to secure its extensive waters, coastline, and territories in the region, but also the unique role that the area 
plays in its broader deterrence and defence posture (see Figure 2.3). This is often referred to as a strategy of 
‘bastion defence’; with Russian military preparations for conflict including plans to project naval and air 
assets north and west from the Kola Peninsula and Russian Arctic to defend against any attacks over the 
North Pole and protect strategic missile submarines operating in the region as part of Russia’s nuclear triad.   

Figure 2.3: Map of Russian ‘bastion defence’ in relation to the GIUK gap 

 
Source: Adapted from Mikkola (2019).  
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Over the last decade, Russian bases in the Arctic have been newly established or reactivated. Indeed, Russia 
is seen as likely to continue enhancing its presence and capabilities out to 2050.80 Russia’s military build-
up in the Arctic is sometimes interpreted in the context of its ongoing larger effort to regenerate military 
capacity and improve the coherence of command structures (e.g. the Northern Fleet Joint Strategic 
Command), rather than being specific to the region.81 Nevertheless, Russia sees the Arctic as a growing 
strategic priority, even beyond issues of ‘bastion defence’, as receding ice enables resource exploitation and 
opens the so-called Northern Sea Route to increased shipping (see Section 2.5.2).82  

In 2019, the Kremlin revealed a draft law that could limit foreign warships seeking access to the Northern 
Sea Route as it becomes more accessible out to 2050, challenging the principle of FON through the Russian-
controlled Arctic.83 This draft law was argued to be justified under UNCLOS Article 234, which allows 
states to enforce laws to prevent and reduce pollution from vessels.84 Although it is likely that Russia will 
maintain its formal support to the application of UNCLOS to preserve its diplomatic ties, status, trade and 
influence, the country has demonstrated an increasing disregard for the legal and political status quo 
surrounding Svalbard, conducting exercises in the region as well as electronic warfare operations.85 Given 
interventions in Georgia in 2008 or in eastern Ukraine and Crimea from 2013–14 – as well as more recent 
military posturing and political manoeuvres against Ukrainian dissenters – Russia’s demonstrated 
willingness to act against neighbouring countries through ‘hybrid’ or ‘sub-threshold’ warfare, and even 
annex territories, has generated concern that this could occur in the Arctic in future.86  

Russia has also increased its own naval activity in the broader High North. This includes investing in forces 
that could threaten NATO sea lines of communication through the North Atlantic; for example, 
manoeuvring submarines in the GIUK gap, with activity in the area at the same level or even exceeding 
Cold War levels.87 Despite the impact of foreign sanctions, budgetary constraints and industrial accidents 
(such as a fire at a vital floating dry dock), Russia is also attempting to modernise its navy, with a view to 
limiting US and Canadian forces’ ability to cross the Atlantic in the event of a conflict in Europe.88 Russia 
has also been accused of seeking to interfere with underwater cables that form an increasingly central part 
of critical national infrastructure and the global digital economy, prompting the UK to invest in new naval 
assets to counter these hostile actions.89 
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2.4.4. China has ambitions to position itself as a ‘polar great power’, causing 
concern in the region and presenting a potentially destabilising factor in future 

Most of the established actors in the Arctic behave in line with international laws, but ‘new’ third actors, 
particularly China, may seek to apply pressure or disrupt current norms and governance structures.90 There 
are growing concerns that China may seek to counterbalance the US and Russia’s footholds in the Bering 
Strait within the region.91 A 2018 white paper published by the Chinese State Council Information Office 
set out an Arctic policy of seeking increased influence in the region to access natural resources, and China 
has been investing in relevant capabilities such as icebreakers to enable enhanced power projection.92 
However, China’s influence in the Arctic is currently limited compared to the other big players, and Beijing 
has hitherto generally cooperated with Arctic states without posing a direct challenge to sovereignty in the 
region.93 China’s attempts to establish a military and commercial foothold in Greenland and Iceland, and 
to purchase an airport in the northern region of Finland, also prompted significant concern in the West but 
were ultimately rebuffed – though Chinese firms continue to establish a presence across the High North.94   

Given its own sovereign interests, Russia is unlikely to allow China to establish a significant military 
presence in the Arctic, but Western countries tend to closely monitor cooperation between the two countries 
in the High North in areas such as missile defence systems, early warning, communications and satellites.95 
Potential challenges to international norms and governance in the Arctic may result from China leveraging 
its economic clout with Russia, particularly as Western sanctions may cause Russia to look further East for 
cooperation.96 Concerns remain about how a shifting power balance between Russia and a rising China may 
affect the long-term dynamics of regional cooperation or competition out to 2050, with knock-on effects 
for the Arctic states and other interested parties, such as the UK or NATO.  

2.5. The evolving economic landscape 

2.5.1. Climate and environmental change may bring increased access to resources 
in the Arctic and High North, driving economic competition   

As discussed in Section 2.3, the surface of sea ice in the Arctic could significantly recede by 2050, with a 
higher likelihood of ice-free summers and less inhospitable conditions for human settlement or passage.97 
As resources in the Arctic become more accessible, commercial and industrial activity is likely to develop.98  
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Opportunities in the Arctic include mineral resources, trade, tourism and fisheries.99 The Arctic may hold 
some 13 per cent of the world’s undiscovered oil resources and around 30 per cent of undiscovered natural 
gas (see Figure 2.4 overleaf).100 In addition, there may be significant untapped reserves of rare earth elements 
and minerals such as gold, silver, platinum, nickel, tin, copper, iron, lead and zinc.101  

At the same time, resource extraction in the Arctic faces significant obstacles. Oil prices may pose a challenge 
to production in the medium term, which could present an opportunity to test whether oil and gas 
extraction in the Arctic is feasible (notwithstanding environmental concerns about whether extracting these 
resources is desirable, given the impact on global warming, as well as logistical issues and financial 
implications). Increased resource competition among interested states could also generate tensions that, 
even if they do not lead to open conflict, dissuade businesses and investors from taking on these political 
and legal risks.102 Additional obstacles include the longstanding imposition of sanctions on Russia and 
increasing economic tensions between the West and China, which may both present a challenge to Arctic 
finance. Furthermore, there is a need for political support or private lending to generate significant 
investments in remote areas and communities; however, no financial institutions currently specialise in 
Arctic finance, with its unique context and risks.103 

Given these obstacles and more, it is important to recognise the great economic potential of the region while 
also avoiding falling into the ‘hype’ and overestimating the pace or ease of change out to 2050. Amid a shift 
away from fossil fuels across Europe, the US, China and beyond, it is possible that there will be no 
hydrocarbon boom in the Arctic. Besides China’s ambitions, there is little interest in resource extraction 
outside states’ sovereign waters, in addition to general acceptance that Arctic states will develop laws and 
regulatory frameworks for mining activities within their borders.104 Additionally, the International Seabed 
Authority, which covers parts of the Arctic in the high seas, does not currently include regulations to govern 
mining, but is attempting to secure them in anticipation of seabed mining.105 However, in the medium 
term seabed mining in the Arctic is unlikely, as it remains technically and commercially unviable.106 
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Figure 2.4: Oil, gas and mining in the Arctic and High North 

 
Source: European Environment Agency (2017). 

2.5.2. Receding sea ice will increase opportunities for shipping in coming decades, 
though there is debate over how fast or profound any change will be 

From the mid-21st century, the Arctic Ocean is expected to become seasonally ice-free, which could see a 
rise in the importance of northern shipping lanes (see Figure 2.5), especially as an alternative to routes 
between Europe and Asia (e.g. through the Malacca Straits and Suez Canal, or around the Cape of Good 
Hope).107 As ice recedes, travel times – and eventually, transportation costs – could similarly decrease; for 
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instance, the opening of the Northern Sea Route along Russia’s coastline could potentially reduce travel 
times by more than one-third.108 Such routes may also present fewer risks of piracy, while permitting the 
passage of larger vessels, which could not pass through the Suez Canal.109 China’s Belt and Road Initiative 
was recently extended into the Arctic, via the so-called Polar Silk Road, which could include infrastructure 
built in collaboration with Arctic states.110 This new traffic could also bring new opportunities for ports and 
businesses. However, shipping and the right of passage could become a source of tension, as various actors 
seek access to northern routes.111 

Figure 2.5: Changes in Arctic sea ice coverage and possible shipping routes 

 
Source: Jacobsen (2018). Note: the red line indicates the Northwest Passage, along the Canadian coastline; blue 
line is the Northern Sea Route that runs predominantly past Russia; grey lines are other routes. 

It should be noted that any increase in shipping, although significant, is starting from a low baseline. 
Projections suggest that some 2 per cent of global shipping could transit via the Arctic by 2030, increasing 
to 5 per cent by 2050.112 Obstacles remain to large-scale shipping, given the cold temperatures and cost and 
difficulty of building infrastructure. Arctic shipping routes could therefore prove unreliable and 
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commercially unfeasible in the short- to medium-term.113 Climatic changes in the Arctic are not likely to be 
linear; instead there could be a high degree of variability, as melting ice moves into other shipping lanes, 
presenting unexpected challenges.114 In the Arctic there will likely continue to be at least three months in 
the year where shipping will be virtually impossible due to weather conditions.115 Unique electromagnetic 
and solar activity in the Arctic means the region has also long been characterised by challenging weather 
and communications.116 Compounded with uncertainty regarding the length of the navigation seasons, any 
sudden changes in sea ice or the oceanic climate could present challenges to northern shipping routes.117 
Climatic change could lead to rising sea levels, changing currents, high rainfall and storms, which could 
lead to delays, potential damage to infrastructure and closure of ports. Furthermore, disruptions in maritime 
choke points could increase geopolitical tensions. While some shipping companies may be willing to risk 
hazardous conditions, it is likely that in the short- to medium-term the proven southern routes will be seen 
as more reliable by most companies.118   

Nevertheless, some emerging technologies may facilitate shipping routes in the Arctic. The emergence of 
robotics, artificial intelligence and remote technologies could become increasingly important in the 
maritime industry, lowering operating costs and increasing efficiency and security.119 Such technologies 
could potentially be leveraged to enable unmanned or lightly manned shipping in more inhospitable 
regions, such as the Arctic. If shipping routes were to open in the Arctic, enhancing safety would be 
essential.120 An increase in traffic through the region could have implications for search and rescue (SAR); 
however, while Arctic states cooperate on SAR, there is a general lack of resources in the Arctic.121  

Maritime traffic could affect fragile ecosystems due to increased emissions of air pollutants, a higher risk of 
chemical contamination and introduction of invasive species. It is likely that there will continue to be a 
need for icebreakers and ice-resistant ships, which are expensive and environmentally damaging.122 If 
icebreakers are still required and there is a significant increase in naval traffic through the Arctic, any 
potential reductions in carbon dioxide emissions due to shorter shipping routes may be forgone. This could 
prove unpopular with the public, potentially posing a challenge to the use of Arctic shipping routes. In 
addition, double-hulled vessels may be required to navigate Arctic routes, which could increase the 
insurance premium for shipping companies – as in the case of an accident or oil spill, there is still a high 
likelihood of bankruptcy.123 
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3. Prospects for a cross-government approach to UK strategy 

 

To navigate the challenges and opportunities presented by a changing High North, the UK needs to ensure 
it has a robust strategic and policy framework, underpinned by a clear and up-to-date understanding of its 
levers for exerting influence on regional developments out to 2050. This entails a clear, coherent, and 
coordinated approach to cross-government development and implementation of any future UK strategy 
and policy for the Arctic or broader High North. This chapter sets out to address the following questions: 

RQ3. What is the current state of cross-government cooperation on High North strategy and policy 
across the different parts of UK Government? 

RQ4.  To what extent and in what ways might the UK’s existing and future strategic interests be affected 
in the absence of more coherent cross-government High North strategy and policy? 

RQ5. How might cross-government cooperation on High North strategy and policy be further 
developed and improved, given anticipated changes in the region out to 2050? 

To this end, this chapter presents the findings of the literature review and interviews with stakeholders 
across central government and the devolved administrations (see Annex A for a full list). It captures views 
on the UK’s strategic interests and levers in the High North (Section 3.2), and on the various factors that 
constrain or enable cross-government cooperation on strategy and policy (Sections 3.3 and 3.4). 

3.1. Overview 

Box 2 provides an outline of key findings from this chapter.  

Box 2: Summary of prospects for a cross-government approach to future UK strategy 

The UK’s strategic interests in the High North have been enshrined in the recently published Integrated Review, which 
identifies the UK as the ‘nearest neighbour to the Arctic region’. Although the review itself gives sparse detail to 
understand what should propel a UK strategy of engagement regarding the Arctic, this GSP study gathers a series of 
concrete interests that can be broken down into three categories: geopolitical, economic, and environmental. These 
three categories are frequently intertwined and are linked to the reduction of the ice cap, which will make the region 
more accessible. In terms of geopolitics, the UK’s location makes it a vital gateway – which the rest of NATO must 
rely upon – between the North Atlantic and the Arctic. The economic development of the region also has the potential 
to directly impact the UK, provided that the rule of law and a sustainable exploitation of resources can be maintained 
in the Arctic. Mitigation of environmental change is a fundamental strategic interest for the UK in the Arctic region, 
considering the impact of global climate change on the UK’s own climate, ecosystem, economy and wider society.  
 



RAND Europe 

26 

Literature review and stakeholder interviews suggest that a cross-government approach is the best way for the UK to 
engage with these strategic challenges to the 2050 horizon. The success of a cross-government strategy relies on 
strengthening coordination at home to project more efficiently. The fact that the UK is not an Arctic country will always 
compel the use of indirect levers of power to advance its agenda in the High North. Examples of useful policies are 
the reinforcement of SAR capabilities or investment in Arctic-related science to understand the effects of climate 
change; both of which deliver value to partners while also playing to the UK’s areas of expertise. Such collaborative 
efforts are already pursued by teams and departments on an individual basis, but the advantage of a cross-
government approach for the High North would be to unify the UK strategy into a more cohesive cross-government 
effort directed at a specific set of goals. Not only might such coordination be beneficial for the UK influence in the 
High North, it could also prevent the simultaneous pursuit of contradictory policies at the juncture of the security, 
diplomatic and economic agendas. 

Cross-government cooperation on High North policy issues is currently structured around the formal leadership of the 
Polar Regions Department within the FCDO, but this leadership is imperfect as the FCDO tends to focus on non-
security issues. It is also operating on a stricter definition of the Arctic as a geographical area, compared to the wider 
High North concept used by the MOD to include adjacent defence and security matters. As a result, current cross-
government coordination on Arctic issues is not always inclusive of the large scope of potential UK interests in the 
defence and security domain. Conversely, defence activities may not always be fully aligned with broader foreign-
policy initiatives, though it is clear that a mix of both deterrence and dialogue is required to exert maximum influence 
over potential competitors or spoilers in the region (e.g. Russia, China). Other practical barriers are also perceived 
to exist, such as the absence of a clear single Arctic director within the FCDO – limiting the government’s ability to 
centralise decision making on Arctic issues. Nevertheless, the UK can count on its geographical location, military 
capabilities and good bilateral relations with Arctic states to raise its influence in the High North. For this, three broad 
domains of recommendations have been identified. First, optimising cross-government coordination with a streamlined 
decision-making process would provide an instant boost to UK influence in the High North. Second, investing in 
military capabilities without shaking the balance of power in the Arctic would reinforce the UK as a player that counts 
in the region. Third, the UK could leverage its scientific and economic clout to reinforce relations. 

Source: GSP analysis. 

The following sections discuss these issues in more detail, beginning with an overview of the UK’s strategic 
interests and policy levers with regards to the Arctic and broader High North.  

3.2. The UK’s strategic interests and policy levers in the High North 

3.2.1. The UK’s strategic interests in the Arctic and High North region stem from its 
geostrategic position, economic interests and vulnerability to climate change 

As discussed in Chapter 2, a changing Arctic and High North brings new challenges and opportunities. At 
the same time, the UK is asserting a renewed strategic agenda for the region. The Integrated Review 
published in March 2021 reminds us that the UK is the ‘nearest neighbour to the Arctic region’ and 
commits to ‘working with […] partners to ensure that increasing access to the region and its resources is 
managed safely, sustainably and responsibly.’124 The UK’s approach to the region is being shaped by a set 
of interests that can be broken down into three main categories. The first concerns the geopolitical 
environment of the UK, the second includes the economic mutation of the High North and its impact on 
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the UK, and the third relates to the environmental changes within the region. These constitute interlocking 
strategic agendas that are not necessarily harmonised at the cross-government level, but were nevertheless 
identified as key national interests throughout the stakeholder engagement and the reviewed literature. 

Residing at the root of the UK’s strategy in the High North is the notion that the geographical location of 
the British Isles makes them a natural gateway to both the North Atlantic and the Arctic. Although the UK 
is not an Arctic state, it has had a major defence and security role in the region since 1945, and the evolving 
political situation of the region has direct consequences on British strategic interests.125 The region 
constitutes the ‘northern flank’ of the UK and affects its lines of communication to North America and 
Europe, meaning it is consequently a major geostrategic consideration for the country.126 The ‘360-degree 
approach’ also entails a leadership role for the UK in helping secure and cover the Alliance’s northern flank 
against possible Russian attack or interdiction.127  

Nevertheless, an overly assertive approach from the UK would be ill-advised: despite its geographical 
proximity, the UK is not an Arctic State, and should treat High North matters with this in mind to preserve 
good relations with Arctic states.128 The UK must rely on the application of international norms and 
principles – such as FON and respect of UNCLOS – backed by a credible deterrence posture and a mix of 
inducements to encourage responsible behaviours from all relevant parties in the region (especially including 
Russia and China).129 On top of its relevant military capabilities, the UK’s long history and expertise in 
maritime law definition and enforcement plays in its favour to adopt a significant role in the High North 
without raising excessive concern from Arctic countries.130 Ensuring both a rule-based international system 
and FON is therefore both a means for the UK to act in the High North and also an end in itself.131 

A rule-based system is also central to the second category of UK strategic interests in the High North: 
economic development. A Select Committee on the Arctic of the House of Lords noted in 2015 that the 
UK had ‘established strengths in shipping, maritime financial services and insurance, mining and the oil 
and gas industry’ and that ‘some large British companies [were] already active in the Arctic region.’132 The 
UK is also a world leader in marine insurance, a sector central to the economic development of the High 
North.133 Promoting the sustainable exploitation of mineral resources and fishing, as well as the general 
economic development of the region, would therefore reverberate positively on the economies of the Arctic 
States and the UK.134 Such development is made possible by access to shipping lanes and natural resources 
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and by the region’s overall stability and levels of risk for investors.135 The need for a rule-based system is 
therefore entwined with the economic prospects of the region. On all these issues, the UK has an interest 
in presenting itself as a reliable partner for countries such as Norway, Sweden and Canada.136 

Environmental changes are the third and arguably the most fundamental strategic domain of interest for 
the UK. Most of the changes currently occurring in the High North directly or indirectly result from the 
melting of the ice cap and consequent increased human activity that this permits in the region.137 At the 
same time, the UK is the first major nation to have declared a climate and environmental emergency. The 
UK is seeking to take a leading role in the global response to climate change through the example of its own 
commitments to achieve a carbon net-zero economy, and through its leadership of the COP26 conference 
in 2021. As such, the primacy of environmental issues is acknowledged by many UK stakeholders.138  

As outlined in Chapter 2, the surface of the ice cap is expected to reduce significantly by 2050, with ‘269 
billion tonnes of ice […] being lost from the Greenland ice sheet, with the majority of the meltwater ending 
in the Northern Atlantic, affecting currents and weather patterns.’139 Disrupting the ‘global conveyor belt’, 
or ocean circulation – whereby warmer Atlantic waters are carried northwards and are layered under colder 
Arctic waters – could cool the climate of the UK, though this would most likely manifest itself beyond 
2050.140 In addition, the jet stream – the high-altitude winds that determine weather patterns in the 
northern hemisphere – could weaken and change UK precipitation patterns and temperatures, increasing 
the frequency of extreme weather events.141 It has been suggested that changes in Arctic conditions led to 
the ‘Beast from the East’, a cold spell in the UK in February 2018 that caused several deaths and over a 
billion pounds of damage, though it is hard to attribute any individual event to macro-level trends.142 Other 
effects, such as  changes in the migratory patterns of birds, would also have a direct impact on the UK 
ecosystem.143 Although these changes are already well-documented, there is an enduring need for research 
to fill knowledge gaps about the environmental impacts on the UK.144 From the strategic perspective of the 
UK, environmental changes therefore cannot be separated from geopolitical and economic issues. 

3.2.2. The impact of developments in the High North on the UK’s security, influence, 
prosperity and environment drives a need for a holistic view of policy levers 

One of the main features of these strategic interests is their propensity to combine elements of both foreign 
and domestic policy. As a non-Arctic Observer State at the Arctic Council, the UK has limited formal input 
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to decision making in this key forum when transnational matters are discussed. The UK claims the status 
of ‘nearest neighbour’ to the Arctic, both to justify its interest in the environmental and geopolitical changes 
of the Arctic and to support its interest in having ‘more say in negotiations over the future role of the Arctic 
Council and regional security’.145 The UK is therefore a geographical outsider from one strict interpretation 
of the Arctic,146 but is also directly impacted by the region’s changes. As such, the division between external 
and internal affairs is not the most helpful to consider the UK’s policy levers in the High North. These two 
policy streams are ultimately linked if the principles of low tension and the rule of law – that benefit the 
UK’s security, influence, prosperity and natural environment – are to be upheld.147 

3.2.3. The UK has a mix of soft- and hard-power levers to deploy externally, striking 
a balance between assertiveness and taking a supporting role to Arctic states 

In practical terms, external policy levers of relevance to the High North include the policies of the FCDO, 
MOD and other departments directed at bilateral or multilateral relations with Arctic states. This includes 
use not only of the UK’s ‘soft power’ levers to persuade and induce other actors to adopt stances favourable 
to the UK’s interests, but also the deterrent effect of the UK maintaining ‘hard power’ levers to dissuade or, 
if necessary, coerce and defeat any adversary contemplating hostile action in the region.148  

Potential external policy levers include knowledge- and resource-sharing through the Arctic Council or the 
ASFR and bilaterally,149 participating in Arctic-related initiatives in adjacent fora, such as Five Eyes, JEF or 
NATO, and cultivating bilateral relations with like-minded Arctic countries.150 The effectiveness of these 
levers tends to rely on the ability of the UK to provide good, constructive and genuine reasons for its interest 
in High North matters, and to avoid coming across (wrongly or rightly) as too assertive in the region.151 
This balance can be cultivated with like-minded countries who see the UK as a useful support for their own 
actions in the Arctic and High North. For instance, the UK has developed close military cooperation with 
its NATO ally Norway, both bilaterally and multilaterally.152 Access to Norwegian infrastructure and 
information-sharing is vital for the UK if access to the High North and situational awareness in the region 
are to be maintained.153 A country like Sweden, which is militarily non-aligned and a NATO EOP rather 
than a formal UK ally like its neighbour Norway, is nonetheless generally aligned on UK maritime policies 
and also has various merchant ships registered in the UK.154 
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3.2.4. The UK’s contributions in the region are valued by others based on its strengths 
in areas such as diplomacy, law, military capability and Arctic science  

Although the UK needs coherent external policies to project its influence in the High North, the success of 
most of the levers defined above starts at home. Norway and Sweden are open to collaboration with the UK 
on defence and maritime security partly because of the country’s track record in maritime law, commitment 
to regional security and its capable, integrated armed forces.155 Other examples of internal policy levers that 
play favourably with Arctic countries are the reinforcement of SAR support capabilities and of scientific 
research.156 UK science and research benefit from an international standing that is well-sought in the Arctic 
in various fields, including ‘migratory birds and fish, pollution patterns and weather patterns’.157 The 
Natural Environment Research Council (NERC)’s Arctic Research Station – based in the Svalbard 
archipelago – also provides opportunities for ‘collaboration with non-UK scientists in the fields of 
glaciology, geology, biology, physics etc’.158 The NERC and other institutions push for more investment in 
Arctic-related research, but the scientific contribution of the UK on Arctic matters, for instance in the Arctic 
Council’s Working Groups, is made possible by the dynamism of its academic institutions. 159 

3.3. The state of cross-government cooperation 

3.3.1. The UK aspires to an integrated, cross-government approach to the Arctic and 
High North, but more work remains to be done 

The FCDO and its Polar Regions Department coordinate and lead the UK’s Arctic policy with the Arctic 
Policy Framework, but there is a perception that gaps and areas of misalignment remain across Whitehall.160 
Both the FCDO and MOD tend to agree on the importance of setting good norms and defending the UK 
interests in the region.161 However, while working closely together the two departments are not always 
completely aligned on ‘hard’ security issues in the High North, or on what language to use externally.162 A 
better alignment between the deployment of military vessels and civilian research ships could also be 
achieved.163 Other departments are also keen to see better alignment across the government, on issues such 
as the balance between environmental protection and resource exploitation, or the necessary level of 
investment in research to ensure understanding of the High North operational environment.164 
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3.3.2. The principles of cross-government cooperation could enhance cooperation 
on High North issues, but formal structures are currently lacking 

Improving the alignment of multiple departments’ and agencies’ agendas and interests is at the core of cross-
government cooperation. This study developed a cross-government approach based on the legacy of the 
Fusion Doctrine concept formulated in the 2018 National Security Capability Review (NSCR). The NSCR 
described this as a ‘system to support collective Cabinet decision making, with the introduction of senior 
officials as senior responsible owners to deliver each of the National Security Council’s priorities.’165 These 
priorities are shaped by the three overarching National Security Objectives (NSOs) shown in Figure 3.1, 
and the strategic framework introduced in the 2021 Integrated Review.166 

Figure 3.1: Schema of Fusion Doctrine approach to deliver the National Security Objectives 

 
Source: HM Government (2018a). 

Realising these interconnected priorities and achieving a genuinely integrated approach to strategy and 
policy is, of course, easier said than done in practice. To implement this vision, the UK Government has 
made several major reforms to its governance and organisational structures since the NSCR was released in 
2018. This has included a major role for the National Security Advisor and the National Security Secretariat 
within the Cabinet Office in cohering policy and activity across government; backed by the creation of 
National Security Strategic Implementation Groups (NSSIGs) to bring together all relevant stakeholders 
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working on a particular thematic issue (e.g. Global Britain) or geographical region (e.g. the Gulf of 
Hormuz). These groups are led by a Senior Responsible Owner (SRO) at the Director-General level to 
ensure strong leadership, visibility and accountability. As of April 2021, however, no such NSSIG exists for 
either the Arctic or the broader High North region.   

3.3.3. In the absence of an NSSIG, cross-government cooperation on the High North 
primarily relies on the leadership of the Polar Regions Department in the FCDO  

Based within the FCDO, the Polar Regions Department coordinates and leads UK Arctic policy across the 
HMG Network, and leads the UK’s representation at the Arctic Council as an Observer State. As part of 
this, the Polar Regions Department manages and facilitates the UK contribution to the Council’s Working 
Groups.167 HMG’s strategic approach and policy framework is set out in Beyond the Ice: UK Policy Towards 
the Arctic. It describes the Arctic’s contribution to a ‘Global Britain’ vision as relying on science cooperation 
and the respect of international norms in the broader framework of the UK’s priorities in the Arctic, thus 
projecting influence, protecting the UK’s people and the environment, and promoting prosperity.168 Within 
the FCDO, the Arctic comes under the Polar Region Department that also leads on the British Antarctic 
Territory and wider Antarctic policy (i.e. issues at both north and south poles); it also uses the term ‘Arctic’ 
instead of ‘High North’, in part reflecting the language used in relevant fora such as the Arctic Council.169 
The latter term is not mentioned in Beyond the Ice.170 The MOD uses ‘High North’ as a term of reference 
because it is inclusive of adjacent security complexes, such as the GIUK gap and access to the North 
Atlantic.171 In effect, Arctic defence and security matters are handled by the MOD in consultation with 
FCDO and the Polar Regions Department, but with a separation of responsibility.172 

As the Arctic becomes more open, the portfolio of Arctic-related policies has enlarged across Whitehall.173 
In order to coordinate the diverse range of issues related to the region, the Polar Regions Department 
organises regular cross-government network meetings devoted to Arctic policy matters, gathering 
stakeholders from the MOD, BEIS, DfT, Defra, Cefas, the Maritime and Coastguard Agency, the devolved 
Scottish Government, the UK NERC Arctic Office and other FCDO representatives.174 This coordination 
effort is not only useful for FCDO to link with parts of the government involved in Arctic matters, it is also 
a useful port of call for other departments to link with each other on Arctic-related issues (see Figure 3.2).175 
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Figure 3.2: Structure of cross-government cooperation on Arctic issues 

 
Source: GSP adaptation of interviews 3/4/5. 

Despite the coordination effort of the Polar Regions Department, the main hurdle in the current system of 
cross-government cooperation relates to the fact that there is no single office or administration across 
Whitehall that is able to centralise Arctic policies in a coherent strategy.176 The FCDO itself treats the Arctic 
as many interconnected issues of relevance across the regional hubs, coordinated by the Polar Regions 
Department. The Arctic is just one part of the Department’s portfolio, alongside its wider polar remit 
including the British Antarctic Territory. This means that strategic decisions are not made by a single 
devoted Arctic director, but by a collection of senior individuals.177 Furthermore, the balance between hard 
security, mostly represented by the MOD, and soft-power policies, spearheaded by the actions of the Polar 
Regions Department, has no concrete mechanism to be arbitrated.178 Since the MOD’s interest in the Arctic 
is mostly driven by issues such as the securitisation of the GIUK gap, the Russian threat to the North 
Atlantic and energy security, alignment with other departments prioritising Arctic science cooperation and 
resource management is not a given.179 The prioritisation dilemma between departments at the top is a 
known issue, but no clear resolution path has been determined in the absence of an NSSIG and empowered 
SRO, and the status quo still prevails.180 
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3.3.4. Other barriers to a more integrated approach include a lack of awareness 
and sustained engagement across all relevant departments and agencies  

The limits of the current system of cross-government cooperation on Arctic matters add to more 
fundamental issues regarding the ability of the UK to influence future developments in the High North. 
Fusion Doctrine assumes a minimal level of interest from all parties in order to implement and drive ‘cross-
department engagement, inputs and leadership’.181 Despite areas of strong engagement and effective 
cooperation, levels of awareness of High North issues still vary across different parts of government.182 The 
absence of a clear single Arctic director within FCDO has already been mentioned, and contrasts with the 
geography-based organisation that prevails within the ministry.183 The absence of an overarching, 
measurable and appropriately resourced Arctic or High North strategy could also be explained by this lack 
of interest from some concerned parties who see the region as a low priority.184  

Several factors could explain this lack of awareness and appetite across government. For instance, the 
geographical distance of the Arctic Circle, despite the insistence of the government that the UK is the 
region’s ‘nearest neighbour’, tends to deprioritise the High North in comparison to other topics or threats 
that are perceived as more immediate.185 Other issues – such as Brexit and COVID-19 – have also captured 
the government’s attention and perception of Arctic matters, when they appear on the agenda, tends to be 
skewed towards the ‘European Arctic’ (i.e. Scandinavian countries), rather than the Arctic as a whole.186 

3.3.5. While the lack of a clear strategy limits the UK’s influence in the High North, 
it also increases the risk of more active engagement producing adverse effects   

Like other non-Arctic states, the UK faces an underlying dichotomy of balancing its own national interests 
and concerns regarding the Arctic, while respecting national governments, indigenous communities and 
their sovereign interests.187 So as to not be seen to impose its interests on Arctic states, the UK has a ‘policy 
framework’ instead of a national ‘Arctic strategy’.188 While a more formally defined UK Arctic or High 
North strategy could enable a more coherent and robust approach – for example, ensuring that UK actions 
in the Norwegian Arctic and Canadian Arctic are aligned – some commentators have concerns that drafting 
such a formal strategy could undermine UK efforts to portray itself as ‘benign’, particularly with regard to 
Russia.189 Tensions could also arise with Arctic partners, who might see an increase of UK military activities 
in the High North – even within the rules of international law – as overstepping agreed norms.190 For 

 

 
181 McKeran (2019). 
182 House of Commons Defence Committee (2018a). 
183 Interview 4. 
184 Interview 4. 
185 HM Government (2021); Interview 7. 
186 Interview 12; Interview 16. 
187 Depledge and Dodds (2014). 
188 Depledge and Dodds (2014). 
189 Depledge (2012); Depledge et al. (2019). 
190 Interview 9; Karsten (2011). 



UK Strategy for the High North 

35 

instance, it is not certain that a country like Canada – which is mostly concerned by trade routes and China’s 
action – would follow a UK security agenda in the High North that it perceived as being (at least in part) 
aimed at balancing Russia.191 This could be mitigated by effective strategic communications and diplomatic 
effort, but would require cross-government cooperation to ensure that a delicate balance was struck between 
assertive action (including defence and deterrence activities) and reassuring, trust-building moves. 

3.3.6. Another barrier is uncertainty around the long-term availability of resources to 
support more ambitious UK strategy in the region, especially after COVID-19  

Long-term pressure on the defence budget, despite the recent uplift in spending, could limit the UK Armed 
Forces’ readiness and ability to operate effectively in the Arctic.192 Despite continuing efforts to encourage 
a joint approach and promote ‘multi-domain integration’, there are internal disagreements within Defence 
over how to prioritise finite resources (e.g. financial, human, political), given competing demands from 
individual Services and different policy teams within the MOD. Similarly, the UK’s stance on a military 
presence in the Arctic may not always align with the non-defence approach, which prioritises dialogue and 
collaboration on issues such as climate change.193 Misalignment between ends, ways and means may mean 
that sufficient resources for Arctic operations are not always available, especially given the increasing focus 
on a ‘tilt to the Indo-Pacific’.194 Reducing joint British–Norway winter training exercises, for example, could 
have a large impact on UK capabilities in the region195; and while the number of Royal Navy surface 
combatants is expected to grow in the medium-term, this will only come after a short-term reduction in 
hulls in the 2020s.196 The multi-role and global focus of the Armed Forces and increased engagement in 
hotter climates may reduce the focus on operations in the Arctic and see heavy commitment elsewhere.197   

3.3.7. Wider tensions within the UK risk spilling over into High North strategy and 
policy, given Scotland’s important voice as the most northerly part of the UK 

A cross-government approach assumes that each part of government shares an interest in engaging, but 
political tensions between Holyrood and Westminster have the potential to increase if there is a Defence 
Arctic Strategy, particularly as Scotland has developed its own Arctic Policy Framework.198 After Brexit, and 
in the context of an ongoing campaign for a second independence referendum, the Scottish government 
and ruling Scottish National Party (SNP) are looking to strengthen cooperation with the Arctic region, to 
promote Scotland as an outward-looking nation.199 Within Scottish nationalism and debates on 
independence, there has been an emerging narrative of belonging to Arctic or Scandinavian identities, 
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especially from the SNP.200 There are some claims that Scotland has a stronger link to the Arctic than the 
rest of the UK, considering its geographical proximity to the region, as well as shared interests.201 It is 
important that work on the Arctic is not negatively affected by any future schisms between the UK and 
Scottish government (whether as a devolved administration within the Union or, at some point out to 2050, 
potentially as a newly independent nation).202  

3.3.8. While the Arctic is seen as an area of low tension, no clear strategy at the UK 
or multinational level explains how to keep it this way for the long-term 

The rise of Russian and even Chinese military activities in the High North is identified as a growing 
challenge to the region’s stability, but NATO is cautious about engaging with the Arctic, and unilateral 
actions from the UK could backfire if they are perceived as provocations by Arctic states.203 The main risk 
resides in an incremental competition of agenda between the FCDO and MOD, which would lead to 
military operational activities conducted without the awareness of the Polar Regions Department.204  

The Royal Navy has been conducting under-ice submarine operations in the Arctic with the US since 2018, 
re-building a hard-earned Cold War-era skillset.205 This bilateral cooperation follows the letter of the Arctic 
Policy Framework, which defines the necessity to ‘work with […] international partners and allies through 
defence engagement, bilateral and multilateral security cooperation’, including ‘essential cold-weather 
training exercises.’206 Nevertheless, no strategic agreement has been formally established across Whitehall to 
define a proper level of military engagement without risking an escalation of tensions,207 and few links exist 
at the operational level between the FCDO and MOD.208 Moreover, the claim of the UK to primarily 
defend international norms, UNCLOS and FON may be dampened by the lack of direct interaction 
between the MOD and the Ocean Policy Unit in the FCDO (the lead on maritime law and its application 
in the government).209 Overall, the difficulty of bringing together all stakeholders in a single discussion, 
strategically and operationally, seems to be the main barrier to an efficient UK strategy in the High North. 

3.3.9. In the absence of more integrated strategy, there is a risk of creating dilemmas 
between – rather than reinforcing – security, influence, and prosperity 

Considering the diversity of strategic interests outlined above and taking into account the institutional 
legacy of the Fusion Doctrine, the actions of the UK in the High North could benefit from a more 
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integrated cross-government approach led by the FCDO and the MOD.210 Although many policy levers 
appear consensual, one of the main dangers identified by this study would be the simultaneous pursuit of 
incompatible objectives at the nexus of security, influence and prosperity (see Figure 3.3). 

Figure 3.3: Adapting cross-government principles to High North strategy 

 
Source: GSP adaptation of HM Government (2018b). 

For example, an environmental-protection-oriented strategy implemented simultaneously with a resource-
exploitation-strategy could be difficult to understand for both internal and external audiences, and could 
become problematic at the influence/economic level. From a security perspective, any action of deterrence 
against Russia or China could, if not accompanied by the appropriate strategic communications and 
reassurance measures, be perceived by other Arctic countries as overstepping agreed norms, and ultimately 
result in alienating allies and partners in the region.211 Although the respect of UNCLOS and FON could 
require the legitimate military presence of a country like the UK, Arctic countries – such as Canada or 
Denmark – have historically expressed public scepticism about the military presence of external parties in 
the High North (even if they are allies), seeing it as a net negative for regional stability.212 Some stakeholders 
argue that the success of a UK strategy of influence in the High North relies first on the recognition that 
the UK is not an Arctic state, and that it should avoid the temptation to take the lead on Arctic issues.213  
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3.4. Maximising the UK’s influence on long-term trends 

3.4.1. The main strategic enabler for the UK to shape developments in the High North 
resides in sustaining effective relations with Arctic countries 

As the Arctic is controlled by sovereign states, UK influence is mostly projected directly with Arctic state 
allies – initially, often individually – before issues are taken to a multilateral forum.214 The UK also engages 
bilaterally with selected Arctic states on security and defence issues, when these cannot be put forward in a 
multilateral forum.215 The UK enjoys good relationships with most Arctic states (i.e. except for Russia), 
which enables natural cooperation.216 In particular, the UK’s so-called ‘special relationship’ with the US is 
significant, as there is a genuine interest in UK scientific expertise on the Arctic.217 The UK–Norway 
relationship is also central to the UK’s involvement in the Arctic, as Norway’s geostrategic location, its 
willingness to cooperate and its capabilities and infrastructure are integral to the UK’s situational awareness 
and presence in the Arctic.218 Continuous and proactive investment in bilateral relationships is important 
to maintain a sense of tangible cooperation and mutual benefits, particularly after COVID-19, as 
interaction between senior leaders has become more logistically challenging.219  

3.4.2. Good bilateral relations can also rely on military cooperation, leveraging the 
UK’s ‘hard power’ capabilities and mechanisms for defence engagement  

Elements of the UK Armed Forces undergo training for cold weather operations, which provides 
opportunities to increase defence cooperation and improve relations.220 Since 2015, joint training between 
Royal Marines and the US Marine Corps has strengthened UK–US military partnerships.221 In addition, 
the European Union (EU) and UK’s maritime security interests remain aligned, which could present an 
opportunity for future EU–UK cooperation in the Arctic, particularly given the UK’s naval strength and 
other relevant capabilities (e.g. maritime patrol aircraft, growing ambitions in the space domain).222 The 
JEF is another significant arena for collaboration between the UK and Nordic and Baltic States, and involves 
high-readiness forces potentially forming a rapid response below the threshold of a full Article 5 response 
from NATO.223 This could give the UK ‘first mover’ advantage and a framework to generate a combined 
force, demonstrating intent and de-escalating a future crisis in the Arctic or High North before NATO 
could achieve consensus from all 30 Allies. In addition, the UK regularly joins Norwegian-led military 
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exercises, such as Cold Response, as well as wargaming and table-top exercises. These experiences provide 
the opportunity to strengthen relations, with beneficial implications for energy security, for example. 224  

This good potential for military cooperation must be supported by the commitment of the British Armed 
Forces and government. Building up British maritime forces and capabilities could help establish a 
significant UK presence in the Arctic. Reinforcing naval cooperation, for example with the Unites States 
and Japan, could help strengthen UK maritime capabilities. Furthermore, restoring the link between sea 
power and British national identity could generate the political will to help direct funding to the Navy.225 
The return of the Royal Navy’s under-ice submarine operations, such as the publicised mission of HMS 
Trenchant, presents an opportunity to advance Arctic capabilities and serve as a reminder that there is ‘real 
interest’ in the region.226 However, as ice cover recedes, it will become increasingly complex for submarines 
to operate undetected.227 Additionally, an uptick in UK military activity in the Arctic could increase tensions 
with Russia, potentially leading to unintended escalation in the region.228 It is therefore necessary for the 
UK to keep investing in maritime surveillance and anti-submarine capabilities – such as P-8 Poseidon – and 
to gather a clear understanding, through dialogue and cooperation with Arctic partners, of evolving Russian 
doctrine and escalation thresholds around its ‘bastion’, so as to achieve the intended deterrent effects on the 
Kremlin’s decision making without unintended escalation.229 

3.4.3. On science, climate and environment, the UK has strong assets and arguments 
to seek a greater role in the Arctic and broader High North region 

Together with its existing research experience and capabilities, such as RRS Sir David Attenborough, the 
UK is a key contributor to research on climate change, with the potential to improve numerical modelling 
and predictions.230 The UK is also a leader in hydrographic sciences, with the potential to offer these services 
to survey some of the Arctic’s unchartered waters.231 In addition, Scotland shares some qualities with the 
Arctic, particularly regarding vulnerable ecosystems, with the opportunity to share best practices on 
biodiversity monitoring and reducing marine pollution.232 The community of UK-based or -funded 
researchers is already active on High North issues, especially through the NERC, and could be better 
exploited by the government if a more consistent strategy of scientific engagement was defined.233 

 

 
224 Depledge and Dodds (2014). 
225 Cepinskyte (2019). 
226 House of Commons Defence Committee (2018a) and (2018b); Dodds (2019). 
227 Ministry of Defence (2018). 
228 Cepinskyte (2019). 
229 Depledge et al. (2019). 
230 Siegert et al. (2020). 
231 Interview 16. 
232 Scottish Government (2019). 
233 Interview 12. 



RAND Europe 

40 

Overall, UK Arctic science has the potential to reinforce the ‘Global Britain’ vision, in line with the 
emphasis placed in the 2021 Integrated Review on positioning the UK as a future science ‘superpower’.234 
Arctic science presents an opportunity to increase knowledge-sharing between policymakers and academia, 
facilitating capacity-building and a feedback loop of increased understanding and interest in the region.235 
As well as generating an improved situational understanding of the Arctic, scientific research and related 
technological innovations help to facilitate diplomacy and policy, underpinning UK alliances with Arctic 
states and indigenous peoples.236 The UK’s reputation as an authority on Arctic science and its readiness to 
collaborate with international partners means that it is well placed to transfer expertise and knowledge as 
part of a positive-sum game.237 As climatic change unfolds in the Arctic, the UK may seek to exploit further 
opportunities for scientific relations and collaboration with Russia as a central regional actor, and with 
China as a major player on global climate issues and green technology.238 Maintaining a scientific presence 
in the Arctic is also important to justify interventions and provide evidence to ensure that the UK does not 
under- or over-commit resources in relevant areas such as energy, fisheries, security and future science.239  

3.4.4. Development in the Arctic may provide opportunities for growing government 
and commercial space capabilities, given the UK’s access to relevant orbits 

The  London-based and partially government-owned satellite company OneWeb is looking to launch a 
constellation of satellites to provide internet to areas across the Arctic, filling demand for connectivity.240 
The UK’s first vertical spaceport in Sutherland is planned to launch small satellites and payloads into low 
Earth and polar orbits, providing timely access to the region (including in the event of a conflict).241 The 
UK’s northerly position means it is not as well-placed to launch into geosynchronous Earth orbits – which 
typically occurs from launch sites near the Equator – but it is aiming to be Europe’s first spaceport capable 
of launches into so-called Molniya orbits (highly elliptical, to maximise time over the Arctic). These ongoing 
Arctic-related initiatives come as the MOD has recently established its new joint Space Command, and as 
the MOD, BEIS and UK Space Agency are due to publish a National Space Strategy and associated Defence 
Space Strategy – signalling an ambition to be a ‘meaningful player in space’. Scotland similarly has goals to 
establish itself as a hub for small satellites and may be well placed to contribute to space coverage over the 
Arctic.242 The UK has only recently begun to develop a strategic approach to the Arctic, and there remains 
considerable room to grow for space policy, both unilaterally and in partnership with other interested parties 
such as the US, Canada, Japan or Norway. 
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3.4.5. Finally, the Arctic may become an increasingly important consideration for the 
UK economy in coming decades, presenting both opportunities and risks 

Looking out to 2050, the UK may stand to benefit from increased exploitation of natural resources from 
the Arctic243: (i) through the UK importing cargoes from the Arctic; (ii) through the employment of UK-
registered ships for loading; (iii) through the trans-shipment of cargoes from the Arctic via UK ports; or (iv) 
through the involvement of UK firms in the upstream or downstream.244 Globalisation in the Arctic has 
shown the importance of UK ports and cities, including the financial and legal hub of London.245 Due to 
its expertise and geographical location, the UK is  well placed to offer a ‘one-stop shop’ for maritime services 
to companies operating in or transiting through the Arctic and broader High North.246 Scotland, similarly, 
has the potential to emerge as a significant hub in the region, due to its vicinity to relevant waters.247  

As the Arctic Ocean becomes more accessible, there may also be increased passenger-cruise voyages in the 
region, which could present both SAR challenges and economic opportunities to the UK.248 In general, the 
Arctic is highly visible in British popular imagination, featuring in movies, TV programmes, books and art 
exhibitions, where it invokes adventure, exploration and intrigue among British audiences.249 Public support 
might be required to allow further investment into the Arctic during financial hardship.250 As tourism to 
the Arctic increases, UK cruise ships or tour operators may be employed, and UK ports could become 
embarkation points for international passengers.251 

3.5. Implications for future strategy and policymaking 

3.5.1. Based on its review of literature and stakeholder perspectives, the study team 
identified potential practical steps to enhance cross-government cooperation 

The measure of a successful cross-government approach to the UK strategy in the High North will 
ultimately reside in the government’s ability to gather and align all interested parties into a single strategy 
that exerts influence on regional developments out to 2050. A review of the barriers and enablers to UK 
policy levers in the High North has helped to determine three main areas of investment for a cross-
government approach: 
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 Internal coordination: the ability of the UK Government to optimise internal coordination on 
High North policymaking and decision-making processes. 

 Tailored defence and deterrence posture: the ability of the UK military to invest in capabilities 
and be present in the High North without causing destabilising effects for the region. 

 ‘Near neighbour’ policies: the ability of the UK scientific community and economy to integrate 
the Arctic’s market through bilateral and multilateral efforts, generating maximum returns. 

The study team has defined and presented the barriers and enablers according to each of these categories in 
the tables below, to which a series of specific and actionable recommended options – identified in a GSP 
study team workshop – have been added. 

Table 3.1: Summary of barriers and enablers to internal coordination 

Barriers and enablers Recommendations 

Barrier: Lack of interest and investments from non-
Arctic-specific government stakeholders 

Increasing the frequency of x-WH roundtables and 
creating sub-groups dedicated to defence matters 

Establishing a closer dialogue between Arctic 
stakeholders and adjacent MOD and FCDO offices, 
such as the Russia or China desks 
 
Developing a cross-government Arctic strategy to 
address potential MOD/FCDO disagreements 
 
Considering a business case for a National Security 
Strategy Implementation Group (NSSIG) for the region 

Barrier: Absence of a clear single Arctic director 
within the FCDO 

Creating an office devoted to Arctic policies and 
growing existing teams to centralise decision making on 
Arctic issues, and to give better cross-government 
visibility to the Arctic, as a separate entity to the 
Antarctic policy remit within the Polar Regions 
Department 

Coordinating UK policies and activities in the European 
(Nordic-Baltic and Russian) and North American Arctic 

Barrier: Potential tensions between Holyrood and 
Westminster 

Ensuring more systematic inclusion of Scottish 
Government stakeholders in the Polar Regions 
Department’s engagement policy with the Arctic Council, 
where appropriate 

Barrier: Use of High North by the MOD does not 
perfectly align with use of Arctic by the FCDO 

Engaging with FCDO in order to define and coordinate 
on policies related to the Arctic perimeter versus the 
wider High North 

 Source: GSP analysis of stakeholder engagement and literature review. 
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Table 3.2: Summary of barriers and enablers to tailored defence and deterrence posture 

Barriers and enablers Recommendations 

Enabler: The UK enjoys good relations with most Arctic 
states due to shared agreement on maritime law 

Consolidating the primacy of UNCLOS and FON in 
the UK strategy to the High North 

Enabler: Elements of the UK Armed Forces are trained 
in and equipped for cold weather operations 

Reinforcing naval cooperation with like-minded 
countries, and those not necessarily limited to the 
Arctic circle, such as the United States, Japan and EU 
countries 

Barrier: Enduring pressure on the defence budget Focusing investments in ISR and anti-submarine 
capabilities fitting the UK’s role in the North Atlantic 
 

Collaborating with others, including through the JEF 
and NATO, to pool and share finite resources and 
capabilities and promote shared situational awareness  

Barrier: Misalignment between Arctic being seen as 
low tension and willingness to boost military presence 

Privileging multilateral military presence and defining 
goals with Arctic partners, and keeping FCDO in the 
decision-loop 

Establishing more robust lines of communication 
between MOD and FCDO’s Ocean Policy Unit 

Promoting a common threat assessment with UK allies 
and partners in the High North region, both on the 
European side and Canadian/US side, and externally 

Source: GSP analysis of stakeholder engagement and literature review. 

Table 3.3: Summary of barriers and enablers to more effective ‘near neighbour’ policies 

Barriers and enablers Recommendations 

Enabler: The UK scientific community has a strong 
tradition of Arctic-related research 

Prioritising scientific research and collaboration with 
academia in a cross-government Arctic strategy 
 

Establishing a closer dialogue between stakeholders of 
Arctic-related scientific research such as NERC, 
universities and the Polar Regions Department’s 
participation in Arctic Council’s Working Groups 
 

Leveraging science as an apolitical field to collaborate 
with Russia and China and maintain dialogue on 
shared multilateral interests in the High North 

Enabler: The UK space industry is well-positioned to 
contribute to Arctic space coverage 

Discussing joint investments in satellites and/or launch 
with Arctic countries and other potential partners 

Enabler: The UK is geographically positioned on sea 
routes between the Arctic, Europe and Americas 

Preparing UK ports to become ‘one-stop-shops’ for 
commercial ships travelling through the Arctic 

Source: GSP analysis of stakeholder engagement and literature review. 
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4. Prospects for a multilateral approach to UK strategy  

The UK’s strategy and policymaking for the Arctic and High North does not occur in a vacuum. Assuming 
the UK can overcome current barriers to more effective cross-government cooperation on High North 
policies (see Chapter 3), it must also find a way to maximise the influence it exerts externally, including 
through participation in multilateral fora. This chapter categorises and characterises the wide variety of 
multinational institutions that are of relevance to future UK strategy in the High North (Section 4.2), 
before presenting analysis of their relevant strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats from a UK 
perspective, and considering the implications of emerging trends in governance in the region, looking out 
towards 2050 (Section 4.3). This discussion serves to address the following question: 

RQ6. What are the threats and opportunities associated with using different multilateral fora (e.g. the 
Arctic Council) to pursue cross-government strategy and policy in conjunction with other actors?  

4.1. Overview 

Box 3 provides an outline of key findings from this chapter.  

Box 3: Summary of prospects for a multilateral approach to future UK strategy 

Working effectively with allies and partners, and engaging productively with competitors and adversaries, on issues 
of mutual interest will be essential to achieve positive impact on trends in the High North out to 2050 and beyond. 
This is true for all areas of strategy and policy – with the recent Integrated Review promoting an approach that is 
‘international by design’ – but especially pertinent in the High North. This reflects the UK’s lack of territory in the 
Arctic Circle and the limitations of its Observer Status in fora such as the Arctic Council, but is also a recognition that 
networks, alliances, partnerships and ‘soft power’ are all areas of competitive advantage for the UK, compared to 
more politically isolated adversaries.252 Governance in the region has moved away from the Cold War’s emphasis 
on militarisation to an understanding of Arctic security that prioritises political infrastructure and cooperation in an 
area of relative low tension. Governance consists of a ‘web’ of relations that places the environment at the centre of 
Arctic issues. Science diplomacy consequently features strongly as the key medium for cooperation and discourse. 
Primary institutions – such as the Arctic Council, International Arctic Science Committee, Arctic Economic Council, 
Arctic Coast Guard Forum and Arctic Security Forces Roundtable – are at the core of decision making and planning 
in the region. The Arctic Council is the pre-eminent international forum, with influence across the areas of transport, 
science, diplomacy, social, legal and economy, but with no remit or practical influence in the military domain.  
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Primary external fora – including NATO and the International Maritime Organisation (IMO) – are also central, with 
the IMO bearing high influence in the domains of transport and legal, while NATO holds the most influence in military 
and diplomatic areas, despite (or by) excluding Russia. Secondary fora – such as the Barents Euro-Arctic Council, 
the Conference of Arctic Parliamentarians and the Nordic Council – are influential for diplomacy, but less so for 
military, suggesting that opportunities for military influence are restricted within Arctic governance. Weaknesses in 
the primary fora cover a wide range of areas, suggesting that there is scope for improvement in Arctic governance 
institutions. Besides promoting its own influence, the UK has two main policy objectives: (i) ensuring that Arctic states 
remain committed to cooperation rather than competition within the region; and (ii) limiting military activity within the 
Arctic. While the UK plays a central part in the Arctic, as a core NATO ally and observer on the Arctic Council, there 
are opportunities for deepening cooperation with primary fora in future, towards enhancing UK influence in the Arctic 
and High North more broadly. 

Source: GSP analysis. 

The following sections discuss these issues in more detail, beginning with a categorisation of the different 
primary and secondary institutions of relevance to the evolving governance of the Arctic and High North.  

4.2. Typology of governance institutions  

4.2.1. The current institutional landscape of Arctic governance is shaped by the rapid 
expansion of political infrastructure in the post-Cold war era  

During the Cold War, the Arctic region was framed as both an arena for warfare and as a direct route for 
attack, with Russia and the US geographically and politically opposed to one another over the relatively 
small expanse of the Arctic Ocean. As a result, intensive resources were directed towards infrastructure to 
create national security. At the pivotal moment of the Cold War’s end, the framing of the Arctic saw an 
intensive shift away from the militarisation and focus on hard security, and towards leveraging of security 
through governance to exert sovereignty over extra-territorial spaces.253 Since then, the focus has shifted 
towards security through political rather than material infrastructure, and parties who once stood in 
opposition now cooperate towards a new order of security, stability and mutual benefit.  

This security approach is different from the vision of a peaceful and cooperative Arctic, described as Arctic 
exceptionalism by Gorbachev during his 1987 Murmansk initiative.254 The current trend stresses security 
through maintaining a military presence within the Arctic, as opposed to considering the Arctic as a neutral 
or low-tension region. As states develop their military infrastructure and capabilities in the region, their 
future willingness to cooperate rather than compete is likely to be dependent on national interests rather 
than any commitment to preserve the Arctic’s neutral status. Hence, it is important to consider the ability 
of the various fora which contribute to Arctic governance to enable states to pursue their national interests. 
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4.2.2. Arctic governance can be described not as a pyramid or hierarchy, but as a 
web of relations involving fora with overlapping remits and memberships 

Governance in the region is a complex web, characterised by an emphasis on responsibility in Arctic 
governance with a focus on the environment through, in practice, preparedness and response to disasters, 
and in principle, on sustainability in resource use.255 This web of responsibility as a normative operator for 
action shapes the relations between different actors in the region, and legitimises the over-reach of 
jurisdiction by Arctic states in the shaping of mechanisms and fora of Arctic governance. 

The following sections of this chapter serve to characterise governance fora in the Arctic in particular (since 
most institutions focus on this narrowly defined region, rather than the more nebulous High North). This 
analysis provides a basis to describe the influence of different fora in the web of Arctic relations, and to 
evaluate their relative strengths and weaknesses in relation to opportunities and threats for UK strategy and 
policy. The characterisation of Arctic fora has been developed from a collection of institutions related to 
governance in the Arctic, each of which has been classed into primary, secondary and tertiary categories 
based on their perceived significance related to UK policy levers. This three-tiered grouping includes two 
sub-sets, with the first comprised of institutions more traditionally and narrowly thought of as Arctic 
governance institutions (Table 4.1), and a second, expanded list of institutions with operational or legal 
relevance to Arctic governance (Table 4.2), but a wider – i.e. global or non-geographical – remit. 

To inform the characterisation of Arctic fora, information was collected on organisations’ missions, roles, 
responsibilities, influence, effectiveness, areas of contention and overlaps with other organisations in Arctic 
governance. Due to space constraints, this characterisation largely focuses on primary fora; secondary and 
tertiary institutions are included to allow opportunity for further research.  

Table 4.1: Traditional Arctic governance institutions 

Primary  Secondary  Tertiary  

Arctic Council   Nordic Council  Northern Forum  

International Arctic Science Committee Barents Euro-Arctic Council   

Arctic Economic Council 
 

Arctic Coast Guard Forum  

Conference of Parliamentarians of 
the Arctic Region 

  

  

Arctic Security Forces Roundtable   

Source: GSP analysis. 

 

 

 
255 Exner-Pirot (2016); Hansen-Magnusson (2019). 



RAND Europe 

48 

Table 4.2: Extended Arctic-relevant fora 

Primary Secondary Tertiary 

NATO  Baltic Exchange Baltic Sea Commission  

IMO (Polar Code) OECD European Marine Energy Centre  

 UN (UNCLOS) Arctic Regional Hydrographic Commission 

 EU (Northern Dimension) European Space Agency 

 EEA (Norway, Iceland) European GNSS Agency 

  International Energy Agency 

  Arctic Conferences (High North Dialogue, Arctic Circle, 
Arctic Frontiers, Arctic Science Summit Week)  

  European Polar Board 

   Lloyds Register  

  International Chamber of Shipping 

    UK Joint Expeditionary Force 

Source: GSP analysis. 

4.2.3. Arctic governance structures emphasise science diplomacy, the environment 
and ‘soft’ security topics, while downplaying ‘hard’ defence and other issues 

This complex ‘web’ of governance arrangements reflects and enables significant cooperation between 
relevant states, nongovernmental organisations, municipalities, indigenous communities and industry. 
Acting as the linchpin, the Arctic Council sets the agenda for governance and provides a platform for the 
Arctic states to protect and project their interests in the region. A dominant feature of Arctic governance is 
the significance given to science diplomacy, where common problems facing humanity – and specifically, 
the Arctic environment – are addressed through scientific interactions and international partnerships. This 
theme emerges heavily in the Working Groups of the Arctic Council and the pre-eminence of the 
International Arctic Science Committee (IASC) as a primary player in the facilitation of scientific research. 
Beyond the emphasis on scientific cooperation, other key themes that emerge in the discourse of Arctic 
governance include sustainable development, pollution, the environment, business, education and (human) 
security, while diminished themes include military affairs, energy and shipping.256  

4.2.4. The ‘primary’ governance institutions include a mix of overlapping institutions 
whose remits often focus in greater detail on topics raised in the Arctic Council 

Primary institutions largely include pan-Arctic organisations, including the Arctic Council, IASC, Arctic 
Economic Council (AEC), Arctic Coast Guard Forum (ACGF) and Arctic Security Forces Roundtable. 
Expanding the list beyond those institutions narrowly focused on the Arctic brings in NATO and the IMO. 
Of these, the Arctic Council emerges as the dominant institution, which serves as a flagship for trendsetting 

 

 
256 While playing a lesser role in international/circumpolar Arctic governance, energy and shipping often feature as 
primary features of state interests in the Arctic. 
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on many diverse issues that often emerge in policy and mechanisms of international law. It can best be 
described as the pivot of Arctic governance, with many other regional fora either responding to or 
implementing initiatives promoted by the organisation or directly interacting with its Working Groups, 
including providing data or expertise.  

The role of the Arctic Council in regional governance began with the Arctic Environmental Protection 
Strategy of 1991. The subsequent themes emerging from this initiative (i.e. monitoring, assessment, 
protection, emergency preparedness/response and conservation) continue to present themselves in the work 
of the Council, although it has since evolved. When the Arctic Council was formed in 1996 its charter 
specifically stated that the organisation ‘should not deal with matters of military security’.257 However, this 
did not prevent the Council from creating an opportunity for branches of the Arctic states dealing with 
security to collaborate in the Arctic SAR Treaty of 2011, or to address soft security concerns of the region.258 
The organisation was formalised with the creation of a permanent Secretariat at Tromsø, Norway in 2011. 
The Council’s efforts are focused around Working Groups and their Expert Groups, which execute the 
primary responsibility of facilitating international scientific collaboration in specific areas (see Figure 4.1).  

Figure 4.1: Arctic Council execution structure 

 
Source: GSP analysis. 

 

 
257 Arctic Council (1996). 
258 Wood-Donnelly (2013). 



RAND Europe 

50 

These Working Groups manage over 100 scientific initiatives and projects, such as those in the Working 
Group for Emergency Prevention, Preparedness and Response (EPPR) (e.g. Arctic rescue, Database of 
Response Assets) or those in the Working Group for the Protection of the Arctic Marine Environment 
(PAME) (e.g. Strengthen Passenger Ship Safety in Arctic Waters and Investing in Hydrographic, 
Meteorological and Oceanographic Data).259 

The Council’s main areas of influence include trendsetting the direction of soft law specifically related to 
Arctic scientific and environmental issues, with an emphasis on preventative measures for safety and 
prevention of pollution (i.e. nuclear, plastics, heavy fuel oils) and promotion of business activities by 
providing a framework for dialogue with the business sector. This has resulted in four international 
agreements: SAR (2011); marine oil spill preparedness and response (2013); enhancing scientific 
cooperation (2017); and unregulated fishing in the Central Arctic Ocean (2018). The Council also 
maintains formal cooperation agreements (or MOUs) with other Arctic governance fora (i.e. IASC or AEC), 
and was a strong advocate of the IMO’s Polar Code amendments to maritime convention, including SOLAS 
and MARPOL (see below). 

4.2.5. Built on similar post-Cold War principles as the broader Arctic Council, the 
IASC facilitates scientific cooperation and interdisciplinary research 

Originally envisioned as a ‘SCAR [Scientific Committee on Antarctic Research] for the Arctic’, the IASC 
was championed by leaders of scientific foundations from the eight Arctic states. Emerging into the Arctic 
governance science scene just prior to the founding of the Arctic Council, its founding documents identify 
the organisation’s focus on studies including: understanding global change in the Arctic regions; activities 
related to humans in the Arctic and related to information exchange; scientific awareness and the bases for 
planning Arctic sciences; and Arctic environmental protection.260  

As a result of the IASC’s mission, its primary responsibility lies in the facilitation of Arctic science. The 
IASC is an observer organisation in the Arctic Council and maintains partnership agreements with other 
Arctic/polar organisations, such as the European Polar Board, the SCAR and the International Council for 
Exploration of the Sea. The IASC’s main area of influence is in promoting specific scientific agendas; as an 
example, it held a significant role in the Arctic Climate Impact Assessment in 2005, which launched a 
successful broader initiative resulting in the Arctic Council’s 2018 agreement on scientific cooperation.261 
The IASC is also instrumental in facilitating scientific review of the Arctic Council’s scientific reports, and 
chairs the Arctic Science Summit Week. 

 

 
259 Arctic Council (2019). 
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4.2.6. The AEC facilitates business-to-business activity, focusing on marine transport, 
investment infrastructure, responsible development, ICT and blue economy262 

Although it operates as an independent organisation, the AEC was created by the Arctic Council during the 
Canadian Chairmanship in 2013–15, and its membership is comprised of representatives from the Arctic 
Council’s own member states and permanent participants. The Arctic Council signed a MOU with the 
AEC in 2019 relating to sustainable economic development, and its main areas of responsibility include 
supporting market accessibility, facilitating business, sharing best practices and promoting stable regulatory 
frameworks.263 Its main area of broader political and diplomatic influence lies in the reports that the AEC 
submits to the Arctic Council’s ministerial meetings, and by bringing together policymakers and business.  

4.2.7. The ACGF is a sign that the Arctic states are committed to cooperation in the 
Arctic, and to implementation of the SAR Treaty of 2011  

Established in 2015, the ACGF is composed of the coast guard agencies of the eight Arctic states, and 
operates as a military-to-military forum with a focus on safety in the Arctic, rather than on ‘hard’ defence 
issues. The organisation’s primary area of focus is in leveraging collective resources to enable fulfilment of 
the responsibilities of the Arctic states under international law, and to ‘foster safe, secure, and 
environmentally responsible maritime activity in the Arctic’.264 The Forum achieves its mission by regularly 
conducting SAR exercise (SAREX) missions, although these have in fact been operational since SAREX 
Greenland Sea 2012 – three years prior to the formalisation of the ACGF. The Forum also collaborates in 
joint exercises with the Arctic Council’s EPPR Working Group, such as the 2020 Arctic Guarding Table-
Top Exercise (TTX).265 The organisation’s primary areas of influence include providing cooperation 
opportunities between militaries of the Arctic states, and influencing policy-oriented action on the basis of 
operational exigencies. Unlike the ASFR, and largely due to the focus on ‘safety’ rather than defence, the 
ACGF has a direct relationship with the Arctic Council and involves the active participation of Russia.  

4.2.8. The ASFR provides a more informal military-to-military forum to discuss security 
issues, but it is both constrained and enabled by the absence of Russia 

The ASFR was established in 2011 on the initiative of Norway and the US. Similar to the ACGF, it is a 
military-to-military forum that facilitates meetings of senior officers from 12 countries that are either Arctic 
states or have an interest in the Arctic, including France, Germany, the Netherlands and the UK. Apart 
from Russia, which is currently absent from ASFR meetings (see below), the remaining members are either 
NATO allies or Enhanced Opportunity Partners (in the case of Finland and Sweden). This enables 
discussions to take place at a higher security level than general military exchanges. 

A current area of contention is Russia’s absence. Some commentators state that Russia has been excluded 
following its annexation of Crimea; others state that Russia still has a permanent invitation to attend but 

 

 
262 Blue economy is a concept encouraging the sustainable exploitation of ocean resources. 
263 Arctic Council (2019); Sweeney and Vauraste (2016). 
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chooses to stay absent.266 The ASFR has no formally mandated responsibilities or legal powers. It exists to 
enable discussions between military officers – usually at Chief of Staff level – on the Arctic.  In theory, the 
ASFR influences the military behaviour of its members by building working relations, trust, cooperation 
and interoperability, complementary to diplomatic and other initiatives. However, in practice the lack of 
formal powers means it is constrained by members’ willingness (or lack thereof) to engage and translate 
discussions into concrete initiatives and policy actions. Due to the strict ‘non-military’ element of the Arctic 
Council there is little-to-no interaction with the Council and its Working Groups or ministerial activities. 

4.2.9. NATO and IMO are the primary external fora; though important to the UK as 
a non-Arctic state, these are often excluded from studies of Arctic governance 

NATO is an alliance of countries from Europe and North America that aims to guarantee the freedom and 
security of its members through all necessary political and military means.267 The organisation’s primary 
responsibility lies in the areas of collective defence, crisis-management and cooperative security.268 In 
practice, its main focus is currently on the Baltic, Black Sea and Mediterranean regions – the Arctic is of 
peripheral interest, despite its geographical position as a key route or theatre of attack in Cold War eras.  

However, unlike its southern flank or flashpoints further afield, the Arctic and High North lie within 
NATO’s geographical area of responsibility, which has been reflected in recent years by an increasing 
attention on securing sea lines of communication in the North Atlantic (e.g. through creation of the new 
Joint Force Command Norfolk, which reached initial operational capability in September 2020). NATO’s 
influence in Arctic governance is likely to be strongest on Norway and Russia, and for opposing reasons. As 
a NATO member, Norway sees NATO support as essential for its defence across the whole country, 
although Norway’s geographic proximity to Russia in the north – including sharing both land and maritime 
borders – certainly draws emphasis to Arctic security and bilateral dialogue with its neighbour, to avoid 
escalation. For Russia, NATO responses (or lack of) to its military activities in the region are an essential 
part of maintaining its great power status. In contrast, the US sees NATO as a necessary part of its security 
posture, but which is not in itself sufficient to safeguard all of the US’s interests in the region. For Canada 
the situation is more nuanced: the desire to preserve the idea of a neutral Arctic, similar to Gorbachev’s 
Murmansk Initiative, remains a widely held political objective, and Canada has often resisted a NATO role.        

The other High North countries, Finland and Sweden, are militarily non-aligned; however, both cooperate 
closely with NATO as Enhanced Opportunity Partners, including a recent uptick in participation in joint 
military exercises, crisis management exercises (CMEX) and other relevant collaborative initiatives beyond 
NATO, such as the Hybrid Centre of Excellence in Helsinki. Since NATO’s creation, Russia has viewed 
the Alliance as a direct threat to its own security and influence. Geopolitically, the situation in the Arctic is 
very different to that on Russia’s western and southern flanks, where it relies on the support of its near 
neighbours to act as a buffer zone between NATO and itself. In the Arctic, no such buffer zone exists. From 
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a Russian point of view, its bastion in the Arctic can be considered as just as strategically vulnerable as in 
the Baltic region, but without the mature anti-access and area denial capability provided by Kaliningrad.       

The requirement for agreement between all NATO allies is a limitation to the effectiveness of NATO. A 
core principal of NATO’s decision making is consensus among all its member states. Although this has the 
advantage of ensuring agreement, it does mean that objections from one country can effectively veto 
proposals. For example, it is likely that Canadian opposition to the standpoint of Norway and the US led 
to the Arctic region’s omission from the 2010 Strategic Concept and the 2012 Chicago Declaration.269 Like 
the ASFR, there is no formalised collaboration between NATO and the Arctic Council; however, there is 
overlap between NATO and the ASFR, given their respective memberships. 

4.2.10. The IMO is a United Nations specialised agency with dual roles, both in safety 
and the prevention of maritime pollution from shipping 

The IMO is the global standard-setting authority for the safety, security and environmental performance of 
international shipping, and its main role is to create and maintain regulatory frameworks for the shipping 
industry that are fair, effective, universally adopted and universally implemented. It aims to create a level 
playing field so that ship operators are deterred from compromising on safety, security and environmental 
performance.270 The IMO has a global remit and a total of 174 member states, including prevalent actors 
in Arctic governance fora, and it is considered as the primary organisation for setting and implementing 
safety standards in shipping.271 The IMO has facilitated existing standards, including the International 
Conventions for the Safety of Life at Sea (SOLAS), Prevention of Pollution from Ships (MARPOL) and 
Preventing Collisions at Sea (COLREGS), and provisions for SAR.272 In a direct contribution to Arctic 
governance and in collaboration with the Arctic Council, the IMO facilitated the creation of the Polar Code 
in 2017 as an amendment to both the SOLAS and MARPOL conventions. This set out mandatory 
requirements for shipping operating in both the Arctic and Antarctic regions.273 The Polar Code covers 
requirements for safety of personnel, training, communications and environmental protection. 

The main area of contention relating to the IMO in the Arctic includes discussion over the geographical 
area to which the Polar Code applies, based on the provisions of the UNCLOS and Article 234, which 
creates special extra-jurisdictional provisions for environmental protection in ice-covered waters. This 
geographical remit may come under question if climate change continues to reduce the extent of the Arctic 
ice cap. Commercial ships transiting through the Arctic during summer months are likely to resist having 
to implement the additional safety (including restrictions on ship class) and environmental requirements of 
the Polar Code, due to cost and resource implications.  
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4.3. SWOT analysis 

4.3.1. After characterising the different fora in terms of areas of influence, the team 
developed a SWOT analysis from the perspective of the UK 

Having understood the influence of different Arctic and extra-Arctic fora over different policy areas, the 
study team was tasked to consider the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats (SWOT) of 
governance arrangements from the perspective of UK strategy and policy in the Arctic and broader High 
North. SWOT analysis is a technique that has been developed to both help understand an organisation’s 
strategic position in the context of a specific operational environment and to help with strategic planning 
and management of objectives.274 Conducting a SWOT analysis helps to understand how a particular 
environment is currently situated and how it is likely to evolve, creating an understanding of how a given 
actor’s own resources and capabilities are situated in the context of this changing environment.275  

The following SWOT analysis seeks to consider the question of the relationship between Arctic governance 
fora and UK policy levers from a two-fold perspective. This includes an appraisal of the strengths and 
weaknesses of Arctic governance, paired with an appraisal of the threats and opportunities for the exertion 
of UK influence within them (noting that other players ‘get a vote’ in multilateralism and that any UK 
intervention in the region may not necessarily achieve its desired impact on others’ behaviour). In this 
context, the network of Arctic governance fora constitutes the ‘internal’ factors and UK policy levers form 
the ‘external’ factors. In evaluating strengths and weaknesses in a SWOT analysis, only factors that can be 
‘recognised and valued’ should be included, while threats and opportunities should be situated as external 
factors to be addressed through strategy.276 The elements of SWOT analysis are defined in Table 4.3. 

Table 4.3: The four elements of the SWOT analysis 

Element Definition 

Strength Capacity or influence to effectively achieve objectives 

Weakness Limitations and weaknesses that limit potential to achieve objectives 

Opportunity Favourable situations that create potential for influence 

Threat Unfavourable situations that are potentially damaging to achieving objectives 

Source: GSP analysis. 
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4.3.2. The SWOT analysis considered primary Arctic governance fora from the UK’s 
diplomatic, military, economic, legal, scientific, social and transport viewpoint 

The information emerging from the SWOT analysis should result in specific actions. According to Karppi 
et al. (2001), this includes building on strengths, eliminating the effects of weaknesses, exploiting 
opportunities and mitigating the effect of threats. The framework of the SWOT analysis, depicting 
external/internal factors and the questions informing the analysis, is shown in Figure 4.2. 

Figure 4.2: Framework of the SWOT analysis 

 
Source: GSP analysis. 

A SWOT analysis for the primary and extended-area primary institutions was conducted by the research 
team for each of the following characteristic areas: diplomatic, military, economic, legal, scientific, social 
and transport. To summarise, a brief overview of the key SWOT drawn from the seven characteristic areas 
is presented in Table 4.4. 
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Table 4.4: Overview of the key SWOT 

Institution Strengths Weaknesses Opportunities Threats 

Arctic Council Diplomatic: The 
Arctic Council is the 
only circumpolar 
body for political 
cooperation at 
government level, 
with various other 
institutions working 
closely with the 
Council and its 
Working Groups on 
specific topics 

Legal: The Arctic 
Council is a forum; it 
has no programming 
budget. All projects 
or initiatives are 
sponsored by one or 
more Arctic states, 
with a different status 
and influence for 
Observer States such 
as the UK 

Diplomatic: 
Influencing global 
politics in areas 
within its formal 
competence, 
leveraging UK’s 
broader soft power 
(e.g. role  
in UN)  

Diplomatic: 
Promoting 
peaceful, stable 
and sustainable 
development in 
the Arctic to  
the broader 
advantage of the 
UK economy 

Military: The 
Arctic Council’s 
mandate, as 
articulated in the 
Ottawa 
Declaration, 
explicitly excludes 
military security, 
limiting the UK’s 
options to address 
these issues with 
all Arctic states 
(including Russia) 

Diplomatic: 
Uncertainty 
around long-term 
ambitions and 
behaviour of 
China and how 
this will impact on 
all Observer 
States 

Arctic Economic 
Council 

Diplomatic: Link to 
Arctic Council 

Social: Extremely 
diverse economic 
characteristics of the 
Arctic region, which 
may dilute the impact 
of any initiatives 
taken at AEC level 

Economic: Leverage 
UK’s expertise on 
trends and business 
opportunities 
related to marine 
transportation, 
investment and 
infrastructure, 
responsible 
resource 
development, 
connectivity and 
blue economy 
 

Economic: 
Increased ship 
traffic increases the 
probability of 
accidents and the 
risk of oil spills, 
which could be 
mitigated by new 
technology 

Diplomatic: 
Possible reluctance 
to share 
information with 
UK 
 
Economic/Social: 
Arctic oil spills 
affecting global 
fishing 
 
Economic: 
Increased 
maritime shipping 
might increase 
competition 
among Arctic 
nations to  
attract foreign 
investment 
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Institution Strengths Weaknesses Opportunities Threats 

International Arctic 
Science Committee 

Diplomatic:  
UK science 
organisations 
members 
 
Science: Well-
respected research 
organisation 
 
Diplomatic: Close 
relation to the Arctic 
Council 

Science: Its openness 
to all scientific 
disciplines could  
be perceived as 
unfocused, which 
might harm its 
credibility 

Science: Access to 
a wide range of 
scientific networks 
and fora 
 
Science: EU and EU 
Member States 
need for science-
based knowledge 

Diplomatic: Risk of 
weakened link to 
Arctic Council 
 
Science: US 
international 
science 
commitments  
put in question  

Arctic Coast Guard 
Forum 

Military: The only 
forum for military 
coordination and 
cooperation that 
does not currently 
exclude Russia 

Diplomatic: Low 
influence compared 
with other Arctic fora 

Military: Further UK 
collaboration with 
ACGF members 
(even if not in 
ACGF itself) could 
offer specialist 
subsurface SAR 
capabilities 

Military: Increased 
military presence 
and surveillance 
from civilian radar 
used to provide 
additional military 
situational 
awareness 

ASFR Military/Diplomatic: 
Facilitates Chief of 
Staff and working-
level military 
exchanges 
 

Military: Aims to 
coordinate and 
deconflict maritime 
activities – vital  
for UK interests  
in region 

Military/Diplomatic: 
Without Russia, the 
ASFR is essentially a 
NATO subcommittee 

 

Military: Use of the 
NATO–Russia 
Council or other 
means to close the 
Arctic security 
‘dialogue gap’ 
through the 
creation of an 
Arctic security 
working group 

Diplomatic: 
Divergence of 
opinion among 
NATO allies 
leading to strains 
within the Alliance 

Diplomatic: UK 
needs to balance 
engaging Russia 
(and in future 
China) with not 
enabling their 
spoiling or 
blocking 
behaviour  

NATO Transport/Military: 
Strategic access to 
the Arctic region 
through member 
states and collective 
maritime and air 
capability to 
reinforce allies  
if required 

Diplomatic: Requires 
the agreement of all 
NATO allies before 
planning/acting. 
Divergence of 
opinion between 
members on Arctic 
policy risks a veto on 
action 

Military: Open a 
new extended area 
to defend against 
over-stretched 
Russian military, 
contributing to the 
UK’s deterrence 
posture 

Military: Possible 
threat to NATO’s 
strategic deterrent 
and risk of 
militarisation of 
area of low 
tension 

Military: Diversion 
of NATO effort 
from Central and 
Southern Europe 
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Institution Strengths Weaknesses Opportunities Threats 

IMO Environment: Polar 
code includes 
significant 
requirements on 
environmental 
protection 

Economic/Transport: 
The Polar Code is 
currently focused on 
tourist and fishing 
vessels in the Polar 
regions – would need 
significant expansion 
of IMO presence in 
the Arctic if a rapid 
expansion of 
commercial shipping 
through the High 
North occurs 

Diplomatic: London-
based head office. 
High proportion of  
UK nationals  
on the staff  
and significant 
opportunity for 
influence 
 

Diplomatic: 
Combines UK 
interests in Arctic 
with territorial 
interests in the 
Antarctic, via the 
Polar Code 

Military: States use 
enforcement of 
IMO regulations 
as a means for 
their use of 
military platforms 
to control shipping 
in the area 

Legal: Future 
disagreements 
over requirements 
and area of 
application of the 
Polar Code may 
hinder impact 

Source: GSP analysis. 

This SWOT analysis suggests that the strengths of the primary fora are predominately diplomatic in 
character, and with weaknesses identified in all seven of the characteristic areas. This may suggest that there 
is scope for improvement in Arctic governance institutions to facilitate statecraft between members, and to 
the advantage of the UK and its strategic interests in the Arctic and broader High North region. 

4.3.3. The SWOT analysis suggests areas where the UK may achieve more or less 
impact when applying different policy levers to influence future trends to 2050 

As discussed in Chapter 3, arguably the primary policy objective of the UK in the region is to ensure that 
Arctic states remain committed to cooperation rather than competition. This supports all three of the UK’s 
NSOs and thereby promotes its security, influence and economic prosperity in relation to the broader High 
North. To achieve this, the various fora and institutions that comprise Arctic governance require the 
capability to facilitate all aspects of UK statecraft. Analysis of the influence within the existing fora suggests 
that while there are significant fora to facilitate Legal and Economic levers, there are only limited 
opportunities to develop Military influence within the Arctic within these formal institutions (as opposed 
to unilateral or bilateral action).  

The most pressing policy question for the UK is one of ways: where is the best place for non-Arctic states, 
such as the UK, to exert influence? Several key takeaways emerge from the analysis presented in this chapter: 

 Striking the balance between proactive engagement and respecting the UK’s Observer Status: 
Situated at the centre of Arctic governance are the Arctic Council and its associated Working 
Groups. All of the primary Arctic governance fora have a significant overlap in membership and 
agenda-setting, with all significant members coming from the eight Arctic states: Canada, 
Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden and the United States. The Arctic Council 
has strong collaboration with the working groups and initiatives of the IASC, AEC and ACGF. 
Despite the limitations of the Arctic Council, e.g. with regards to addressing military matters, the 
UK should continue to prioritise its engagement with the Council and work with close allies who 
serve as full Arctic states to maximise its influence without appearing to ‘overstep’ as an observer.  



UK Strategy for the High North 

59 

 Leveraging the UK’s strengths in areas such as science and law to promote broader ‘soft power’: 
The focus across the web of Arctic governance fora is international law and Arctic science, with key 
themes including sustainable development and environmental knowledge. Other emerging themes 
include security and safety as subsidiary objectives. If the UK is to exert policy levers in Arctic 
governance fora, it must be prepared to do so primarily on the basis of scientific research and science 
diplomacy, rather than through traditional diplomacy or military cooperation. Indeed, this could 
play to existing UK strengths,277 in line also with the broader ambitions of the 2021 Integrated 
Review to position the UK as a ‘science superpower’ and enhance the role of science diplomacy.278  

 Increasing the ambition of UK science in the Arctic Council: As an Observer to the Arctic Council 
the UK has an appointed delegate from the FCDO (Jane Rumble), and is an active member of 
several projects in the Working Groups, primarily under the Arctic Monitoring and Assessment 
Programme (AMAP), the Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna (CAFF) group and Protection 
of the Arctic Marine Environment (PAME). While the Arctic Council has over 100 projects across 
the working and expert groups,279 the UK participates in only a handful, and few of these could be 
positioned to benefit the strategic interests of the UK; there is consequently scope to expand the 
UK contribution. The UK should especially consider opportunities for deepening collaboration in 
the EPPR and PAME Working Groups, which could yield opportunities to influence emergency 
preparedness and maritime concerns. 

 Maximising the UK’s influence and participation in IASC mechanisms: The UK also holds 
membership in the IASC, while the head of the Arctic Office at NERC (Henry Burgess) is a vice 
president of the IASC executive committee. In recent years, the UK has been proactive in 
appointing representatives to their two positions in the five working groups. The UK also currently 
chairs (Stephen Arnold, University of Leeds) the Atmosphere working group. Each of the working 
groups (Atmosphere, Cryosphere, Marine, Terrestrial and Social & Human) follow a workplan 
(2017–2022), and there may be an opportunity to influence the scientific foci of the workplans 
beginning in 2023. The role of the executive secretary of the IASC also appears to be positioned as 
a pivot of influence, and the two previous serving secretaries (Volker Rachold and Allen Pope) have 
moved on to influential roles in Arctic science and policy in domestic institutions.  

 Exploring options for practical cooperation relevant to the AEC: While there is no opportunity for 
the UK to achieve formal ‘legacy’ membership at the AEC, there may be opportunities for 
collaboration with working groups, or in SAREX and TTX. The AEC will consider non-voting 
partnerships, specifically with corporations with economic interests in the region. An example of a 
current non-Arctic state partner is the Union of Greek Shipowners, and it has recently been 
recommended that the Government of India creates a partnership with the AEC. There may be 
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opportunities directly related to UK industry or public-sector bodies to contribute to the regulatory 
standards and investments of the five working groups of the AEC.  

 Providing expertise on SAR and maritime domain awareness to the ACGF: There appears to be 
no opportunity for the UK to achieve formal membership of the ACGF. However, as the UK has 
a growing military presence in the Arctic and significant experience in domain awareness and SAR 
coordination – especially in the area of subsurface rescue and recovery – the UK should certainly 
investigate the possibility of contributing to SAREX operations or TTXs. This would require close 
cooperation between the MOD, the Department for Transport and the Maritime and Coastguard 
Agency as, unlike in some Arctic States, SAR is not a military-led function in the UK. 

 Continuing to exert a leadership role on security issues inside and outside of NATO: Although the 
ASFR is generally less influential than other Arctic-focused fora, it nonetheless has the potential to 
provide an alternative means for military cooperation, particularly through enabling dialogue and 
confidence-building measures outside of traditional diplomatic and military fora. However, its 
influence is currently limited by the non-participation of Russia, and many of its functions replicate 
those fulfilled by NATO. An alternative could be to suggest supplementing (if not replacing) the 
ASFR with a dedicated Arctic-focused subcommittee within NATO, likely led by Arctic allies (i.e. 
with strong input from Norway, Canada, and the United States). This could further enable the 
participation of Finland and Sweden through existing NATO cooperation and coordination 
structures as EOPs. Lobbying to establish this subcommittee under Deputy Supreme Allied 
Commander Europe (DSACEUR) could increase the UK’s influence; while the UK should also 
continue to engage closely with Joint Force Command Norfolk and explore opportunities beyond 
NATO, e.g. to leverage its leadership role within the JEF to promote joint exercises, planning, 
interoperability and crisis management in the Arctic and High North.  
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5. Conclusions 

This concluding chapter presents final reflections on this short study into trends in a changing High North 
(Chapter 2), the barriers and enablers of a cross-government approach to UK strategy and policy towards 
the region (Chapter 3), and the potential relevance of different multilateral fora to helping the UK achieve 
influence over developments out to 2050 (Chapter 4). The chapter also outlines some suggested areas for 
further research, building on the growing body of work within and beyond UK Government in the wake 
of DCDC’s original unpublished Strategic Implications Project (SIP) in 2019–2020.  

5.1. Key findings 

5.1.1. This report has presented an independent perspective on the UK’s prospects 
for maximising its influence over future developments in the High North 

Building on the SIP, this follow-on research has aimed to address the following overarching RQ:  

RQ1.  What levers of influence does the UK have, or can it develop, to promote a High North future 
out to 2050 that is coherent with the UK’s existing, and future, strategic interests? 

To do so, it has first sought to understand pertinent trends in external conditions, in terms of a changing 
political, climatic, environmental, security and economic landscape in the Arctic and broader High North. 
Chapter 2 provided an overview of recent and projected future developments in this part of the world; this 
analysis emphasised the interdependencies between the different dimensions of change and the growing risk 
that a combination of local and global factors might drive competition in a region that has been marked by 
cooperation and low tension since the 1990s.  

Against this backdrop, Chapter 3 presented findings from a literature review and interviews with 
stakeholders across UK Government, seeking to understand the UK’s strategic interests and policy levers, 
and the current state of cross-government cooperation on strategy and policy towards the region. Research 
indicates that the UK has substantial and growing interests in the Arctic and High North, reflecting not 
only its geostrategic position as a maritime nation in the North Atlantic, but also the relevance of regional 
dynamics to the UK’s ambitions in other policy arenas (e.g. taking a leading role in climate action). While 
the FCDO, MOD and other government departments aspire to a coherent cross-government approach to 
these issues, practical obstacles continue to limit the efficacy of existing structures and mechanisms for 
cooperation. The wave of recent reforms in government following the Fusion Doctrine provide a possible 
blueprint for deepening cooperation on future High North strategy and policy. Reflecting these changes, 
Chapter 3 concluded with a series of possible actions to address the barriers identified (see Figure 5.1). 
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Figure 5.1: Key takeaways from Chapter 3 analysis of prospects for a cross-government approach 

 

Source: GSP analysis. 

Improving the internal coherence of strategy and policy towards the Arctic and High North is a necessary 
but not sufficient precondition for shaping developments out to 2050 in the UK’s favour. Future outcomes 
will also be determined by the extent to which the UK is able to maximise its different levers of influence 
within the multilateral fora that constitute governance arrangements in the region. Chapter 4 explored the 
complex ‘web’ of different institutions with relevant remits and membership, characterising each of these 
overlapping organisations in terms of their relative influence over diplomatic, military, economic, legal, 
scientific, social and transport issues. A SWOT analysis of different fora was conducted from the perspective 
of the UK’s interests in the Arctic and High North; helping identify recommendations and key takeaways 
for the UK to consider when tailoring its future engagement strategy for the region (see Figure 5.2). 
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Figure 5.2: Key takeaways from Chapter 4 analysis of prospects for a multilateral approach 

 
Source: GSP analysis. 

5.2. Areas for further research 

5.2.1. Review of the evidence base collected through literature review and interviews 
suggests areas for further research to inform future strategy and policymaking 

Based on this research, the study team identified possible areas for further investigation, including: 

 Changing strategic approaches, priorities, and doctrine of other key actors: This study has been 
necessarily UK-centric. The behaviour of other actors – such as China and Russia – is likely to 
remain an area of concern, but there is considerable scope for change out to 2050. In particular, 
the UK and its allies will have to contemplate the balance between soft and hard policies in response 
to aggression, militarisation or environmental damage. China, as a third country, is of concern to 
the UK due to its economic interests in the region, despite having little stake in the Arctic’s 
environment or geopolitical stability. Russia, as an Arctic state, has a greater stake in maintaining 
a peaceful and environmentally healthy Arctic. Russia’s strategy post-Putin remains to be seen. 

 Impact of new operational domains and emerging technology: The emergence of space coverage 
of the High North, particularly if this is led by the UK, may bring better situational awareness of 
the region. As well as providing a better understanding of environmental changes in the Arctic, 
enhanced satellite coverage of the region could mean that military exercises and operations are less 
likely to go unnoticed. In addition, there are economic opportunities to be harnessed by a growing 
UK space sector. The uptake of autonomous and remote technologies may similarly allow the 
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Arctic to become an easier environment in which to operate. The barriers to an enhanced presence 
in the Arctic – related to high costs, risks to personnel and difficult weather conditions – could be 
overcome with autonomous maritime vessels, aircraft and land vehicles. However, the purpose of 
activity in the Arctic may become more ambiguous, as it will be difficult to establish whether an 
autonomous drone is there for military or civilian scientific reasons. 

 Comparison of different capability and force-development options: It is worth considering the 
military capabilities required for the UK to continue to cover NATO’s ‘Northern flank’, as well as 
in securing a region of high strategic importance to UK security/defence interests. Without 
antagonising Arctic powers, what are the types of capabilities that the UK will need to prioritise? 
Horizon-scanning and wargaming might help to identify emerging concepts of operations, 
capabilities or force structures that will deliver the UK an advantage in a changing High North, 
given ongoing developments in the threat environment across all domains. 

 Prioritisation of different scientific engagement options: Establishing optimal science policies 
through the NERC is an area of interest to UK science and diplomacy, as this may maximise impact 
in the High North. In addition to larger research organisations, it is worth seeing how smaller 
projects that the UK excels in could be better integrated and leveraged.  As UK science sits at the 
forefront of its engagement with the Arctic and High North, this is an area in need of further 
coordination and planning in line with the ambitions of the 2021 Integrated Review.  

 Alternative scenarios for the future Scottish role in the Arctic and High North: The role of Scotland 
in the Arctic and as a lynchpin of UK–Arctic relations remains an important area for future 
research. It is worth thinking about what a future independent Scotland could mean for UK 
interests in the Arctic, given ongoing political debates within the Union. If the importance of 
Scotland in the UK’s Arctic interests is not reflected on, certain capabilities (scientific etc.) could 
disappear without proper foresight, planning and risk mitigation.  
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Annex A. List of interviews 

The GSP study team are grateful to the policy experts who took part in interviews and informed the findings 
of this report. Where consent has been given, their names and/or affiliations are listed in the table below. 
Contributions have been anonymised in Table A.1 and throughout the report, in certain cases where 
interviewees asked to remain anonymous. 

Table A.1: Study interviewees 

ID Name Organisation Date 

1 Tom Burge FCDO 04/02/2021 

2 David Goddard FCDO 19/02/2021 

3 Anonymous FCDO 23/02/2021 

4 Jane Rumble FCDO 03/02/2021 

5 Sam White FCDO 19/02/2021 

6 Anonymous MCA 12/02/2021 

7 Anonymous MOD 09/02/2021 

8 Elizabeth McCulloch MOD 02/03/2021 

9 Stuart Mills MOD 03/03/2021 

10 Oliver Taylor-Meade MOD 23/02/2021 

11 Anonymous MOD 19/02/2021 

12 Henry Burgess NERC 12/02/2021 

13 Francesco Bertoldi Scottish Government 16/02/2021 

14 Anonymous Anonymous 09/03/2021 

15 Jason Horne UK Embassy in Sweden 01/03/2021 

16 Doug Gibson UK Embassy in Canada 19/03/2021 

17 Joe Lawrence Defra 26/02/2021 

Source: GSP.  
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Annex B. Interview protocol 

This annex provides an overview of the types of questions asked during the stakeholder engagement. The 
interviews were semi-structured, which means that the GSP study team used the list of questions as a guide 
to touch upon the key topics relevant for this study, rather than following a fully rigid protocol; this allowed 
the interviewers to tailor the unfolding discussions to the different types of stakeholders involved. 

Introduction: 

1. Confirm interviewee’s role, position and organisation.  

2. Can you tell us a bit about your background and relevant experience regarding the High North? 

Evolving strategic environment: 

3. What are some of the key trends (security/environment/trade/economy etc.) that you expect to take 
place in the High North out to 2050? 

Future challenges and opportunities for the UK: 

4. Within your department’s area of responsibility, which UK policy areas are likely to be affected by 
developments in the Arctic? 

5. What are some of the challenges presented by developments in the Arctic that your department’s 
area of responsibility has to confront? 

6. Which opportunities could developments provide in your department’s area of responsibility? 

Prospects for a Fusion Doctrine approach to UK strategy: 

7. How would you characterise the current state of cross-government cooperation on UK High North 
strategy and policy? 

8. How could incoherent cross-government strategy and policy present challenges in these areas? 

9. How might cross-government cooperation on High North strategy and policy be further developed 
and improved given anticipated changes in the region out to 2050?  

Prospects for leveraging multilateral fora: 

10. Within your department’s area of responsibility, what are the threats and opportunities associated 
with using different multilateral fora (e.g. Arctic Council, ASFR, NATO, etc.) to pursue cross-
government UK High North strategy and policy in conjunction with other regional players?  

11. How would you characterise your department’s current level of integration and involvement into 
multilateral fora dealing with the High North? 




