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RUSSIA, THE USA AND MODERN ARCTIC GEOPOLITICS

Y. S. Kulyasova, O. N. Isaeva

This article focuses on the modern situation of the Russian-American confrontation in the Arctic. It
examines the strategic significance of the Arctic region for Russian Federation and the United States. This
aspect includes the key role of the region in the global climate agenda; the increasing interest from the
countries in the Arctic mineral exploitation resulting from the fact of accelerated global warming; the pro-
motion by Russia of an economically profitable Northern Sea Route in the future; and strategic convenience
for the countries in using the region for military purposes. Furthermore, the paper analyses the current
policies of the two states in the Arctic. Particular attention is paid to the interaction between the govern-
ments in the Arctic Council in 2023 and on measures currently being taken by Russia and the US to develop
the Arctic direction in their foreign policy activities. The conclusion of the article presents possible per-
spectives for the subsequent development of the Russian-US relations in the Arctic, which in the author's
opinion will continue to be based on the policy of struggle for leadership in the region, accompanied by
local Arctic issues and the complexity of the development of this region due to its unique geographical
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features.

Kawuenbie cioBa: Russia-US confrontation in the Arctic, strategic role of the Arctic, global
warming, Northern Sea Route, the Arctic Council, current policy, prospects.

The Arctic is now a more popular topic
than ever before in its history, attracting the
attention of a wide range of people, starting
from politicians and statesmen, and finishing
with businessmen and scientists. And such
lively and genuine interest is noted almost in
every corner of the planet, especially in those
countries that have at least some grounds to
claim it.

There has been much debate for decades
among the world's countries over who owns the
Arctic. Today, the Arctic is regarded as one of
the indicators of the balance of power in the
world, which motivates us to look at how develop
events in this area between Russian Federation
and The United States, as the world's major pow-
ers, which still retain their status as leading for-
eign policy opponents in contemporary interna-
tional relations.

The relevance of this paper arises for a
number of reasons. Firstly, the growing tensions
in the world in general and in the Arctic in par-
ticular, which include increasing military con-
flicts (such as the current Russian-Ukrainian con-
flict), the intensification and possible expansion
of military and political blocs (Sweden and
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Finland's desire to join NATO) and the unre-
solved issue of legal ownership of the Arctic,
which leads to problems in regulating the eco-
nomic, military and scientific activities of the
various countries on the continent. All of this
leads to more activity by the Russian and Amer-
ican governments in the Arctic as another plat-
form for these powers to assert their leadership
position in the world.

Secondly, the worsening of global warm-
ing brings the Arctic to a completely different,
higher level of importance. The Arctic region is
not only affected by climate issues, but also af-
fects the Earth's climate itself. This is particularly
relevant in the midst of the Paris Agreement
signed in 2015.

Thirdly, the Russian-American Arctic is-
sue has also gained particular importance with re-
gard to chairmanship of the Russian Federation
in the Arctic Council in 2021-2023.

Fourthly, the importance of this paper is
also due to the relatively recent start of the Biden
presidency, which suggests the need to study the
Arctic vector of the new American leader and
look for changes that might affect the current US
strategy in the Arctic region.
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The aim of this article is to reveal the cur-
rent situation surrounding the US-Russian con-
frontation in the Arctic region.

In order to achieve this goal, it is necessary
to solve the following tasks:

1. To characterize the strategic role of the
Arctic region in contemporary Russian and US
policy;

2. To examine contemporary Russian-
American activities in the Arctic area;

3. Provide a description of the possible per-
spectives on development of relations between
the countries in the future.

Methodology

A wide range of sources has been used in
writing this paper. Among the key works reveal-
ing the strategic role of the Arctic in the world
today are reports by various research centres,
committees and international departments, such
as the Greenland Committee Appointed by the
Minister for Foreign Affairs and International
Development Cooperation, the National Snow
and Ice Data Center (NSIDC), and the Geology
and Geophysics Science Center.

As far as contemporary Russian and US
policy in the Arctic zone is concerned, very use-
ful is the work of analysts of the German Council
on Foreign Relations «Dealing with Russia in the
Arctic, between Exceptionalism and Militariza-
tion» [1], addressing the issue of the current Rus-
sian chairmanship in the Arctic Council and the
policy towards it of Western powers, as well as
the article of researcher N.S. Lipunov «Prospec-
tive directions of Arctic policy of J. Biden admin-
istration», covering the nuances of US policy un-
der the new head of state [2].

The method of scientific analysis, compar-
ative qualitative analysis, scientific synthesis and
generalization, institutional and functional anal-
ysis were used in this paper.

Results and Discussion

In disclosing the strategic role of the Arctic
for Russian Federation and the United States, it
is worth starting with the climate issue. It is no
secret that one of the leading problems of the
contemporary climate is that of global warming,
and it is the Arctic that is the most revealing and
sensitive area in this respect. For example, ac-
cording to a study by authoritative research and
educational centers in the United States, the

United Kingdom, Norway and the Republic of
Korea, the Arctic continent "warms up" two
times faster than other regions of the planet [3].
Further evidence comes from data from the Na-
tional Snow and Ice Data Center (NSIDC), which
in September 2020 recorded the lowest annual
Arctic Sea ice since 2012 [4].

All the climatic changes cannot but affect
the interest of the world powers in the Arctic re-
gion, which is primarily due to the economic ben-
efits behind the gradually melting permafrost.
Today, mineral extraction is the main reason why
the world's powers are becoming increasingly in-
volved in the Arctic race. According to research
by the United States Geological Survey, 30% of
the world's undiscovered gas reserves and 13%
of the world's unexplored oil reserves are hidden
under less than 500 meters of water in the Arctic
region [5]. A softening climate, coupled with the
shrinking ice cover in the Arctic, has simplified
mineral exploration and extraction processes,
with a direct impact on reducing costs and in-
creasing the profitability of extraction activities.

Russia and the U.S. have already begun
work in this area. A prime example on the Rus-
sian side is the construction of a liquefied natural
gas (LNG) plant on the Yamal peninsula, where
gas reserves are estimated at billions of dollars
[6], and on the US side the creation of «Qilak
LNG», which uses the latest developments in
Arctic LNG technology to enable the direct ex-
port of natural gas from Alaska's North Slope [7].

For Russia and the US, such trends offer po-
tentially very beneficial opportunities to develop
their own economies. For example, it is strategi-
cally important for Russia to promote its Northern
Sea Route, which runs along the border of the
country. According to many scientists, the North-
ern Sea Route will gradually become ice-free over
the coming decades, opening it to ships from other
countries. It has long been proven that the NSR
takes much shorter distance and time than its coun-
terparts, the transit arteries through the Suez and
Panama canals. At the same time, the US does not
benefit from the Northern Sea Route becoming a
popular transport route in the future, as it would in-
crease Russia's influence in the world.

Another important advantage of develop-
ing the Arctic for Russia and the U.S. is the mil-
itary. Ensuring security and protecting
sovereignty is one of the most basic national in-
terests for any state, which can also be defended
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in the Arctic area by placing military infrastruc-
ture and defense industries there. Moreover, free-
ing the waters of the Arctic Ocean from ice and
turning it into a working world transport artery
opens the possibility of navigating more and
more vessels in the Arctic zone, which greatly in-
creases the military-intelligence potential of the
two countries. Incidentally, the US is currently
increasing its military presence in the Barents
Sea with destroyers and building a modern polar
fleet, while Russia is actively building military
bases in the Arctic, including bases on the Franz
Josef Land archipelago and in the Novosibirsk is-
lands [8].

Based on the considered geopolitical bene-
fits that the Arctic holds, the current policy pur-
sued by Russia and the US in this region should
be disclosed. First of all, today's Arctic agenda
refers to an important aspect such as Russia's
chairmanship of the Arctic Council, which
started in May 2021. Among the priorities high-
lighted by Russian side were working to improve
the well-being, health and quality of life of Arctic
inhabitants (including indigenous peoples), tack-
ling climate change and protecting the environ-
ment, increasing the level of socio-economic re-
gional development and enhancing the role of the
Arctic Council. At first, foreign experts assumed
that cooperation with Russia on less geopolitical
issues would help restore trust.

However, after the events in Ukraine, car-
dinal changes occurred in the Arctic Council: on
March 3, 2022 all member states of the Arctic
Council refused to participate in meetings
chaired by Russia, and on June 8, they made a
statement about resuming the work of the inter-
national organization, but without Russia's par-
ticipation. Many Russian analysts saw this be-
havior of the Arctic Council member countries as
a so-called "American trace". According to
Dmitry Zhuravlev, General Director of the Insti-
tute of Regional Problems: «About five years
ago, I read a meeting of the U.S. Congressional
Special Committee on Arctic Development,
which explicitly stated that the race between Rus-
sia and the United States in the Arctic is a race in
space, it is just as significant and large-scale.
Whoever can take the Arctic seriously will win
the race for world leadership» [9].

The United States, for its part, is also not
shy about making accusations against Moscow.

US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, for exam-
ple, has repeatedly spoken about the threat ema-
nating by Russia's militarization of the Arctic and
"illegal" territorial claims to international waters
along the Northern Sea Route. However, he has
been silent on the absolutely mirror policy of his
own state. For example, it is known that the US
has stepped up the redeployment of dozens of F-
35 fighter jets to Alaska [10].

This strong White House desire to prevent
Russia from establishing itself firmly in the Arc-
tic zone can be explained by the wealth of re-
sources that the unique Arctic environment pos-
sesses, as well as by the undeniable economic
benefits. In any case, the Western powers are
now actively applying anti-Russian economic
sanctions under the pretext of the Ukrainian con-
flict, which, according to Oleg Barabanov, pro-
gramme director of the Valdai Club, will "block
everything where there is Russian involvement"
on the Arctic agenda. In addition, the researcher
expressed doubt that Russia now has enough re-
sources to actively develop the Arctic and sug-
gested that Russia's Arctic projects will fade
away in the near future due to Western sanctions
[11].

However, in assessing contemporary Rus-
sian and US policy in the Arctic, both states have
contributed significantly to the development of
the region and continue to develop a large
amount of projects

In the US, with Joe Biden in the Oval Of-
fice, there has been revived the Arctic Executive
Steering Committee (AESC), which works to es-
tablish a Climate Resilience Zone in the Northern
Bering Sea, and to strengthen partnerships with
Alaska indigenous communities [12]. There have
been also notable staff changes at the US Arctic
Research Commission, where six highly quali-
fied and diverse staff have been appointed to
meet the Biden administration's environmental
objectives, and there has been a strong push to
combat climate change in the Arctic.

As for the Russian Federation, its presence
in the Arctic is represented by the mining indus-
try, namely «The Prirazlomnaya» oil platform,
which is the only platform producing oil on the
Russian Arctic shelf. In addition, the country is
actively initiating programs and projects for Arc-
tic development. For example, since 1 February
2022, a program has been in operation to provide
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Russian citizens with 1 hectare of land in the Arc-
tic regions free of charge, as well as subsidies and
soft loans for small businesses [13].

Thus, contemporary Russian and US pol-
icy in the Arctic implies a high level of confron-
tation and competition. Each country seeks to
gain the most in the region, focusing mainly on
increasing the level of military presence and de-
veloping mining infrastructure. In addition, there
is an increasing amount of disagreement on the
fields of international organizations, above all the
Arctic Council, which only complicates the pro-
cess of finding and reaching agreements.

As for possible prospects for relations be-
tween Russian and American governments, it is
worth saying that in the future the countries will
continue to pursue a common political course to-
wards securing as much of the Arctic region ter-
ritory as possible. Within international organiza-
tions, representatives of the two countries will
demonstrate their influence in the Arctic, and in
their national documents they will fix the borders
of their "piece" of the Arctic.

However, the countries' enthusiasm will
not go much further than populist rhetoric in
nearest years. This is primarily because creating
a solid presence in the Arctic area for any country
in the world means spending enormous resources
on building modern and plentiful infrastructure
there. Today the amount of infrastructure availa-
ble is insufficient, both in the Russian area of the
Arctic and in the American part. There are trivial
problems in the region, such as a lack of perma-
nent and sufficient energy sources, poor transpor-
tation networks and communication lines. Look-
ing at the issue from the perspective of the cur-
rent Russian-Ukrainian conflict and the global
crisis, it is obvious that both Russia and the US
have different priorities today and therefore the
state budget is likely to be spent on the Arctic as
a last resort.

Moreover, speaking of the Arctic as a
source of natural resources, the countries will
also face some pretty tangible obstacles here. De-
spite the fact that the ice in the region is melting
faster and faster, the countries have almost no
technology to carry out mining activities in the
permafrost. This suggests that the development
of the Arctic zone will require not only financial
resources, but also the development of techno-
logical industries. And oil and gas production
here will also be hindered by the global climate

agenda, according to which countries around the
world will have to reduce their carbon dioxide
emissions in the coming years. This means that
the role of fossil fuels in the future can diminish.
Here the question is immediately worth asking:
how will Russia and the USA maintain their lead-
ing position in the Arctic under these conditions?

Conclusion

In conclusion, it is worth saying that the
Arctic's current place in the global political arena
is still evolving. However, there is already a clear
trend towards an increasing role for the Arctic
factor in the foreign policy strategies of the coun-
tries and their aspirations to take a leading posi-
tion in the region. Both Russia and the United
States have for years endeavored to gradually ex-
pand their influence in the Arctic and maintain a
sufficiently competitive presence in the region.
Today, the degree of Russian-American conflict
in the Arctic is only increasing, which raises
questions about the further development of these
countries’ relations in the region.

According to the author of this study, the
effectiveness of Russian and US policy in the
Arctic, as well as the issue of establishing their
relations in the region, will depend on a range of
different factors. A successful and positive out-
come is most likely only if both sides take a more
integrated approach to the advancement of the
Arctic region, work more comprehensively on in-
ter- and intra-state legislation on the delimitation
of borders between the countries, and find com-
mon ground in various areas of cooperation. In
any case, one thing is clear at the moment: both
countries are interested in taking the lead in the
Arctic zone, but both do not yet have the availa-
ble resources to do so.
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POCCHs, CIHA U COBPEMEHHASA APKTUYECKASA I'EOITOJIMTUKA

S. C. Kynscosa, O. H. UcaeBa

JanHas paboTa MOCBSIIECHA COBPEMEHHOMY IOJI0KEHHIO POCCUIICKO-aMEpUKaHCKOTO MPOTUBOOOD-
cTBa B ApkTuke. B xone uccienoBanus paccMaTpUBaeTCsl CTpaTerudeckas pojib ApKTHUECKOI0 pernoHa
i Poccun u CIIA. K naHHOMY acnekTy OTHOCUTCS M KJIIOUEBOE 3HAUCHHUE PETHOHA B MUPOBOII KnKuMa-
THUYECKOH ITOBECTKE, M BHITEKAIOMINHI U3 (haKTa YCKOPEHHs Iporecca rio0albHOTro NOTEIUIEHHS OBBIIICH-
HBII MHTEpeC CTpaH K J0ObIue MOJIE3HBIX MCKOMAaeMbIX B APKTUKE, U MPpoABMKeHHe Poccueil B mepcnex-
THUBE 3KOHOMHYECKHU BHITOAHOT0 CeBEPHOI0 MOPCKOT'0 IyTH, U CTPATErn4ecKoe yA00CTBO CTPaH B UCIIOIb-
30BaHUH PETHOHA B BOCHHBIX LENAX. [JoMHMO TOTO, B CTaThE aHANN3UPYETCSI COBPEMEHHAS ITOJTUTHKA JBYX
rocyzapcTB B ApkTuke. B ocobeHHOCTH, fenaeTcst ynop Ha B3aMMOACHCTBUH CTPaH B paMKax ApPKTHUE-
ckoro coseta B 2023 rofy, a Takxke Ha Mepax, mpeanpuHnMaeMbix ceroqs Poccueit n CILIA o pa3suTuio
ApKTHUYECKOTO HANpaBJICHHUS B UX BHEUTHEHNOJIUTHYECKOH NEATENbHOCTU. B 3aximoueHnn paboTsl mpen-
CTaBJIEHBI BO3MOXHBIC NEPCIEKTUBBI JAIBHEHINETO Pa3BUTHS POCCHHCKO-aMEPHKAHCKUX OTHOIICHHH B
ApKTHKE, KOTOpPBIE, IO MHEHHUIO aBTOpa, OyIyT MPOJOKaTh OCHOBBIBATHCS HA MOJIMTHKE OOPHOBI 3a Ju-
JIEpPCTBO B PETHOHE, CONPOBOXKIAEMOH JTOKAIbHBIMU NpoOIeMaMil APKTHKH U CII0KHOCTBIO Pa3BUTHUS JIaH-
HOT'O pEerHOHa B BHJY €T0 YHHKAJIbHBIX reorpad)uueckux 0CoOEHHOCTEH.

Krouessle ciioBa: nmpotuBoctosiuue Poccun u CIIIA B ApkTuke; cTpaTernueckas pojib ApKTHKHY;

riobansHoe mnoTersieHne; CeBepHBI MOPCKON MyTh; ApPKTHYECKHUH COBET; COBPEMEHHAs IIOJINTHKA,
MIEPCHIEKTHUBEI.
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