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chapter 16

Non-​Arctic States’ Role in the High North: 
Participating in Arctic Governance through 
Cooperation

Nong Hong

	 Abstract

The new geo-​political landscape of the Arctic today is a significant departure from 
the great power politics that existed in the region during the Cold War era. Apart from 
traditional Arctic States, more and more international organizations and non-​Arctic 
states are showing an increased interest in this region. This paper explores the growing 
interests of the three East Asia States, China, Japan, and South Korea, among a select-
ed group of non-​Arctic states in the Arctic and examines the nature of their interests 
and motivations in maintaining their involvement and presence in the region. Promot-
ing cooperation is a common policy of these three Asian stakeholders to participate 
in Arctic governance. China’s approach to Arctic cooperation is elaborated in details 
which will be crucial to the country’s relationship with other stakeholders in the years 
to come.
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1	 Introduction

During the Cold War, the Arctic was a security flashpoint between the United 
States and the U.S.S.R.  with nuclear submarines from the United States and 
the Soviet Union patrolling deep below the polar ice of the Arctic Ocean and 
bombers airborne over the region. Today, the Arctic may be disassociated from 
great power politics, but new geo-​political realities are taking shape out of 
the melting Arctic. Even though the Arctic is often described as a region of 
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cooperation, opportunities for greater tensions may also increase as interests 
among the great powers in this arena continue to rise. Russia has reopened 
some of its abandoned military installations during the Soviet era and placed 
new facilities and airfields in its northern territory. It has also established a 
string of seaports along its northern coastline. The United States tends to 
frame the growing Sino-​Russian partnership in hard-​power terms and is mak-
ing a dramatic policy shift from the previous administration which saw climate 
change as the clear and present danger to Arctic security.

Against the background of such developments, major powers from outside 
the region, such as the United Kingdom, France, Germany, China, Japan, and 
South Korea and India are taking special interest in many aspects of the Arc-
tic that focus on scientific research, shipping, and resource development. This 
chapter explores the growing interests of China, Japan, South Korea in the Arc-
tic and examines the nature of their interests and motivations in wanting to 
maintain involvement and a presence in the region. Promoting cooperation 
is a common policy of these three Asian stakeholders to participate in Arctic 
governance. China’s approach to Arctic cooperation is elaborated in details 
which will be crucial to the country’s relationship with other stakeholders in 
the years to come.

2	 Presence of China, Japan, and South Korea in the Arctic

The interests of these states range from participating in Arctic governance and 
accessing potential resources to exploiting shipping opportunities and under-
taking polar research.

2.1	 Governance
Seeking observer status in the Arctic Council is regarded by these three East 
Asian countries as an important step to ensuring their involvement in deter-
mining the course of the future of the Arctic region that they perceive will 
have an impact on their economic interests and global environmental con-
cerns. As a maritime State, Japan has for a long time shown interest in the 
developments in the Arctic region, including its participation as an observer at 
the Ottawa Conference in 1996 that launched the establishment of the Arctic 
Council from the Arctic Environmental Protection Strategy (aeps) framework. 
The government of Japan has since expressed interest in gaining greater access 
to discussions and negotiations on the Arctic. Japan could benefit heavily from 
the opening of the Northwest Passage, which would establish a route circum-
venting the Suez Canal and shorten transit times between Asia and Europe by 
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40  percent.1 The government of Japan submitted its application in 2009 for 
observer status in the Arctic Council.2

With a growing reputation of having an edge in shipbuilding and engineering, 
South Korea sees the thawing Arctic as an opportunity to have a stake on “future 
sea routes to ensure stable energy supplies and liven up its shipbuilding, logis-
tics and trading industries.”3 A South Korean delegation visited Norway in August 
2009 with an aim to garner support from Norway for South Korea’s entry as an 
observer to the Arctic Council. “Being an observer of the Arctic Council will help 
us enter the discussion among the Arctic nations over preservation and develop-
ment of the area. That will also help our government brainstorm policies on de-
velopment of marine transportation,” a ministry official told The Korea Times.4 In 
August and September 2012, South Korea’s then-​president Lee Myung-​bak’s visit 
to Greenland and Norway reflected the country’s anticipation of economic op-
portunities in the Arctic, placing emphasis on the importance “to forge a future-​
oriented partnership aimed at tackling climate change and environment-​friendly 
development and preservation of the Arctic.”5 An economic cooperation agree-
ment signed with Norway is viewed by South Korea as gaining support from this 
Arctic State to back Seoul’s bid for permanent observer status.

China views the Arctic Council as an important body for governance and 
cooperation. Compared with an ad hoc status, a “permanent” observer status 
is perceived to be more than symbolic and “better positions non-​Arctic states 
to participate in the governance of the Arctic region.”6 According to Linda Ja-
kobson and Peng Jingchao, China has an unspoken concern that it will not be a 
desired attendee at some point in the future and its aspiration for observers to 
attain more influence in the Arctic Council will be not achieved.7 Since 2007, 

	1	 Bennett, Mia, “Japan applies for Arctic Council observer status,” at http://​arctic.foreign-
policyblogs.com/​2009/​04/​20/​japan-​applies-​for-​arctic-​council-​observer-​status/​.

	2	 Ibid.
	3	 Shin Hyon-​hee, 2012. “S. Korea seeks bigger role in Arctic.” The Korea Herald, http://​www.

asianewsnet.net/​home/​news.php?id=30743.
	4	 Kim Se-​jeong, “Korea Wants to Join in Arctic Projects, August 24, 2009,” at The Korea 

Times, http://​www.koreatimes.co.kr/​www/​news/​special/​2009/​04/​176_​29902.html.
	5	 An Myungok, 2012. Korea Net. http://​www.korea.net/​NewsFocus/​Policies/​view?  

articleId=102568.
	6	 Aldo Chircop, “The Emergence of China as a Polar-​Capable State,” Canadian Naval Review 

7, no. 1 (Spring 2011): 13.
	7	 Lijun Lan, “Statement by H.E. Ambassador Lan Lijun at the Meeting between the Swedish 

Chairmanship of the Arctic Council and Observers” (statement, Stockholm, November 
6, 2012), Arctic Council, https://​arctic-​council.org/​images/​PDF_​attachments/​Observer_​
DMM_​2012/​ACOBSDMMSE01_​Stockholm_​2012_​Observer_​Meeting_​Statement_​Ambas-
sador_​Lan_​Lijun_​China.pdf. Statement made to the Arctic Council Observer and Ad-​hoc 
Observer delegates at the Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
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China has participated as an ad hoc observer at the Arctic Council meetings, 
which has allowed it to gain a better understanding of the Council’s work. It 
has also officially expressed its intentions to become a permanent observer to 
the Arctic Council since 2008. Compared with Japan and South Korea, Chi-
na’s expression of interest in the region continues to receive most attention in 
political, media and academic circles. Much of this arises from the perceived 
concern over the impact a vast-​resource hungry economy such as China will 
have on the Arctic where new maritime routes for trade could potentially be 
charted and when accessibility of potential resources such as hydrocarbons 
and minerals become economically viable for exploitation. Together with Ja-
pan and South Korea, China was granted observer status in the Arctic Council 
in May 2013.

2.2	 Shipping
China, Japan, and South Korea see the melting Arctic Ocean as a unique op-
portunity for international trade and potential access to resources. China pos-
sesses the Xuelong (Snow Dragon) icebreaker which was originally built in 
Ukraine in 1993 and converted from an Arctic cargo ship to a polar research 
and re-​supply vessel by Hudong-​Zhonghua Shipbuilding of Shanghai by the 
mid-​90s. It was then extensively upgraded in 2007 and 2013. Jointly designed 
by the Finland-​based Aker Arctic Technology Inc., the Chinese Arctic and Ant-
arctic Administration (caa), and the Polar Research Institute of China (pric), 
a second Chinese polar icebreaker named mv Xuelong 2, slightly smaller but 
more capable than Xuelong, entered service in July 2019.8 Some Chinese ship-
yards such as the Shanghai Shipyard and Hudong-​Zhonghua Shipbuilding Co. 
Ltd. are already building ice-​class ships of their own.9

South Korea is interested in the economic benefit of Arctic shipping, as it 
hosts the largest ship building yards in the world. Samsung Heavy Industries 
has developed a double-​acting vessel that has the same open sea characteris-
tics as other ships in its class combined with the breaking capacity of an ice-
breaker, cutting through up to 1.5 metres of ice. South Korean industry (and, 
incidentally, its subsidiaries in Finland) thus has a vested economic interest in 
the development of a trans-​Arctic shipping route and industry.10 South Korea’s 

	8	 “Icebreaker Xuelong 2 joins service on China national maritime day.” Global Times. 11 July 
2019. Retrieved 11 July 2019.

	9	 Sakhuja, “The Polar Code and Arctic Navigation,” 809.
	10	 Heather Exner-​Pirot, “What Route for Arctic Shipping?” 25 March 2011, at http://​

eyeonthearctic.rcinet.ca/​en/​blog/​136-​heather-​exner-​pirot/​793-​what-​route-​for-​arctic-​  
shipping.
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Samsung Industries is looking into filling the technological gap to make it pos-
sible to deliver Arctic natural gas across the Pacific. It is working on making 
these two-​headed tankers capable of carrying natural gas that has been cooled 
into liquid to Asian markets.11

With the same interests of shipping as its neighbour China, Japan also calls 
for joining hands with the United States and other Arctic States in ongoing 
multilateral efforts to create a new shipping regime in the Arctic Ocean. Japan 
believes that as a result of receding sea ice, caused by global warming, the Arc-
tic is expected to open up for global shipping in the future. This will present 
strategic options for Japan’s industry in light of shorter shipping routes from 
Japan to Europe via the Arctic Ocean. Yoichi Fujiwara, a spokesman for the Jap-
anese Embassy in Ottawa said: “we are interested in environmental programs, 
and transportation or passage through the Arctic area, and development of 
resources in the Arctic Circle.”12

2.3	 Resource Development
The forecast by the International Energy Outlook 2011 published by the U.S. 
Energy Information Administration suggests that the world energy consump-
tion will grow by 53 percent from 2008 to 2035. It points to Asia’s rapidly grow-
ing economies that will be the primary drivers of increasing global energy 
demand. Chinese companies, some with close government ties, are invest-
ing heavily across the Arctic. China is deepening its Arctic presence through 
resource-​oriented investments and the development of ports. It is in the pro-
cess of diversifying its energy resources by investing in both Russia’s Yamal liq-
uid natural gas (lng) complex and Norway’s oil and gas fields. These sources 
not only provide China with an alternative supply of oil and gas but also help 
China gain experience in developing Arctic infrastructure and technology, 
which will eventually allow it to control the routes through which its imports 
travel. For similar reasons, China is now seeking to make oil and gas invest-
ments in Alaska, Canada, and Norway, as well as investments in the mineral 
industries and ports of many Northern European Arctic States.13

	11	 Lauren Krugel, the Canadian Press, “Chinese interest in Arctic riches heating up: Calgary 
political scientist (Arctic-​Natural-​Gas),” February 25, 2008, at http://​www.david-​kilgour.
com/​2008/​Feb_​27_​2008_​09.htm.

	12	 Bryn Weese, “Japan latest non-​Arctic country to claim stake in North Pole,” Toronto Sun, 
September 3, 2010, at http://​www.torontosun.com/​news/​canada/​2010/​09/​03/​15241971.
html.

	13	 Sherri Goodman and Elisabeth Freese, “China’s Ready to Cash In on a Melting Arctic,” 
Foreign Policy, May 1, 2018, at https://​foreignpolicy.com/​2018/​05/​01/​chinas-​ready-​to-​cash-​
in-​on-​a-​melting-​arctic/​.
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Japan is already involved in Russian oil and gas projects in the country’s east 
and the Arctic. In September 2019, Japan’s Mitsui & Co. and the state-​backed 
Japan Oil, Gas, and Metals National Corporation (jogmec) signed a protocol 
with Russia’s Novatek gas producer on investing in the Arctic lng 2 project.14 
Japan’s government and its state-​owned oil group have emerged as leading 
contenders for a stake in Rosneft’s $157bn Arctic project. As of December 2019, 
Japan’s Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry and jogmec were said to 
be the primary parties considered for investment into the Vostok oil develop-
ment. Participating in the project will help Japan diversify its energy supply 
away from the Middle East, from where it currently imports almost 90 per cent 
of its oil.15

2.4	 Polar Research
China maintains an active polar research program, in which it is intensifying 
research in both the Arctic and Antarctic regions. In 2004, China opened its 
first Arctic scientific research station, Huang He Zhan (Yellow River Station) 
at Ny-​Ålesund in Svalbard, Norway. Furthermore, with Xuelong, the world’s 
largest non-​nuclear icebreaker, China has embarked on several Arctic research 
expeditions. These activities are part of China’s larger polar scientific research 
efforts, which have resulted in more than twenty expeditions being sent to the 
Arctic and Antarctic since 1984. Viewing itself as a “near Arctic state,” China 
perceives the environmental changes and economic development happening 
in the Arctic to have “a significant impact on [its] climate, ecological environ-
ment, agricultural production as well as social and economic development.”16 
The Chinese Arctic and Antarctic Administration (caa) is the national author-
ity that organizes, coordinates, and supervises Chinese Arctic and Antarctic 
expeditions. The Polar Research Institute of China (pric) was founded in 1989 
and coordinates national polar research. pric provides logistics for Chinese 
National Arctic/​Antarctic Research Expeditions (chinare). pric is also in 
charge of running and managing the M/​V Xuelong, the Great Wall and Zhong-
shan Antarctic stations.

	14	 James Brown, “Japanese Investment in Russia Floundering Despite Arctic Energy Deal,” 
The Moscow Times, October 16, 2019, at https://​www.themoscowtimes.com/​2019/​10/​16/​
japanese-​investment-​floundering-​despite-​arctic-​energy-​deal-​a67754.

	15	 Nastassia Astrasheuskaya, “Japan lines up Russian Arctic oil investment,” Financial Times, 
December 11, 2019, at https://​www.ft.com/​content/​df288d08-​1c14-​11ea-​9186-​7348c2f183af.

	16	 Arctic Council, http://​www.arctic-​council.org/​index.php/​en/​about/​documents/​cate-
gory/​392-​observer-​meeting-​stockholm-​6-​nov-​2012.
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In Japan, scientists have been involved in Arctic research since the 1950s, 
but it was not until 1990 that Arctic research became institutionalized under 
the aegis of the Arctic Environment Research Center (aerc). aerc was es-
tablished within the National Institute of Polar Research (nipr) in June 1990 
and reorganized in April 2004. The center aims to cooperate with researchers 
at universities and other research institutes as a central aspect of the orga-
nization of Japanese Arctic and Antarctic research. The center is responsible 
for the management and the administration of the Japanese research station 
at Ny-​Ålesund, and in charge of the collection of Arctic information and data 
and publishes the Arctic Research Directory.17 Other institutions engaged 
in Arctic research in Japan include the Japan Agency for Marine‐Earth Sci-
ence and Technology ( jamstec), the Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency 
( jaxa), and universities such as Hokkaido University, Tokyo University of 
Marine Science, and Kitami Institute of Technology. Japan’s Arctic research 
focuses on understanding the mechanism of warming amplification in the 
Arctic, understanding the Arctic system for global climate and future change, 
evaluation of the effects of Arctic change on weather in Japan, marine eco-
systems and fisheries, prediction of sea ice distribution and effects upon Arc-
tic sea routes.18

South Korea’s polar research history began in 1987 with the Polar Research 
Center of the Ocean Research Institute which was set up as part of an Ant-
arctic station construction program. Since then, it has expanded from a mere 
Polar Research Laboratory to a Polar Research Institute, a subsidiary research 
unit of the Korea Ocean Research Institute. The Korea Polar Research Institute 
is now an international polar research institute operating the King Sejong Sta-
tion in Antarctica and the Dasan Station in the Arctic. South Korea actively 
participates in several relevant international organizations such as the Antarc-
tic Treaty Consultative Parties (atcp), the Scientific Committee on Antarctic 
Research (scar) and the International Arctic Science Committee (iasc), and 
became recognized internationally by publishing research achievements in 
prominent international journals. Since 2002, South Korea has run the Arc-
tic research station Dasan at Ny-​Ålesund, conducting research on climate and 
marine species ecology.

	17	 http://​www-​arctic.nipr.ac.jp/​.
	18	 Kazuyuki Shiraishi, 2012. Japanese National Activity in the Arctic Science http://​faro-​arctic.

org/​fileadmin/​Resources/​DMU/​GEM/​faro/​2012_​Kazuyuki_​Shiraishi_​s_​presentation.pdf.
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3	 Relationship among the Three East Asia States in the Arctic

China, Japan, and South Korea were granted observer status in the Arctic 
Council at the same time in May 2013. Most literatures relevant to these three 
countries focus substantially on why they are interested in the Arctic, with less 
attention on the important role that Asian states play in Arctic affairs. Major 
drivers of Arctic environmental problems originate from outside of the region, 
which means that the most important Arctic environmental institutions are 
not regional but global. “Asian states are among the definite stakeholders in 
these institutions, combining high scores on power, legitimacy and urgency.”19

Asian stakeholders, through raising their participation and ownership in 
knowledge-​building and recommendation work, may contribute much to the 
Arctic Council for better governance of the activities affecting the Arctic.

Such involvement in knowledge-​building might promote the regulato-
ry dynamics within broader international institutions crucial to Arctic 
governance, as well as encouraging collaboration in mutually beneficial 
capacity enhancement.20

China, Japan, and South Korea, as non-​Arctic countries, advocate their inter-
ests by actively participating in international and regional cooperation mech-
anisms and taking advantage of the speaking rights within the various orga-
nizations.21 Internationally, the three countries participate at the globalized 
international systems level applicable to the Arctic region, such as the Unit-
ed Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (unclos), the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (unfccc), and international legal 
documents developed by the imo, such as the Guidelines for Ships Operat-
ing in Arctic Ice-​covered Waters.22 On the regional level, they participate in 
multilateral and bilateral agreements and institutional arrangements between 
countries, such as the Arctic Council. They are able to understand the latest de-
velopments in Arctic affairs and gain insights regarding topics of their concern 

	19	 Olav Schram Stokke, “Asian Stakes and Arctic Governance,” Strategic Analysis 38, no. 6 
(November 18, 2014), 770–​783, https://​doi.org/​10.1080/​09700161.2014.952946, 778.

	20	 Ibid., 780.
	21	 W. Li, “Research on the Cooperative Approaches of China, Japan and South Korea in the 

Arctic,” Polar Strategies, 6 (June 2012), in Chinese, 28.
	22	 Jian Yang, Leiv Lunde, “Introduction:  Nordic Perspectives on Asia’s Arctic Interests,” in 

Leiv Lunde, Yang Jian, Iselin Stensdal (eds.), Asian Countries and the Arctic Future (World 
Scientific Publishing, 2016), 1–​11.
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through the Arctic Council. In addition, they could share the latest technolo-
gies and learn how to deal with related issues through participation in the var-
ious working groups and project meetings within the Arctic Council.23 On the 
discussion about reforming Arctic governance, “China, Japan, and South Korea 
can strengthen exchanges and cooperation with member states, observers and 
relevant international organizations within the organizational framework of 
the Arctic Council.”24

China, South Korea, and Japan believe that the development of the Arctic 
should be orchestrated between the efforts of all interested countries that have 
an urgent need for relevant financial, economic and technological opportuni-
ties.25 From a sectoral perspective, China, South Korea, and Japan are actively 
pursuing scientific, economic, and political activities for the development of 
the Arctic, seeking to increase their roles in the Arctic Council. They are aiming 
to ensure an increasing presence in the Arctic in the form of scientific expe-
ditions, cargo transportation, fisheries, mining, and education, among others. 
They are similarly interested in information about the deposits of strategic 
natural resources in the Arctic and their development, as well as prospects of 
operation of the sea routes, ice-​breaker construction, and the situation in the 
areas inhabited by indigenous peoples of the North.26

South Korea is generally welcomed by Arctic States, as the country can 
offer necessary equipment for developing northern economies, investments 
for resource extraction, and a growing market for exports. It is the trust that 
the member States of the Arctic Council place in South Korea on a bilater-
al level that is driving the rising profile of the country in Arctic affairs, with 
the hope of receiving help in research and development in their northern 
regions. South Korea has also demonstrated its sincerity as an Arctic stake-
holder by becoming the first Asian country to develop an integrated “master 
plan” for its regional activities that lays out political, commercial and scientif-
ic goals.27 The plan spans from 2013 to 2017 and aims to increase international 
cooperation to explore and promote Arctic business (shipping, fishing, and 

	23	 Ibid.
	24	 W. Li and Wu, D., 2010, “Analysis of the Relationship Between Major East Asian Countries 

and the Developing Arctic Council,” International Outlook 6, in Chinese, 91.
	25	 Valeriy P. Zhuravel, “China, Republic of Korea and Japan in the Arctic: politics, economy, 

security,” Arctic and North 24, (2016), http://​www.arcticandnorth.ru/​upload/​iblock/​278/​
09_​zhuravel.pdf, 125.

	26	 Ibid.
	27	 Mia M.  Bennett, “The Maritime Tiger:  Exploring South Korea’s Interests and Role” 

Strategic Analysis 38, no.  6 (November 18, 2014):  886–​903, https://​doi.org/​10.1080/​
09700161.2014.952946, 898.
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shipbuilding), and expand Arctic research.28 South Korea sees involvement 
in the Arctic as an opportunity to strengthen its shipbuilding industry, pro-
mote new trade routes, and find new sources of energy imports. South Korea 
has had a central research agency called the Korean Polar Research Institute 
since 1987, which focuses on Arctic governance, policy, research, and industry. 
South Korea also has a lot to gain from shorter shipping routes. Furthermore, 
it has also been ramping up its Arctic research and diplomatic activities in 
recent years.

Japan has a long history of Antarctic research: its National Institute of Po-
lar Research launched its first Antarctic mission in 1956, and Japan launched 
a new icebreaker in 2008. It was not until recently that Japan shifted focus 
towards the Arctic, when its resource dependency reignited industry interest 
in Arctic shipping lanes. Though a bit slower than its Asian counterparts in 
showing interest in the Arctic, Tokyo has been steadily increasing its Arctic 
programs in an effort to catch up. Japan published its interim Arctic policy in 
2008, and adopted the final version in 2015, seeking to increase research and 
to explore strategic opportunities, specifically the Northern Sea Route. Given 
Japan’s proximity to the Bering Strait, it aims to gain from increased traffic at its 
ports and from the potential to become a central hub in Asia.29

China’s Arctic policy is more upbeat on Arctic shipping options, subsuming 
them under the larger Belt and Road Initiative as a “Polar Silk Road.” Howev-
er, the Chinese shipping industry’s actual advancements into the region have 
been increasingly cautious over time.30 Heavily reliant on trade, China is home 
to 7 out of the 10 busiest ports in the world. When the Arctic routes are pass-
able, they are on average 40 percent quicker than traditional routes such as the 
Panama or Suez Canals, representing a reduction of a week in sailing time, or 
an estimated savings of US$ 600,000 per vessel per trip.31 China has reported-
ly planned to have 5 to 15 percent of its container traffic on Arctic routes by 

	28	 Diana Edwards, “A View from the West: China, Japan, South Korea Look North,” Canadian 
Naval Review 12, no.  2 (2016), http://​www.navalreview.ca/​wp-​content/​uploads/​public/​
Vol12num2/​Vol12num2art8.pdf, 38.

	29	 Ibid.
	30	 Arild Moe and Olav Schram Stokke, “Asian Countries and Arctic Shipping:  Policies, 

Interests and Footprints on Governance,” Arctic Review on Law and Politics, Vol. 10, 2019, 
24–​52, 43.

	31	 Linda Jakobson and Seong-​Hyon Lee, “The North East Asian States’ Interests and Possible 
Cooperation with the Kingdom of Denmark,” Stockholm International Peace Research 
Institute, April 2013, 9.
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2020.32 Given that Arctic States have direct control of the Arctic trade routes, 
China wants to be able to observe talks that affect these routes.33

Some argue that shipping and shipbuilding are not the most powerful driv-
ers of the Arctic aspirations pursued by these East Asian countries as many 
hold.34 “Arctic maritime transport is viewed with rising caution at governmen-
tal as well as industry levels in these countries.”35

Reflected particularly in Japanese and Korean policy documents and indus-
try statements, the evaluation on maritime business opportunities is prudent. 
The significance of shipping and shipbuilding for Asian engagement in the 
Arctic has also been conditioned by bureaucratic structures in each country 
and their proximity to industry associations and fluctuations in the relevant 
markets. Each nation’s ministry of foreign affairs, the Cabinet Office in Japan’s 
case, have played important roles in the aggregation of comprehensive Arc-
tic policies. The Ministry for Oceans and Fisheries has been the main driver 
in South Korea which also has responsibility for shipping and polar research. 
Deep involvement of the government offices closest to shipping and shipbuild-
ing (characteristic of policy development in Korea and Japan) implies that 
elaboration of goals, priorities, and specific projects build on sector expertise is 
sensitive to not only opportunities, but also political or economic constraints.36 
In China and South Korea, where Arctic policies convey the clearest emphasis 
on economic use, the shipping industries have been financially overstretched 
in recent years, and thus are less prepared to commit themselves to heavy in-
vestments where the expected returns are potentially high, but uncertain and 
still far in the future. For all three countries, rising attention to Arctic devel-
opments as well as broader aspirations of playing visible roles in global gover-
nance mean that maritime transport projects involving this region are assessed 
with considerable interest, but we find nothing to indicate that they will be 
pursued unless the expected returns equal or exceed those of other options.37

	32	 Hugh Stephens, “The Opening of the Northern Sea Routes: The Implications for Global 
Shipping and for Canada’s Relations with Asia,” SPP Research Papers, The School of Public 
Policy, University of Calgary, Canadian Global Affairs Institute, Vol. 9, No. 19 (May 2016), 4.

	33	 Diana Edwards, “A View from the West: China, Japan, South Korea Look North,” Canadian 
Naval Review 12, no.  2 (2016), http://​www.navalreview.ca/​wp-​content/​uploads/​public/​
Vol12num2/​Vol12num2art8.pdf, 38.

	34	 Arild Moe and Olav Schram Stokke, “Asian Countries and Arctic Shipping:  Policies, 
Interests and Footprints on Governance,” Arctic Review on Law and Politics, Vol. 10, 
2019, 43.

	35	 Ibid.
	36	 Ibid., pp. 24–​52.
	37	 Ibid.
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China, Japan, and Korea also emphasize both their contributions to scientif-
ic investigations in the Arctic and the relevance of their capital and technology 
for regional economic development.38 China’s Arctic Policy White Paper, for in-
stance, reinforces the scientific factor by referencing its own prominence in global 
governance and international affairs. The three states underscore that they fully 
respect the sovereignty and sovereign rights of coastal States. None of them has 
explicitly challenged the controversial unilateral shipping regulations that Can-
ada and Russia have established for ice-​covered waters adjacent to their coasts. 
At regional and global levels too, the Asian states have maintained relatively low 
profiles, specifically in shipping-​oriented activities under the Arctic Council and 
in the negotiations of a legally binding Polar Code under the International Mari-
time Organization.39

Recently, there has been increasing collaboration among these three East 
Asian states on their polar goals. The first South Korean scientist to go to the Arctic 
was on board a Chinese research vessel, and a Japanese scientist traveled with the 
South Korean icebreaker Araon.40 South Korea and China signed a Memorandum 
of Agreement in 2008 to collaborate on polar research. Japan did not enter into 
formal agreements with China at that time, but in April 2016, Japan, China, and 
South Korea held their first high-​level collaboration talks on the Arctic in Seoul.41 
The three states agreed to work together to increase scientific research on the Arc-
tic and help each other further their Arctic interests, which marks the first time 
these three countries have officially collaborated on the Arctic.42

China, Japan, and South Korea jointly initiated and play an important role 
in the Asian Forum for Polar Sciences, which has become the only regional 
scientific cooperative organization in Asia. The three countries play an import-
ant role in this organization. China actively advocated for the Pacific Arctic 
Group to be set up at the Arctic Science Summit Week. The working group 
has become a significant channel for the three countries to make an impact 
in the field of Arctic research. Starting in 2011, the Korea Maritime Institute43 

	38	 Ibid.
	39	 Ibid.
	40	 Diana Edwards, “A View from the West: China, Japan, South Korea Look North,” Canadian 

Naval Review 12, no.  2 (2016), http://​www.navalreview.ca/​wp-​content/​uploads/​public/​
Vol12num2/​Vol12num2art8.pdf, 38.

	41	 “China, Japan, rok agree to strengthen research cooperation on Arctic,” Xinhuanet, June 
9, 2018, http://​www.xinhuanet.com/​english/​2018-​06/​09/​c_​137240638.htm.

	42	 Diana Edwards, “A View from the West: China, Japan, South Korea Look North,” above 
note 40, 38.

	43	 More information about Korea Maritime Institute can be found at www.kmi.re.kr 
(accessed on September 19, 2014).

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nong Hong - 9789004422438
Downloaded from Brill.com07/05/2021 12:29:24PM

via free access



Non-Arctic States’ Role in the High North� 321

has been the main financier and host of the ‘North Pacific Arctic Conference’ 
in Hawaii, discussing Arctic governance matters in an attempt to become an 
advocate for Arctic affairs among countries outside the region.44

During high-​level talks at the Foreign Ministry in Tokyo in 2017, Japan, Chi-
na, and South Korea agreed to conduct a joint study to assess pollution and 
climate impacts in the Arctic, wrapping up their latest talks on how to develop 
the region. The agreement on joint scientific research and exploration comes 
amid increased global attention on navigation and resource development in 
the Arctic Ocean.45 Under the agreement, the three countries will collect basic 
data, including on the levels of marine pollution in the Arctic Ocean, to ensure 
the environment is protected during development work and can predict the 
best timing for navigation in the Arctic Ocean. “It is indispensable for the in-
ternational community to ensure the protection and preservation of the fragile 
marine environment of the Arctic Ocean, and to maintain peace, stability and 
constructive cooperation based on a rule-​based maritime order,” according to 
the joint statement issued after the talks.46

4	 Arctic States’ Approach to Cooperation in the Arctic

The gradual disappearance of Arctic sea ice raises challenges to sovereignty 
and security issues, some of which are increasingly evident in the evolving re-
lationships between the eight Arctic States and non-​Arctic states, such as Chi-
na, Japan, South Korea, and India. In the same vein, there is a strong and practi-
cal need to strengthen international cooperation on Arctic matters, especially 
in the face of growing global attention on melting Arctic sea ice. Cooperation 
between Arctic and non-​Arctic states have continued to develop on a num-
ber of levels, either bilaterally or within the existing frameworks of regional 
forums and international organizations, and on issues of scientific research, 
environmental protection, and sustainable development.

At the third Arctic Circle Assembly in Reykjavik, Iceland in 2015, Zhang 
Ming, China’s vice minister of foreign affairs, delivered a keynote speech titled 

	44	 Leiv Lunde, Yang Jian, Iselin Stensdal (eds.), Asian Countries and the Arctic Future (World 
Scientific Publishing, 2016), 243.

	45	 “Japan, China and South Korea ok joint study on Artic Development,” Japan Times online, 
June 9, 2017, https://​www.japantimes.co.jp/​news/​2017/​06/​09/​national/​science-​health/​
japan-​china-​south-​korea-​plan-​joint-​study-​arctic-​development/​#.XVbCPOhKiUk.

	46	 Ibid.
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“China in the Arctic: Practices and Policies.”47 The following year, Gao Feng, 
China’s chief negotiator for climate change, gave another speech about China’s 
view on Arctic cooperation at the fourth Arctic Circle Assembly.48 Further-
more, Xu Hong, head of the Department of Legal Affairs in China’s Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, talked about China’s view on Arctic economic development at 
the sixth International Meeting of Representatives of Arctic Council Member 
States, Observer States, and Foreign Scientific Community, which was host-
ed by the Russian Federation between August 29 and September 2 of 2016.49 
These speeches, which often focus on “cooperation,” display an emerging Chi-
nese Arctic policy that is well reflected in the China Arctic Policy White Paper.

Recognizing and respecting each other’s rights constitutes the legal basis 
for cooperation between Arctic and non-​Arctic states. In accordance with the 
unclos and other relevant international legal frameworks, Arctic States have 
sovereign rights and jurisdiction in their respective areas in the Arctic region, 
while non-​Arctic states also enjoy rights of scientific research and navigation. 
To develop a partnership of cooperation, Arctic and non-​Arctic states should, 
first and foremost, proceed from the basis of recognizing and respecting each 
other’s rights under international law.

Second, mutual understanding and trust provide a political guarantee for 
cooperation between Arctic and non-​Arctic states. Arctic States, with a larger 
stake in Arctic-​related issues, argue that they should play a more important 
role in Arctic affairs than non-​Arctic countries. In the meantime, given the 
trans-​regional implications of certain Arctic issues, non-​Arctic states that fall 
under such influence also argue that they have legitimate interests in Arctic-​
related issues. With their interests intertwined, there is no doubt that both 
Arctic and non-​Arctic states will play increasingly significant roles in Arc-
tic affairs. To enhance cooperation, Arctic and non-​Arctic states should, on 
the basis of respecting each other’s rights, strengthen their communication, 
improve mutual understanding, foster trust, and seek areas of converging 
interests.

Third, addressing trans-​regional issues through joint research endeavors 
represents a major field of cooperation between Arctic and non-​Arctic states. 

	47	 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, “Vice Foreign Minister 
Zhang Ming Attends the Third Arctic Circle Assembly and Delivers a Keynote Speech,” 
October 17, 2015, https://​www.fmprc.gov.cn/​mfa_​eng/​wjbxw/​t1307440.shtml.

	48	 Arctic Circle, Videos from the 2016 Assembly, at http://​www.arcticcircle.org/​assemblies/​
2016/​videos.

	49	 Liu Nengye, “China’s Emerging Arctic Policy,” The Diplomat, December 14, 2016, http://​
thediplomat.com/​2016/​12/​chinas-​emerging-​arctic-​policy/​.
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Enhanced cooperation in scientific research will enable Arctic and non-​Arctic 
states to view trans-​regional issues from a wider perspective, send a more 
comprehensive message to the international scientific community, and facil-
itate the settlement of relevant issues. This model of cooperation has already 
yielded sound results in addressing issues such as climate change and Arctic 
shipping. The issue for Arctic Council members now is how to involve non-​
Arctic states at the early stages of relevant research endeavors and in-​depth 
discussions.

Arctic and non-​Arctic states have different rights, interests and specific 
concerns with regards to Arctic-​related issues. However, peace, stability and 
sustainable development in the Arctic serves the common interests of both 
Arctic and non-​Arctic states. It is crucial for the Arctic and non-​Arctic States 
to intersect and share these different rights, interests and concerns. Mutually 
beneficial cooperative partnerships which promote and enhance these inter-
ests will surely be the most appropriate way forward in a region of growing 
global importance. For instance, Arctic resources require enormous foreign 
investment to develop; China, which is flush with capital, is well positioned 
to facilitate this investment. In turn, Chinese leaders hope that Arctic States 
will be inclined to back Chinese interests in the region. China’s strategy of 
scientific diplomacy, participation in Arctic institutions, and resource di-
plomacy has proved fairly successful, enabling China to acquire peacefully 
a (limited) say in Arctic affairs.50 China is acquiring various technologies 
that are essential for building upon new economic opportunities in the Arc-
tic. China is building ice-​strengthened bulk carriers and tankers capable of 
commercial Arctic navigation as well as planes that can fly in harsh polar 
weather conditions. Arctic shipping will not only benefit such countries 
whose economies heavily depend on international trade and shipping (e.g., 
China, Japan, South Korea), but also serves the interests of Arctic States as 
well. Martin Breum points out that, spurred by climate change and hopes of 
funding from China’s Belt and Road Initiative, “the governments of Norway 
and Finland are breathing new life into a vision of an Arctic Corridor from 
Asia to the European mainland.”51

	50	 Shiloh Rainwater, “Race to the North: China’s Arctic Strategy and Its Implications,” Naval 
War College Review, Vol. 66 [2013], No. 2, Article 7, 62–​82, 73.

	51	 Martin Breum, “How Angry Birds and prospects of Chinese funding power visions of the 
shortest-​ever route from China to Europe,” Arctic Today, March 13, 2018, https://​www.arct-
ictoday.com/​angry-​birds-​prospects-​chinese-​funding-​power-​visions-​shortest-​ever-​route-​
china-​europe/​.

 

 

 

 

Nong Hong - 9789004422438
Downloaded from Brill.com07/05/2021 12:29:24PM

via free access



324� Hong

5	 China’s Approach to Cooperation in the Arctic

“Cooperation” is an effective means for China’s participation in Arctic affairs, 
and “respect” is the key basis for China’s participation. A  “win-​win result” is 
the value pursuit of China’s participation in Arctic affairs, which carries on 
the message that all stakeholders should pursue mutual benefits and common 
progress in all fields of activities. “Such cooperation should ensure that the 
benefits are shared by both Arctic and non-​Arctic states as well as by non-​state 
entities and should accommodate the interests of local residents including the 
indigenous people.”52

5.1	 “Cooperation” with Arctic States
In 2012, China and Iceland signed the Framework Agreement on Arctic Coop-
eration, which was the first intergovernmental agreement on Arctic issues be-
tween China and an Arctic State. The China-​Iceland Joint Aurora Observatory 
formally opened on October 18, 2018, in the northern part of Iceland.53 The 
observatory and the land of Karholl are owned by the Icelandic non-​profit or-
ganization “Arctic Observatory.” The Polar Research Institute of China (pric) 
leases the land for the operations of the observatory. On April 8, 2018, China 
and Finland signed an agreement to establish a joint research center for Arc-
tic space observation and data sharing service in Sodankyla, which is located 
in north Finland’s Lapland.54 The center will enhance cooperation on cryo-
sphere research with the use of satellites, which will provide information from 
the Arctic region for use in climate research, environmental monitoring, and 
operational activities (such as navigation in the Arctic Ocean). The coopera-
tion between Norway and China on climate monitoring and predictions in the 
Arctic will be increased and carried out on the platform of the Nansen-​Zhu 
International Research Center (nsc), jointly established by China and Norway 
in 2003.55 A climate research seminar was attended by Chinese and Norwe-
gian scientists in Beijing April 16–​17, 2018. At that seminar, they decided that 
they will conduct more research on how Arctic climate change influences the 

	52	 The People’s Republic of China, The State Council, “Full text:  China’s Arctic Policy,” 
January 26, 2018, http://​english.www.gov.cn/​archive/​white_​paper/​2018/​01/​26/​content_​
281476026660336.htm.

	53	 See https://​karholl.is/​en/​.
	54	 “China, Finland to Enhance Arctic Research Cooperation,” China Academy of Sciences, 

October 31, 2018, http://​english.cas.cn/​Special_​Reports/​Belt_​of_​Science_​Road_​for_​
Cooperation/​Technology_​Cooperation/​201810/​t20181029_​200564.shtml.

	55	 “China, Norway to boost cooperation in Arctic climate research,” Xinhuanet, April 19, 2018, 
http://​www.xinhuanet.com/​english/​2018-​04/​19/​c_​137123061.htm.
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climates of Europe and Asia. They will also develop a prediction system for ex-
treme weather and secondary disasters. China’s Ministry of Natural Resources 
held the Arctic Circle China Forum in Shanghai from May 10 to 11, 2019.56 The 
forum discussed the importance of developing broader international coopera-
tion in areas such as climate change.

On June 5, 2019, China and Russia signed a joint statement vowing to 
strengthen contemporary global strategic stability and promote the coopera-
tion between the two countries in the Arctic area, mainly by expanding ship-
ping routes and cooperating in the development of infrastructure construc-
tion, resource exploitation, tourism, environmental protection, and scientific 
expeditions.57 In 2019, China and Russia launched a scientific cooperation pro-
gram in the Arctic through an agreement that documents the development of 
bilateral cooperation between the Pilot National Laboratory for Marine Sci-
ence and Technology (qnmlm) and the P.P. Shirshov Institute of Oceanology 
of the Russian Academy of Sciences (io ras); the agreement is targeted at 
Arctic research and the preservation of its indigenous natural resources.58

5.2	 Cooperation with International Institutions
On October 3, 2018, ten parties (including Canada, China, Denmark, Iceland, 
Japan, Norway, Russia, Korea, the United States, and EU) signed an agreement 
to prevent unregulated fishing in the central Arctic Ocean.59 This agreement 
is the first to use a legally binding, precautionary approach to protect an area 
from commercial fishing before fishing has begun in the area. Under the agree-
ment, the Parties commit to not initiate commercial fishing in the central Arc-
tic Ocean until there is more knowledge about the fish stocks in the area. As 
part of the agreement, the Parties will establish a joint scientific research and 

	56	 Nannan Lundin, “Arctic, climate change and science diplomacy,” Offices of Science and 
Innovation, May 22, 2019. https://​sweden-​science-​innovation.blog/​china/​arctic-​climate-​
change-​and-​science-​diplomacy/​.

	57	 “zhong hua ren min gong he guo hee luo si lian bang guan yu fa zhan xin shi dai quan mian 
zhan lüe xie zuo huo ban guan xi de lian he sheng ming (quan wen) [Joint Statement 
of the People’s Republic of China and the Russian Federation on the Development of a 
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership for the New Era (full text)],” Xinhua News Agency, 
June 6, 2019, https://​www.chinanews.com/​gn/​2019/​06-​06/​8857473.shtml.

	58	 “China and Russia Launch Scientific Cooperation in Arctic,” Cision PR Newswire, April 16, 
2019, https://​www.prnewswire.com/​news-​releases/​china-​and-​russia-​launch-​scientific-​
cooperation-​in-​arctic-​300832682.html.

	59	 Catherine Benson Wahlen, “Nine Countries, EU Sign Agreement to Prevent Unregulated 
Fishing in Central Arctic Ocean,” International Institute for Sustainable Development, 
October 9, 2018, http://​sdg.iisd.org/​news/​nine-​countries-​eu-​sign-​agreement-​to-​prevent-​
unregulated-​fishing-​in-​central-​arctic-​ocean/​.
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monitoring program to improve understanding of the area’s ecosystems and 
determine if fish stocks can be sustainably harvested.

The China-​Nordic Research Center (cnarc) was established in Shanghai on 
December 10, 2013 by ten member institutes (four Chinese and six Nordic).60 
cnarc’s research themes include Arctic climate change and its impacts, re-
sources, shipping and economic cooperation, and Arctic policymaking and 
legislation. Since 2013, cnarc has held an annual Symposium which covers 
topics on: Human Activity and Environmental Change, North meets East, Arc-
tic Synergies: Policies and Best Practices, the Sustainable Arctic, Trans-​regional 
cooperation in the Arctic Development and Protection, Integrated Ocean 
Management in the Arctic, Arctic Fisheries, the Polar Silk Road, and Sustain-
able Development Practices.

5.3	 Cooperation with Non-​Arctic States
China is having trilateral High-​Level Dialogue on the Cold Affairs with Japan 
and South Korea.61 The dialogue initiated in 2011 during the Japan-​China-​
South Korea Summit by South Korea’s motion. The dialogue seeks to build 
mutual understanding through consistent communication among the three 
countries regarding the Arctic region. As the observers of the Arctic Council, 
the three countries also communicate the outcomes of their dialogue to the 
Arctic Council. The first dialogue took place in Seoul in 2016; the second took 
place in Tokyo in 2017; and the third took place in Shanghai in 2018. During 
the latest trilateral dialogue, which took place on June 26, 2019 in Pusan, the 
three countries agreed to further negotiate for and promote a “free and open 
rule of the sea” in the Arctic in regard to the rule of law, freedom of navigation, 
openness, and transparency.6263 The three countries also agreed to further dis-
cuss data sharing and collaboration in scientific research on the Arctic region. 
Finally, the three countries also seek to further discuss creating a rule-​based 

	60	 “Background,” China-​Nordic Arctic Research Center, https://​www.cnarc.info/​organization.
	61	 The People’s Republic of China, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “di san lun zhong ri han bei 

ji shi wu gao ji bie dui hua lian he sheng ming [Joint Statement of the Third Round of 
China-​Japan-​Korea High-​level Dialogue on Arctic Affairs],” June 8, 2018, https://​www.
fmprc.gov.cn/​web/​wjb_​673085/​zzjg_​673183/​tyfls_​674667/​xwlb_​674669/​t1567101.shtml.

	62	 “di si lun han zhong ri bei ji shi wu gao ji bie dui hua jiang zai fu shan ju xing [The 
Fourth Round of High-​level Dialogue on Korean, Chinese and Japanese Arctic Affairs 
will be held in Busan],” Yonhap News Agency, June 24, 2019, https://​cn.yna.co.kr/​view/​
ACK20190624006300881.

	63	 Japan, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Dai 4-​kai Hokkyoku ni kansuru nitchūkan haireberu 
taiwa [Japan-​China-​rok High Level Dialogue on the 4th Arctic],” June 2, 2019, https://​
www.mofa.go.jp/​mofaj/​fp/​msp/​page22_​003228.html.
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economic environment in the Arctic region. China has also engaged separately 
with the United Kingdom and France regarding bilateral dialogues on the law 
of the sea and polar issues.

6	 Other Actors’ Perception about China

The United States is worried about China’s increasing cooperation with the 
Arctic countries in regard to economic development and scientific research. 
Triggered by China’s involvement in Greenland, U.S. President Donald Trump 
has, with varying degrees of seriousness, repeatedly expressed interest in buy-
ing the autonomous Danish territory.64 China Communications Construction 
Company’s (cccc) bid for Greenland’s airport construction projects in 2018 
triggered a huge reaction from the United States, since Greenland is strate-
gically important for the U.S.  military and its ballistic missile early warning 
system. Under U.S. pressure, Greenland decided to pick Denmark over Beijing 
for financing the planned projects.65 U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo ex-
pressed concerns over China’s participation in Arctic affairs and suggested that 
China’s participation could transform the Arctic Ocean into a new South China 
Sea, fraught with militarization and competing territorial claims.66

While Russia turned to China for potential investments and technology 
partnerships, the pivot to Asia was seen as a potential boost for development 
of the Russian Far East and Urals region.67 Against a background of strained 
relations with the West, China is viewed as Russia’s primary source for capital 
to develop the Arctic. Although both China and Russia have strong interests 
in strengthening cooperation over energy resources and minerals—​and more 
broadly over trade and investment flows—​in general, there has been much 
skepticism as to the extent to which Russia welcomes the non-​Arctic states, 

	64	 Vivian Salama, et  al., “President Trump Eyes a New Real-​Estate Purchase:  Greenland,” 
Wall Street Journal, August 16, 2019, https://​www.wsj.com/​articles/​trump-​eyes-​a-​  
new-​real-​estate-​purchase-​greenland-​11565904223.

	65	 Jacob Gronholt-​Pedersen and Stella Qiu, “China withdraws bid for Greenland airport 
projects:  Sermitsiaq newspaper,” Reuters, June 4, 2019, https://​www.reuters.com/​arti-
cle/​us-​china-​silkroad-​greenland/​china-​withdraws-​bid-​for-​greenland-​airport-​projects-​
sermitsiaq-​newspaper-​idUSKCN1T5191.

	66	 Blake Hounshell, “Pompeo aims to counter China’s ambitions in the Arctic,” Politico, May 6, 
2019, https://​www.politico.com/​story/​2019/​05/​06/​pompeo-​arctic-​china-​russia-​1302649.

	67	 Camilla T. N. Sorensen and Ekaterina Klimenko, “Emerging Chinese-​Russian cooperation 
in the Arctic,” Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, June 2017, https://​www.
sipri.org/​sites/​default/​files/​2017-​06/​emerging-​chinese-​russian-​cooperation-​arctic.pdf.
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and China in particular, in the Arctic region. Pervasive mistrust is rooted in 
historical grievances and strategic cultural differences. There are growing con-
cerns, particularly on the Russian side, about the long-​term implications of the 
ongoing shift in relative power.68

In the midst of a bruising dispute with China, Canada has sided with Beijing 
over Washington on the Arctic, dispatching a senior parliamentarian to Shang-
hai to express support for co-​operation in the high latitudes. Liberal mp An-
drew Leslie told a forum on May 10, 2019, that “Canada welcomes opportunity 
for further productive cooperation with China” and suggested that “the whole 
idea is to engage in dialogue … we can work cooperatively.”69

The former president of Iceland, Olafur Ragnar Grimsson, who is also the 
current chairman of the Arctic Circle, suggested that it is worth remembering 
that China, along with South Korea and Japan, are surpassing even the Arctic 
States in Arctic science and research, and that Asia is now playing a greater 
economic and diplomatic role in Arctic affairs “than any of us could have pre-
dicted five years ago. That is the new model of the Arctic reality—​that not only 
China, but Asia has arrived in the Arctic, big time.”70 The Swedish government 
seeks to develop an innovative, multidisciplinary, and globally coordinated po-
lar research process.71 One of its ambitions is to introduce this research process 
into its international cooperation with new partners, including China. Sweden 
is also very positive about Iceland’s cooperation with China. The Swedish gov-
ernment described the introduction of geothermal energy into China’s clean 
energy transformation as a “standard setter” for geothermal energy develop-
ment in China’s future energy system.

Given its geographic proximity to the two countries, Japan is concerned, from 
a security perspective, with China’s energy cooperation with Russia. Japan has 
been seeking to cooperate with Russia in order to balance the potential threat 
posed by the Sino-​Russian cooperation in the Arctic region.72 Moreover, Japan 
is also concerned with China’s approach to the other Arctic nations. Analysis 
from the Japn Marime Self-​Defence Force ( jmsdf) expressed concern over the 

	68	 Ibid.
	69	 Nathan Vanderklippe, “Agreeing on the Arctic: Amid dispute, Canada sides with China 

over the U.S. and how to manage the North,” The Globe and Mail, May 10, 2019, https://​
www.theglobeandmail.com/​world/​article-​agreeing-​on-​the-​arctic-​why-​canada-​sides-​
with-​china-​over-​the-​us-​on/​.

	70	 Ibid.
	71	 Lundin, “Arctic, climate change.”
	72	 “Roshia no seiiki `Hokkyoku-​kai’ ni Chūgoku ga shokushu nichiro bōei kyōryoku ni kat-

suro [China’s reach in Russian sanctuary Arctic Ocean],” The Sankei News, November 15, 
2018. https://​www.sankei.com/​politics/​news/​181115/​plt1811150001-​n1.html.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nong Hong - 9789004422438
Downloaded from Brill.com07/05/2021 12:29:24PM

via free access



Non-Arctic States’ Role in the High North� 329

China-​Iceland Joint Aurora Observatory and its potential implications for Chi-
na’s scientific cooperation with the Arctic countries in 2018.73 On economic 
cooperation, however, Japan is joining with China’s initiatives to participate 
in the development of the Arctic. Together with Finland, Russia, and Norway, 
Japan joined China’s polar fiber link project, which will see a 10,000-​kilometer 
fiber-​optic cable network that connects Europe and Asia.74 The Japanese gov-
ernment keeps a close watch on China’s cooperation with the Nordic countries 
(e.g., Iceland) and believes that China’s main interests in the Arctic include the 
exploration and exploitation of Arctic resources, development of a commer-
cial shipping route in the Arctic region, and enhanced global security.75 Yet, 
the Japanese government still holds positive views on China’s participation 
in international cooperation in the Arctic and, in its Arctic report, puts more 
emphasis on China’s principles of mutual respect, cooperation, win-​win, and 
sustainability.

7	 Future of Arctic Cooperation

A basic question has been raised: with the shift in the international security ar-
chitecture, will the Arctic in the future continue to be a region generally char-
acterized by cooperation and low tensions, as it was during the post-​Cold War 
era, or instead become a region characterized by competition and increased 
tensions, as it was during the Cold War?76 Some hold the view that this shift 
poses a potential challenge to the tradition of cooperation, low tensions, peace-
ful resolution of disputes, and respect for international law that has character-
ized the approach used by the Arctic States, particularly since the founding of 

	73	 “Chūgoku no Hokkyoku-​kai shinshutsu to kenen jikō—​Chūgoku kokusan saihyō-​sen, 
setsuryū 2-​gō shinsui o ki ni kangaeru [China’s Arctic Ocean Expansion and Concerns-​
Considering the Launch of Snow Dragon No. 2],” September 28, 2018, https://​www.mod.
go.jp/​msdf/​navcol/​SSG/​topics-​column/​col-​122.html.

	74	 Ting Shi, “10,000 Kilometers of Fiber-​Optic Cable Show China’s Interest in Warming 
Arctic,” Bloomberg, December 13, 2017, https://​www.bloomberg.com/​news/​articles/​2017-​
12-​13/​undersea-​cable-​project-​shows-​china-​s-​interest-​in-​warming-​arctic; Thomas Nilsen, 
“Major step towards a Europe-​Asia Arctic cable link,” The Barents Observer, June 6, 2019, 
https://​thebarentsobserver.com/​en/​industry-​and-​energy/​2019/​06/​mou-​signed-​set-​  
arctic-​telecom-​cable-​company.

	75	 http://​www.mext.go.jp/​b_​menu/​shingi/​gijyutu/​gijyutu5/​siryo/​_​_​icsFiles/​afieldfile/​2018/​
09/​14/​1409210_​003.pdf.

	76	 United States of America, Congressional Research Service, “Changes in the Arctic: 
Background and Issues for Congress,” November 27, 2019, 53, https://​fas.org/​sgp/​crs/​misc/​
R41153.pdf.
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the Arctic Council in 1996, for managing Arctic issues.77 In this regard, some 
observers argue that “the Arctic states and other Arctic stakeholders should at-
tempt to maintain the region’s tradition of cooperation and low tensions, and 
work to prevent the competition and tensions that have emerged in Europe, 
Asia, and elsewhere in recent years from crossing over into the Arctic.”78 They 
point to the experience of Arctic States and other Arctic stakeholders that have 
achieved success in promoting cooperation on a range of issues, which have 
served as a useful model for other parts of the world to follow.79 Nevertheless, 
the Arctic has no way to staying fully isolated from the competition and ten-
sions that have arisen in other parts of the world.

	77	 See, for example, Melody Schreiber, “As the Arctic Changes, International Cooperation 
May Be Put to the Test,” Arctic Today, July 25, 2018; Stephanie Pezard, Abbie Tingstad, and 
Alexandria Hall, “The Future of Arctic Cooperation in a Changing Strategic Environment,” 
RAND Europe (2018), 18; Geoff Ziezulewicz, “As Arctic Waters Open, Nations Plant Their 
Flags,” Navy Times, April 8, 2018; James Stavridis, “Avoiding a Cold War in the High North,” 
Bloomberg, May 4, 2018; Kristina Spohr, “The Race to Conquer the Arctic—​the World’s 
Final Frontier,” New Statesman, March 12, 2018.

	78	 Ibid., “Changes in the Arctic,” 53.
	79	 See, for example, Kevin McGwin, “More Military Activity May Spoil the Arctic’s 

Atmosphere of Collaboration, Warns a Danish Report,” Arctic Today, December 6, 2018; 
Hsin Hsuan Sun, “Arctic Council Sells Itself As a Model for International Cooperation at 
the UN,” Arctic Today, July 23, 2018; John Grady, “Panel: Cooperation, Not Conflict Key to 
Future of the Arctic,” USNI News, April 9, 2018; Levon Sevunts, “Arctic Nations Develop 
Coast Guard Co-​operation,” Barents Observer, March 13, 2018; Doug Tsuruoka, “Despite 
US-​Russia Tensions, Arctic Powers Eye Cooperation,” Asia Times, March 29, 2017.
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