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Abstract

Since February 2022, evolving political dynamics in the Arctic have increasingly
challenged the academic credibility of the concept of Arctic exceptionalism. Russia’s
invasion of the Ukraine has significantly reshaped the region’s geopolitical landscape,
resulting in a marked decline in cooperation between Russia and the Western Arctic
states. This erosion of collaboration has substantially hindered Russia’s ability to
advance its economic, military, and diplomatic ambitions in the Arctic, although certain
initiatives, particularly energy-related, have continued under the revised conditions.
Western sanctions have delayed and obstructed critical Russian infrastructure projects in
the region, revealing a pronounced dependence on foreign technology. In the security
sphere, NATO’s enlargement through the inclusion of Finland and Sweden has shifted
the regional balance of power. This empirical political development is fundamentally at
odds with the trajectory that might be anticipated if international relations in the region
adhered to the functional logic of Arctic exceptionalism. However, despite rising
tensions, the prospect of military actions in the Arctic remains low, it is constrained by
logistical limitations, economic interdependence, and the prevailing balance of power.
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Introduction

The pre-war National Security Strategy
of the Russian Federation (2021!"")) defines
the Arctic as a key region in the protection
of national security. According to the docu-
ment, Foundations of the Russian Federa-
tion State Policy in the Arctic for the
Period up to 2035 (2020"")), Russia's main
objectives in the region are to ensure Rus-
sia's sovereignty over the Arctic Zone of

the Russian Federation (AZRF), to devel-
op the Northern Sea Route (NSR) as a key
transport route, to increase military capa-
bilities in the region to protect national
interests, to promote sustainable develop-
ment of the region, including environmen-
tal protection, and to increase economic
potential through the extraction of oil, gas
and other raw materials. The reasons for
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this policy, apart from geopolitics, are ob-
vious. The Arctic is warming at more than
twice the global rate, leading to melting
ice and new opportunities for the exploi-
tation of resources, trade, and tourism. The
United States and Russia are reinforcing
their military presences in the Arctic,
while China, identifying as a "near-Arctic
state," seeks influence.

Despite lacking formal supranational
governance, the Arctic remains free of
interstate violence, a phenomenon of-
ten explained by "Arctic exceptionalism"
(Crawford 2021). This concept views the
Arctic as a zone of peace and cooperation,
even amid external conflicts involving Arc-
tic states. The full-scale Russian invasion
of the Ukraine in 2022, which is justified
by several narratives (Fridrichova 2023),
presents a litmus test of this concept. This
act, the most aggressive of Russian foreign
policy since 1991, surpasses previous ac-
tions such as the 2008 war in Georgia, the
illegal annexation of Crimea (2014), the
Donbas conflict of 2014 to 2015, and mili-
tary intervention in Syria, against the back-
ground of the Arab Spring and current Afri-
ca engagement. Arctic exceptionalism can
only retain its validity for future research
if it endures this challenge.

This paper asserts that Russian aggres-
sion against the Ukraine has fundamental-
ly altered the security dynamics of the the
Arctic. The premise of Arctic exception-
alism no longer underpins relations among
Arctic states. The conflict in Eastern Eu-
rope has spilled into the Arctic, signifi-
cantly reducing cooperation between Rus-
sia and the West across all domains. West-
ern Arctic states have altered their coop-
erative stance, suspending diplomatic en-
gagement with Russia in the Arctic Coun-
cil, leading to fragmented governance of
the region. Economic sanctions have se-
verely disrupted Arctic projects critical to
Moscow’s economic interests. Further-
more, NATO’s expansion to include two
militarily capable Nordic/Arctic states has
significantly weakened Russia’s strategic
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position in the region. Last but not least
NATO's perception of Russia as an adver-
sary has also prompted a redefinition of its
Arctic policies. These developments not
only starkly contradict the notion of Arctic
exceptionalism but also Russian strategic
interests.

The impact of the Russo-Ukrainian war
on the Arctic security is increasingly being
evaluated through academic research and
the presented paper has the ambition to
contribute to the ongoing academic discus-
sion. VIcek et al. (2024) argue that since
Russia's annexation of Crimea in 2014,
geopolitical tensions and military rival-
ries among Arctic states have intensified.
While increased militarization and coali-
tion-building indicate growing confronta-
tional behaviour, the rivalry marker shows
enhanced cooperation, suggesting that
the conditions for imminent international
armed conflict are not met. Stokke (2024)
examines why the concept of Arctic excep-
tionalism persisted as an analytical frame-
work following Russia's annexation of Cri-
mea (2014), despite its previously noted
limitations (Képyld and Mikkola 2015).
Stokke emphasizes that the Arctic Council,
lacking a security mandate and focusing
on environmental and scientific issues, has
enabled cooperation on climate and biodi-
versity monitoring despite geopolitical ten-
sions. Devyatkin (2023) acknowledges the
severe challenges to Arctic exceptionalism
but notes that limited cooperation, such as
in scientific research carried out in the
Arctic, remains possible. However, grow-
ing militarization and heightened political
tensions make a return to the previous lev-
el of peaceful cooperation unlikely unless
relations between Western Arctic states
and Russia improve. Branka (2022) argues
that the invasion exposed Arctic excep-
tionalism as a concept increasingly discon-
nected from reality, shattering the illusion
that the Arctic could remain insulated from
global political tensions. Cooperation with-
in the Arctic Council, once symbolic of
peaceful dispute resolution, was suspended
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after the invasion, reflecting the intrusion
of broader geopolitical dynamics into the
region.

The presented paper defends its argu-
ment through the following structure. First,
it introduces Arctic exceptionalism as an
analytical framework that emerged after
the end of the Cold War. The data sec-
tion describes Russia’s growing isolation
in the Arctic Council after February 2022,
the economic repercussions of the West’s
cessation of cooperation with Russia on

Arctic development projects, the adverse
security impacts of NATO’s Arctic expan-
sion from Moscow’s perspective, and
NATO’s evolving perception of Russia as
an opponent. The discussion analyses what
these findings indicate about the viability
of Arctic exceptionalism as an empirically
relevant academic concept. Finally, the im-
plications of these developments for Rus-
sia in the broader international political
arena are explored. The conclusion sum-
marizes the key findings of the analysis.

Arctic exceptionalism as an analytical framework

Arctic exceptionalism is a specific con-
cept of the Arctic as a region with alleged-
ly unique political, environmental and se-
curity dynamics. This perception is based
on the notion that the Arctic is politically
'exceptional' due to its geographical isola-
tion and extreme natural conditions. There-
fore, it is isolated from the existing securi-
ty agenda found in other geopolitical re-
gions as the Arctic states emphasise co-
operation rather than conflict and power
rivalry. It is further argued that a specific
framework for 'governance' in the Arctic
has emerged. According to proponents of
this approach, the Arctic is supposed to
be an area with a low level of militari-
sation where states deliberately avoid con-
flict, which contrasts sharply with other
natural resource-rich regions. In addition,
many Arctic states promote a specific ethi-
cal framework aimed to protect Arctic eco-
systems, even at the expense of economic
interests. This approach is based on an un-
derstanding of the Arctic as a world natu-
ral heritage area that requires special pro-
tection. To understand its nuances, atten-
tion must be paid to its genesis.

During the Cold War, the Arctic was
a focal point of the geopolitical rivalry be-
tween the United States and the Soviet
Union, driven not only by their shared Arc-
tic borders but also by the region's strate-
gic importance. Its extreme natural condi-

tions and crucial strategic routes made it
ideal for certain specific types of mili-
tary and intelligence activities. The Arctic
served as a key access area for nuclear sub-
marines carrying intercontinental ballistic
missiles (ICBMs) and strategic bombers,
with any nuclear exchange likely routed
over the North Pole. Both sides heavily
militarized the region, deploying early
warning systems and conducting extensive
military operations (Eifler 2021). Although
the degree of militarization decreased after
the Cold War, complete demilitarization
never took place as a consequence of the
Arctic's enduring strategic importance.
The trend toward a reduction of mili-
tarization began in the late 1980s during
the Soviet Union’s period of perestroika.
In his 1987 Murmansk speech, Mikhail
Gorbachev called for the Arctic to become
a 'zone of peace', proposing measures to
reduce military tensions and foster cooper-
ation among Arctic states on security and
environmental issues. This initiative led to
steps such as a limit on Soviet naval exer-
cises, though strategic assets such as the
Northern Fleet based on the Kola Penin-
sula remained operational. These changes,
driven by a Soviet desire to gain resources
for economic transformation through a re-
duction in tensions between the East and
West, introduced greater transparency and
enabled diplomatic negotiations. After the
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collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, Arc-
tic militarization further declined in the
1990s, driven by Russia’s political and ec-
onomic crisis which led to widespread re-
ductions in its military capabilities and not
only in the Arctic (Flake 2014). Western
states also reduced Arctic military invest-
ment, a benefit of the post-Cold War peace
dividend.

With the Arctic no longer seen as a pri-
mary military zone, focus shifted to eco-
nomic, scientific and environmental coop-
eration, including exploitation of the re-
gion’s energy resources, the development
of fisheries, opening up new maritime
transport routes and scientific cooperation.
Science diplomacy plays a key role in fos-
tering cooperation, particularly through sci-
entific infrastructure, organizational mem-
berships and research initiatives (Everett
and Halaskova 2022). These opportunities
attracted the interest of non-Arctic states,
particularly China, which has significant
energy needs and a vested interest in low-
ering international trade costs (Garamone
2024). In 1996, the Arctic Council was es-
tablished to promote cooperation on envi-
ronmental protection and sustainable devel-
opment, explicitly excluding military mat-
ters from its agenda. Even after the de-
terioration of relations between the West
and Russia against the backdrop of the
Kosovo crisis in 1999, the general belief
persisted that extreme forms of interstate
conflict in the Arctic could be permanently
avoided.

However, the resurgence of Russia un-
der Vladimir Putin renewed interest in the
region. Russia began to modernize the old
Soviet bases, construct new military facil-
ities, and expand its military presence to
bolster its position as a great power, a cen-
tral pillar of Putin's global strategy. De-
spite events such as attempts by Russia
in 2001 and 2007 to expand its Exclusive
Economic Zone in the Arctic and the
symbolic planting of a flag on the Arctic
Ocean seabed, Western Arctic states main-
tained strong cooperation with Moscow.
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Not even the Russo-Georgian War of 2008,
the illegal annexation of Crimea (2014), or
the outbreak of war in the Donbas in 2014
prompted significant changes in Western
Arctic policy toward Russia. Nevertheless,
debates emerged among scholars about the
sustainability of Arctic exceptionalism as
an analytical framework, particularly con-
sidering Russia's increasingly assertive for-
eign policy. While the concept remained
an influential analytical tool, its future
viability was increasingly questioned. As
Devyatkin (2023) observes, from the 1990s
onwards, mounting geopolitical pressures
began to erode this vision. Initially, the
Arctic policy of Dmitry Medvedev ap-
peared to align with the cooperative ap-
proach of Gorbachev, as was seen in agree-
ments with other Arctic states. With the
rise to power of Vladimir Putin, the focus
shifted toward the defence of national in-
terests and a reduced emphasis on multi-
lateralism. The annexation of Crimea in
2014 was a red light, straining diplomatic
relations between Russia and the West,
and the invasion of the Ukraine in 2022
effectively ended the idealized view of the
Arctic as a zone of peace.

It is clear from the above that the
concept of Artic exceptionalism is based
on liberal theories of international rela-
tions. Liberalism provides a comprehen-
sive framework for the understanding of
Arctic cooperation, emphasizing the impor-
tance of institutions, interdependence, and
normative commitments. Liberal IR theo-
ries emphasize the importance of eco-
nomic and institutional ties between states
(Keohane 1984). Cooperation evolved be-
yond military concerns to include econom-
ic and technological exchanges, such as
Western trade with the Soviet Union in
energy resources and technology. Mecha-
nisms such as the Helsinki Process and
OSCE activities fostered dialogue and sta-
bility, with the Arctic perceived as both a
military and economic opportunity. Cen-
tral to this approach is the role of inter-
national organizations such as the Arctic
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Council, which facilitate negotiation and
ensure transparency and fairness in gover-
nance. In the Arctic, states are driven by
shared interests such as environmental
protection and security of sea routes, fos-
tering a strong sense of interdependence.
Liberal theory also highlights the role of
norms and legal mechanisms that promote
peaceful coexistence and shared gover-
nance, underpinning cooperative efforts in
the region (Heininen 2010). Furthermore,
global challenges such as biodiversity con-
servation and adaptation to climate change
necessitate collective action, making eco-
nomic and environmental interconnected-
ness a cornerstone of liberalist coopera-
tion. Liberalism acknowledges that coop-
eration is contingent on shared norms, in-
stitutional robustness, and interdependence,
but Arctic exceptionalism often oversim-
plifies these dynamics. It assumes a har-
monious and universal commitment to co-
operation without adequately addressing
the persistent geopolitical frictions and
power asymmetries that challenge liberal
frameworks (Byers 2017).

From the perspective of international
relations theory, the concept of Arctic ex-
ceptionalism fails to account for the role of
systemic factors, particularly the anarchy
inherent in the international system, that
can undermine cooperation, especially dur-
ing periods of crisis. This critique aligns
with realist approaches in IR theory, which
draw extensively on historical evidence
from the Cold War to substantiate such
claims. The Arctic was heavily militarized
during the Cold War, driven by trans-
actional logic, yet no armed confrontation
occurred between the U.S. and the USSR
in the region. This mirrors developments
in Europe, where intense militarization
coexisted with decades of peace and, at
times, meaningful cooperation between the
blocs during periods such as détente. Re-
alism explains the Cold War cooperation
between the United States and the Soviet
Union primarily through the balance of
power, existence of nuclear weapons and a

mutual interest in maintaining stability.
During the détente of the 1970s, major
agreements such as the Strategic Arms
Limitation Treaty (SALT I) and the Hel-
sinki Final Act of 1975 reflected the desire
of both superpowers to reduce the risk of
nuclear conflict and stabilize their coexist-
ence. Realists argue that this cooperation
stemmed from the destructive potential of
war and the military balance, which incen-
tivized both sides to prevent escalation
(Waltz 1979). The strategic importance of
the Artic further underscored this dynamic.
Rich in natural resources and critical for
military operations, the Arctic became a
focal point for Cold War competition, in-
cluding the deployment of submarines
equipped with nuclear weapons. Deter-
rence theory, rooted in realism, highlights
that the threat of mutually assured destruc-
tion (MAD) mitigated the risks from po-
tentional conflictsbetween nuclear great
powers. Surveillance and espionage activi-
ties, such as radar installations and sub-
marine detection operations, were wide-
spread, yet arms control agreements and
communication mechanisms helped to a-
void escalation. Realists maintain that Arc-
tic cooperation is driven by considerations
related to power, such as securing access
to resources or strategic routes, rather than
altruistic goals (Byers 2017). However, the
security dilemma persists (Atland 2014).
To sum up, according to realism, Arctic
cooperation is pragmatically motivated by
cost-benefit calculations rather than liberal
notions of peace and common shared val-
ues. States primarily pursue their own in-
terests, emphasizing power and influence
over any desire for global public good
(Heininen 2010).

In addition, the concept of Arctic ex-
ceptionalism often portrays it as a unified
and homogenous entity, from an interna-
tional security perspective, neglecting its
geopolitical diversity. Shvets and Hossain
(2022) argue that the Arctic is not a sin-
gular security region but is shaped by in-
ternal divergences among Arctic states and
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the competing interests of global powers.
These dynamics underscore the geopoliti-
cal complexity of the region, with disputes
largely confined to specific areas while oth-
ers remain hubs of international cooper-
ation. Key disputes include overlapping
claims to the continental shelf, such as Rus-
sia’s request to the United Nations to ex-
tend its continental shelf to the North Pole,
conflicting with claims from Canada and
Denmark (Hoogensen Gjerv and Hodgson
2019). The exploitation of natural resources
such as oil and gas further exacerbates ten-
sions. The dispute over the Northwest Pas-
sage exemplifies this complexity: Canada
considers it to be within its internal waters,
while the United States views it as an in-
ternational waterway (Bailes 2013). Rus-
sia's distinct approach adds another layer
of tension. Unlike other Arctic powers,
Russia’s policies are marked by significant
military expansion, including the establish-
ment of military bases and bolstering of
Arctic infrastructure, underscoring its stra-
tegic ambitions. These actions, particularly
regarding the Northern Sea Route, height-
en concerns among Western states, notably
the United States, over regional stability
and freedom of international navigation
(Greaves 2016).

Finally, Arctic exceptionalism is also
founded on a misinterpretation of interna-

tional relations data about patterns of in-
teractions between states. While conflicts
naturally exist within the international sys-
tem, the majority are not resolved through
armed conflicts. Rather, peaceful coopera-
tion predominates, which aligns with the
United Nations Charter requirement for
nonviolent dispute resolution. Even in the
Middle East, which a layperson might con-
sider to be an example of a conflict-ridden
region, most disputes are resolved through
the quills of diplomats, rather than through
blood and iron. Consequently, the preva-
lence of cooperation in the Arctic should
not be misconstrued as evidence of the re-
gion's unique status as cooperation pre-
vails in all geographic regions.

To sum up, the concept of Arctic ex-
ceptionalism thus rests on the implicit as-
sumption that the conflict dynamics of oth-
er geopolitically contested regions do not
spill over into the Arctic. From this point
of view, the logic of Arctic exceptionalism
posits that the region is structurally and
normatively insulated from the wider ar-
chitecture of international security, partic-
ularly from the patterns of great power
competition, escalation, and proxy warfare
characteristic of regions such as the post-
Soviet space, the Middle East, or the Indo-
Pacific.

Politics in the Arctic after the Russian invasion of the Ukraine in

February 2022

Isolation of Russia in the Arctic Council

In 2021, Russia assumed the chair-
manship of the Arctic Council, identifying
four primary priorities: enhancement of hu-
man development in the Arctic, including
the Indigenous communities; protection of
the environment, with an emphasis on cli-
mate issues; promotion of socio-economic
growth; and strengthening the Arctic Coun-
cil itself (Arctic Council 2024")). How-
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ever, following Russia's invasion of the
Ukraine in February 2022, cooperation be-
tween Russia and Western countries with-
in the Council, an institution without secu-
rity or military dimensions, shifted dra-
matically. Western nations unanimously
condemned Russia's aggression and, by
March, suspended all Arctic Council activ-
ities that involved Russian participation.
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Collaborative efforts on joint projects, in-
cluding environmental monitoring, were
significantly curtailed (Koivurova and Shi-
bata 2023, Obydenkova 2024). Similarly,
initiatives focused on biodiversity conser-
vation, such as Arctic species migration
and climate change adaptation, were dis-
rupted. Several months after these meas-
ures, the Council determined that projects
could only proceed without direct Russian
involvement (Stokke 2024). Russia also
halted its contributions to marine ecosys-
tem research, particularly regarding pollu-
tion monitoring and human impact assess-
ments, leading to critical gaps in long-term
data collection. Cooperation only persisted
under existing international agreements,
such as the Climate Agreement. Western
nations sought to maintain a limited func-
tionality of the Arctic Council by concen-
trating on issues such as climate change
and biodiversity conservation. However,
operations within the Arctic Coast Guard
Forum, which focuses on navigational safe-
ty and search-and-rescue missions, were
significantly reduced (Andreeva and Rot-
tem 2024).

The most profound constraint on Arctic
biodiversity and bird migration initiatives
after February 2022 stems from the col-
lective decision by the seven other Arctic
States (A7) to pause official cooperation
with Russia within the Arctic Council
(AC). This action, implemented in March
2022, led to the suspension of high-level
meetings and significantly impacted the
Council’s work on both the political and
scientific levels (Canova and Pic 2023). Ef-
fective conservation work by groups like
the Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fau-
na (CAFF) — especially for migratory birds
— was challenged by the inability to con-
duct joint research or share seamless data
across all eight Arctic territories.

Nevertheless, under the subsequent Nor-
wegian Chairship (2023-2025), a partial
and gradual resumption of environmental
and scientific work was achieved. Norway
prioritized reviving the Council's critical

functions, placing Climate and Environ-
ment at the core of its agenda, specifically
aiming to enhance cooperation on Arctic
biodiversity conservation. A key procedur-
al step occurred in August 2023, when
all Arctic nations, including Russia, agreed
to allow the AC's working groups (like
CAFF) to resume activities based on writ-
ten procedures. While the full scope of co-
operation remained constrained by the on-
going halt of political meetings, this meas-
ure allowed essential projects to be moved
toward completion and ensured that the
mechanism for addressing circumpolar en-
vironmental threats, though operating in
a limited capacity, was kept alive (Arctic
Council 2024

A significant project that was sus-
pended involved enhancements to oil spill
prevention and response in the Arctic, a
critical concern due to the growing risks
associated with oil and gas extraction
(Lasserre and Baudu 2022). The Russian
authorities expressed dissatisfaction with
these developments, emphasizing that the
Arctic Council was intended to be an apo-
litical forum addressing regional challeng-
es rather than global political disputes
(Sukhankin and Lackenbauer 2023).

During Norway's chairmanship of the
Arctic Council (2023-2024), cooperation
with Russia remained constrained due to
the ongoing invasion of the Ukraine.
Western states, including Norway, focused
on technical and non-political priorities
such as environmental protection and sus-
tainable development, significantly reduc-
ing Russian participation. Many projects
were suspended or redesigned to exclude
Russian involvement (Heikkild 2024). De-
spite challenges, Norway pursued high-
level diplomacy to sustain dialogue within
the Council. While Russia criticized the
politicization of the forum, Norway em-
phasized the importance of Arctic environ-
mental protection, climate research, and
the development of new cooperative mech-
anisms. Russia ceased it funding to the
Council, citing concerns over disrupted col-
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laboration and the implications for "soft
security” in the Arctic. In September 2023,
Russia withdrew from the Barents Euro-
Arctic Council and also threatened with-
drawal from the Arctic Council (Spence
2024, Heikkild 2024).

Since early 2025, cooperation between
Western states and Russia within the Arc-
tic Council has effectively been suspend-
ed. While Russia retains formal member-
ship, its participation in working groups
and official proceedings has ceased, lead-
ing to institutional fragmentation. In re-
sponse, Western members, primarily the
Arctic-7, have intensified alternative re-
gional and bilateral mechanisms, in prac-
tice marginalising Russia from gover-
nance. Although limited scientific exchang-
es persist, data flows are diminished and
highly constrained. Russia’s continued in-
volvement is widely viewed by Western
actors as incompatible with the normative
foundations of Arctic cooperation in the
post-Ukraine context (Johansson and Cal-
laghan 2025).

In response, after 2022, Russia imple-
mented a series of the below-specified

Restriction of economic cooperation

The Arctic holds significant economic
importance for Russia within key sectors
such as mineral extraction, energy, and
transport. Russia’s wealth of natural re-
sources is central to its economy, contrib-
uting approximately 10% of GDP and
20% of exports (Likhacheva and Stepa-
nova 2021). This primary sector makes up
about 60% of the GDP generated in the
Russian Arctic, with the region producing
70% of Russia's oil and 90% of its natural
gas(Glomsrad et al.2021, pp.85-87). These
resources are essential to Russia's status as
a leading energy exporter, underpinning its
revenues and broader economic strategy.
Additionally, the Northern Sea Route is
gaining prominence as a critical transport
corridor, also integral to Russia's Arctic
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strategic actions to assert greater control
over the Arctic and adapt to the evolving
geopolitical dynamics. The revised Naval
Doctrine of July 2022 designated the Arc-
tic and Northern Sea Route (NSR) as piv-
otal zones of national interest. It explicitly
condemned NATO's activities in the re-
gion and articulated plans to bolster Rus-
sia's military presence. In February 2023,
Russia updated its Arctic Strategy, remov-
ing references to multilateral cooperation
frameworks, such as the Arctic Council,
and emphasizing a focus on national in-
terests and self-reliance. Despite this shift,
the strategy allowed for limited bilateral
cooperation in specific areas. Similarly,
the Foreign Policy Concept, released in
March 2023, excluded any mention of col-
laboration within multilateral formats, sig-
nalling Russia's increasing preference for
unilateral approaches to Arctic governance.
Collectively, these developments under-
score Russia's pivot away from interna-
tional collaboration, instead prioritizing its
expanding military and economic objec-
tives in the Arctic region (Boulégue 2024).

strategy. The exploitation of Arctic re-
sources is portrayed by Russian political
leaders as a cornerstone of national mod-
ernization (Medvedev 2008). However, the
harsh conditions and underdeveloped infra-
structure of the Artic means that large-
scale resource projects heavily rely on
state support, including tax incentives and
substantial public investment in infrastruc-
ture.

Before its open aggression against the
Ukraine in 2022, Russia encountered sig-
nificant challenges in Arctic development,
complicating project implementation. A
key issue was the inefficiency of Russia's
Arctic development strategy, which prior-
itized short-term commercial gains over
the long-term integration of the Arctic into
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the national economic framework. This
lack of a coherent, comprehensive ap-
proach left much of the Russian Arctic
potential unrealized. The extreme climatic
and natural conditions posed additional
obstacles, significantly increasing project
costs and timelines. The Arctic’s vast and
harsh environment necessitated specialized
technology and infrastructure, which were
often inadequate. For example, underde-
veloped transport, communication, and in-
formation infrastructure hindered not only
resource extraction but also regional logis-
tics and mobility. Delays in building ice-
breakers and, more recently, cancellation
of a contract to build two innovative ice-
breakers, together with upgrading the
Northern Sea Route further underscored
the slow pace of progress. Environmental
risks, such as potential oil spills, soil con-
tamination, and ecosystem degradation,
were exacerbated by melting permafrost,
raising both costs and concerns over Rus-
sia's international reputation as an Arctic
power. Socio-economic inequalities in the
Arctic were also pronounced. Quality of
life in the region lagged behind the na-
tional average, prompting migration and
demographic decline. Inadequate infra-
structure and services exacerbated these
issues, hampering workforce development.
Moreover, the reliance of Russia on for-
eign countries for technology and invest-
ment posed a significant challenge. Com-
plex projects, such as Arctic shelf mining,
were heavily dependent on foreign tech-
nology, and the sanctions imposed after
2014 further disrupted international part-
nerships, directly impacting the execution
of technology-intensive projects (Likhache-
va and Stepanova 2021).

Russia's reliance on foreign technology
is evident in both raw material extrac-
tion and transport infrastructure tailored
for the Arctic. Western companies, includ-
ing Exxon Mobil, Shell, and Total, have
not only contributed capital but also the
essential expertise and technology required
for operations in extreme climatic condi-

tions. For instance, a 2011 agreement be-
tween Exxon Mobil and Russia's Rosneft
led to the establishment of a research insti-
tute in St. Petersburg to develop advanced
Arctic technology (Flenley 2015). This de-
pendence is particularly illustrated by Arc-
tic shelf production, as it requires special-
ized equipment such as deep-water drilling
rigs, pumps, and compressor systems, none
of which Russia can produce domestically.
Similarly, the shipping and icebreaker in-
dustries reveal gaps. While Russia main-
tains a large icebreaker fleet, certain west-
ern components and technology used in
their construction and operation are im-
ported. Likewise, natural gas liquefaction
(LNG) projects such as Yamal LNG rely
heavily on foreign technology. For in-
stance, gas transport is dependent on ships
constructed in South Korea and China.
Automation systems and software, vital for
managing upstream processes, are also
predominantly foreign-sourced. This reli-
ance on external innovation and patents
highlights Russia's limited capacity to de-
velop indigenous technologies. Even be-
fore the Ukraine war, Russia recognized
that such dependence not only inflated
Arctic project costs but also rendered the
country vulnerable to sanctions, which
could restrict access to critical resources
(Likhacheva and Stepanova 2021).
Another area of Russia’s technological
dependence lies in transportation and navi-
gation infrastructure for Arctic waters. In
its efforts to develop the Northern Sea
Route (NSR) as a significant international
trade corridor, Russia has relied heavily on
Western expertise. Foreign technology is
integral to the modernization of port infra-
structure and navigation systems. Many
ports along the NSR remain in poor con-
dition and require extensive upgrades, with
significant reliance on foreign expertise
for ship repair and technical support fa-
cilities. Advanced communication and ice
forecasting technology is critical for safe
navigation in Arctic conditions. For in-
stance, synthetic aperture radar (SAR) tech-
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nology is indispensable for monitoring sea
ice and charting safe shipping routes.
Similarly, key satellite communication sys-
tems, such as the Iridium network, which
is used by Russians in Arctic, is of West-
ern origin. The domestic Russian analogy,
for example, Geonet remains underdevel-
oped, limiting the long-distance data trans-
mission needed for digital navigation and
meteorological services. This reliance on
Western technology inflates operational
costs, reduces the NSR’s overall efficiency
and makes Russia vulnerable. Despite Rus-
sia’s stated efforts to develop domestic
technology and reduce dependency on for-
eign suppliers, achieving full technological
independence remains a significant chal-
lenge (Buixadé Farré et al. 2014, Dudin et
al. 2016). Without substantial investment in
the indigenous infrastructure and techno-
logical capacity, Russia’s dependence on
foreign expertise continues to hinder its
Arctic ambitions. Russia strives to be the
best in this area as well, but it turns out
the same as always.

According to Lasserre and Baudu
(2022), Russia's invasion of the Ukraine in
February 2022 had profound implications
for its cooperation with the West over Arc-
tic oil and gas. Technology critical for
Arctic resource extraction became key tar-
gets for the sanctions imposed follow-
ing the invasion. These sanctions included
bans on the export of specialized equip-
ment for deep-sea drilling, floating plat-
forms, and offshore processing for extreme
Arctic conditions, areas where Russian
companies lack the capacity to inde-
pendently develop alternatives. The Arc-
tic LNG 2 project, a collaboration be-
tween Russia's Novatek and France's
TotalEnergies, has been significantly im-
pacted. This project was crucial for the
expansion of Russia's LNG exports, but
Western partners withdrew following sanc-
tions, slowing progress and creating com-
plications (Yermakov 2024). Similarly,
sanctions have affected Yamal LNG, al-
though its production grew from 0.3 mil-
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lion tonnes in 2017 to 21 million tonnes in
2022. After 2022 sanctions have prevented
the use of European financing, insurance,
and technologies, which complicates not
only day-to-day operations but also the ex-
pansion of capacity and the modernization
of facilities. As a result, maintenance costs
have increased, export flexibility has de-
creased, and the project’s development has
slowed down (Moe 2024).

The Shtokman project, once one of the
largest planned upstream Arctic gas ven-
tures in the Barents Sea, also faced set-
backs. Partnered with France’s TotalEner-
gies and Norway’s Statoil (now Equinor),
it was halted in 2012 due to economic
challenges. Sanctions further condemned
attempts to restart it. Flegontov and Kuz-
netsov (2024) argue that given the high
capital expenditure, pressure from sanc-
tions, and market uncertainty, the project's
medium-term revival is unlikely. Sanc-
tions have also impeded the development
of the Northern Sea Route as a key mari-
time corridor linking Europe and Asia.
Western companies initially involved in
infrastructure and navigation technolo-
gy development withdrew, leaving Russia
struggling to modernize and expand its
control over the region (Koivurova et al.
2022, Yermakov 2024, Heikkild 2024).

Efforts to source Arctic development
technology from non-Western states, such
as China, face challenges. While China has
shown increasing interest in Arctic proj-
ects, particularly in energy and transport,
its technology for deep-sea and extreme-
environment mining do not yet match
Western standards, potentially reducing
project efficiency and safety (Lasserre and
Baudu 2022).

Nevertheless, in the aftermath of West-
ern sanctions imposed in response to its
invasion of the Ukraine, Russia has rein-
vigorated its ‘pivot to the East’ strategy,
aiming to offset the loss of European
markets by increasing exports of gas to
China. Nonetheless, bilateral cooperation
on Arctic gas development is advancing
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with heightened caution from the Chinese
side, driven by concerns over potential sec-
ondary sanctions. Although Russia seeks
to project an image of parity within the
partnership, its strategic dependence on
China in the energy domain has markedly
intensified. The Power of Siberia 2 gas
pipeline has emerged as a central compo-
nent of Russia’s mitigation strategy, with
individual collaborative projects experi-
encing varying degrees of disruption due
to Western sanctions (Korppoo and Wang
2024).

As of 2025, Western sanctions on Rus-
sian Arctic infrastructure projects remain

Nordic NATO Enlargement

Since the end of the Cold War, the re-
lationships of Finland and Sweden with
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) has evolved significantly in re-
sponse to Europe’s changing security envi-
ronment. Although neutral, both countries
gradually increased their cooperation with
NATO. In 1994, they joined the Partner-
ship for Peace programme and later be-
came "Enhanced Opportunity Partners",
allowing participation in NATO military
exercises and peacekeeping missions
(NATO,n.d."). During the 1990s, Finland
and Sweden contributed troops to NATO
peacekeeping operations in Bosnia and
Croatia, often under Danish command. Af-
ter the events of September 11, 2001,
cooperation with NATO further deepened.
Finland and Sweden contributed to inter-
national peacekeeping missions, including
NATO-led operations in Afghanistan un-
der the International Security Assistance
Force (ISAF) (Palosaari 2013). After 2014,
amid heightened concerns about Russian
military activity in the Baltic Sea, NATO
strengthened its regional defence cooper-
ation with both nations. This included en-
hanced information sharing and joint
military exercises. Geographically, Finland
and Sweden hold strategic significance,

in force and, in some sectors, have inten-
sified. These measures continue to restrict
access to critical technology, financing,
and maritime services, particularly affect-
ing LNG and energy logistics. Russian
firms such as NOVATEK and Gazprom
face persistent delays in project implemen-
tation due to the limited availability of
Western liquefaction equipment and in-
creasing reliance on Chinese or domestic
substitutes. The cumulative effect of sanc-
tions has significantly hindered Russia’s
capacity to develop large-scale Arctic en-
ergy infrastructure.

not only in the Arctic but also for Bal-
tic regional security, with their extensive
coastlines and proximity to key maritime
routes. Historically, their non-membership
of NATO has created security gaps, com-
plicating coordinated Western responses to
Russian policies in the region.

Finland and Sweden have, for different
reasons, prioritized a policy of neutrality,
that shapes their approach to international
security cooperation. Public opinion in
both countries viewed neutrality as a fun-
damental principle, often questioning its
compatibility with EU membership (Kite
2006). As a result, there was significant
public and political opposition to NATO
membership. In the early 1990s, only
about one-fifth of the population of ei-
ther country supported joining the Alliance
(Kanniainen 2022). Prior to Russia's in-
vasion of the Ukraine in February 2022,
NATO accession of these Arctic states was
not a priority and was not on the table,
despite the changing security landscape
following Russia’s illegal annexation of
Crimea in 2014. This event marked a shift
in the Swedish and Finnish security dis-
course, heightening concerns over Mos-
cow's potential influence in the Baltic Sea
region. Consequently, both nations placed
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greater emphasis on NATO cooperation,
particularly in areas such as cybersecuri-
ty and countering of disinformation cam-
paigns. Finland policy towards NATO
sought to balance neutrality with enhanced
security cooperation, aiming to maintain
stability in an increasingly volatile geopo-
litical environment.

In terms of military transformation,
Finland and Sweden have pursued notably
different approaches. Sweden, in alignment
with NATO member states, shifted to-
wards a smaller military, abandoning com-
pulsory military service in 2009. However,
there was a significant change in this
posture following Russia’s annexation of
Crimea in 2014. In response, Sweden im-
plemented substantial military reforms,
aimed at bolstering its defence capabilities
towards potential Russian threats, particu-
larly in the Baltic Sea and Arctic regions.
In particular, Sweden has expanded its
northern defence capabilities, adopting
strategies tailored towards potential Arctic
conflict. Defence spending has increased,
allowing investment in advanced equip-
ment for operations in extreme climatic
conditions and the enhancement of the
northern infrastructure, including military
bases. Reforms have also focused on in-
creasing troop numbers and modernizing
equipment, with the primary goal of en-
suring compatibility with NATO and
strengthening their defence against Rus-
sian aggression. Additionally, Sweden has
actively participated in large-scale NATO
exercises such as Steadfast Defender 2021,
enhancing its ability to conduct joint op-
erations with members of the Alliance and
reinforcing its integration into the broader
Western security framework (Andersson
2018, Sukhankin et al. 2023).

In contrast to Sweden, Finland has
maintained a strong emphasis on territorial
defence, including a preservation of com-
pulsory military service that produces a
huge number of reserve soldiers. Follow-
ing Russia’s annexation of Crimea in
2014, Finland implemented significant
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military reforms to enhance its defensive
capabilities, particularly towards potential
Russian aggression, including in the Arctic
region. These reforms involved the expan-
sion of military units in northern areas and
the upgrade of equipment to operate effec-
tively in extreme climatic conditions, dem-
onstrating a strategic focus on prepared-
ness for northern conflicts (Sukhankin et
al. 2023). Finland has also increased its
participation in NATO military exercises
and strengthened intelligence cooperation
in the Baltic Sea and Arctic regions. Ad-
ditionally, investments in hybrid warfare
capabilities, particularly in cybersecurity,
have risen to counter Russian disinforma-
tion campaigns and cyber threats, marking
a critical shift in Finnish defence priorities
(Jarvenpad 2015).

Following Russia's invasion of the
Ukraine, Sweden's and Finland's attitude
towards defence underwent a profound
transformation, particularly in regards to
NATO membership. Before 2022, Swedish
support for membership of NATO was
limited, while Finnish support consistently
ranged between 20-30%. However, after
February 2022, support surged to 53% in
Finland and by June 2022 had reached
79%, which enabled them to formally
apply for NATO membership on 18 May
2022 (Kanniainen 2022, pp. 285-286).
Support in Sweden also grew from 42% in
January 2022 to 51% in March 2022,
which enabled them to make the decision
to join at the same time as Finland (Fors-
berg 2023, pp. 91-92). Finland successful-
ly joined NATO in 2023, while Sweden's
accession was delayed until 2024 due to
Turkish objections related to terrorism and
arms trafficking. In response to regional
security challenges, Sweden bolstered its
military presence in the Arctic and Baltic
regions and expanded its participation in
NATO exercises, focusing on the align-
ment of its armed forces with alliance
standards. Sweden also prioritized cyber-
security, intensifying measures to combat
Russian hybrid threats and disinformation



ARCTIC GEOPOLITICS AFTER RUSSIA’S INVASION

campaigns. Meanwhile, Finland's integra-
tion into NATO was marked by swift po-
litical and public consensus, enabling en-
hanced military modernization, particular-
ly for Arctic operations. Finland intensi-
fied its Arctic presence, upgraded its cold-
weather military capabilities, and imple-
mented strategies to counter Russian cyber
and disinformation threats. Joint NATO ex-
ercises (Nordic Response 2024'", Dynam-
ic Front 20241 Atlantic Trident 2025"")
significantly improved the interoperability
of Finnish forces with their alliance coun-
terparts, enhancing their readiness for po-
tential regional conflicts.

Following the announcement of the in-
tention of Finland and Sweden to join
NATO, Russia reacted with practical meas-
ures aimed at hindering or delaying their
accession. Initially, Russian rhetoric adopt-
ed a moderate tone, deploying narratives
similar to those used during previous
rounds of NATO expansion. On May 16,
2022, President Vladimir Putin remarked:
"Russia has no problems with Finland and
Sweden that could lead to their joining
NATO. So, in that sense, there is no direct
threat to us from the enlargement to in-
clude these countries. But the expansion of
military infrastructure into this territory
will certainly provoke our reaction" (Putin
2022!"")). Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov
downplayed the development, noting that
"Finland and Sweden joining NATO does
not make much difference. These countries
have been participating in NATO military
exercises for many years. The alliance
takes their territories into account in its
military planning for the East" (Interfax!'"’
2022). However, Russia's tone soon shift-
ed, becoming more assertive. President
Putin later warned that the deployment of
NATO weaponry on Finnish or Swedish
territory would provoke “appropriate coun-
termeasures” from Russia. This included
suggestions of the deployment of addition-
al nuclear weapons in the Kaliningrad re-
gion (Sukhankin et al. 2023, pp. 3—4). For-
mer President Dmitry Medvedev further

underscored the gravity of the situation,
stating that NATO’s expansion represent-
ed a fundamental change in the military
balance, potentially justifying the deploy-
ment of nuclear weapons in the Baltic Sea
region (Black et al. 2024). In addition to
its military responses, Russia leveraged
propaganda and disinformation campaigns.
These efforts emphasized narratives of
“Russophobia” in Scandinavia, portraying
Sweden and Finland as having been ma-
nipulated by NATO and the United States.
The propaganda also highlighted alleged
economic challenges in both countries and
attributed the militarization of the Arctic
to NATO membership (Sukhankin et al.
2023, pp. 12—15). Such campaigns sought
to undermine public and political support
for NATO in the region while reinforcing
Russia's position as a victim of Western
aggression.

In addition to rhetorical responses, Rus-
sia implemented tangible military meas-
ures in reaction to the assession of Finland
and Sweden to NATO. These included in-
tense activities in the Arctic, notably the
reorganization of the Northern Fleet under
a new military structure. As noted by Pesu
and Iso-Markku (2024), this reorganiza-
tion was a direct response to the inte-
gration of the Nordic states into NATO.
Among these measures were the Finval-
2023 military exercises, which involved
operations in the Barents, Kara, and East
Siberian Seas. Practical actions also in-
cluded an increase in the number of mil-
itary exercises and the repositioning of
equipment closer to the Finnish and Swed-
ish borders (Black et al. 2024). Russia is
increasing its focus on exercises related to
the defence of its bases on the Kola Pen-
insula (Atland et al. 2024). In the Baltic
Sea region, which is of strategic impor-
tance to Russia, large-scale naval and air
exercises were conducted to demonstrate
their readiness for potential conflicts (Kunz
2024). Concurrently, the Russian govern-
ment heightened its rhetoric, warning a-
gainst NATO troop deployments on Finn-
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ish and Swedish territories. In addition,
disinformation campaigns targeting the in-
ternal stability of Finland and Sweden
were launched in the Russian media, aim-
ing to undermine confidence in the secu-
rity guarantees from NATO and desta-
bilize the domestic environment. Despite
these actions, Russia’s overall response
was less assertive than anticipated. Primar-
ily they rather relied on warnings of po-
tential military measures near the border
and low intensity hybrid operations than
direct action (Forsberg 2023, p. 93). How-
ever, there is still insufficient evidence to
determine whether Moscow influenced the
hesitation in Ankara and Budapest over the
Nordic enlargement of NATO.

From a military standpoint, Sweden
and Finland are highly advanced European
states with armed forces well-prepared for
operations in the harsh Arctic environ-
ment. In 2023, Sweden allocated approxi-
mately 1.5% of its GDP to military spend-
ing, equating to around USD 8.75 billion
per annum. The Swedish government has
announced plans to raise this to 2% of
GDP by 2025 (SIPRI 2023"). Sweden's
military numbers approximately 22,000 ac-
tive personnel and 11,000 reservists, with
plans for a gradual expansion. Since 2014,
its defence strategy has increasingly prior-
itized territorial defence, with Russia iden-
tified as a potential adversary. Since 2022
Sweden has outlined significant acquisi-
tions of heavy military equipment. Swe-
den’s air force operates JAS 39 Gripen
fighter jets, among the most advanced in
Europe, and plans to procure additional
units. Their naval fleet focuses on Got-
land-class submarines, designed for Baltic
Sea operations. Furthermore, Sweden is
enhancing its capacity to operate in ex-
treme Arctic conditions by investing in
infrastructure for military units stationed
in the country’s northern regions. These
investments and strategic adjustments re-
flect Sweden’s response to Russia’s grow-
ing military presence in the Arctic and
Baltic Sea (Sukhankin et al. 2023).
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Finland maintains a military of approxi-
mately 19,000 active soldiers and nearly
280,000 reservists, making it one of the
largest reserve forces in Europe relative to
its population. In response to shifting geo-
political dynamics, Finland has increased
its defence budget to over 2% of GDP,
equivalent to approximately USD 5.8 bil-
lion per annum. Prior to 2022, Finland had
already started to upgrade its military capa-
bilities, including the acquisition of F-35
multi-role fighter aircraft (in 2021, the
first delivery is expected in 2026) and ad-
vanced radar systems, enhancing its opera-
tional capacity in Arctic and northern re-
gions. These investments aim to counter
potential threats from Russia and improve
their interoperability with NATO. In addi-
tion, Finland has prioritized cyber and hy-
brid defence to address emerging security
challenges. Its Arctic-focused capabilities,
such as operations in extreme weather and
anti-submarine warfare, are vital for re-
gional stability and are shared through
partnerships in NORDEFCO and other col-
laborative frameworks (Germanovich et al.
2021). Both Finland and Sweden have
quickly intensified their participation in
NATO military exercises (Steadfast De-
fender and others), benefiting from dec-
ades of close cooperation that have result-
ed in a high level of interoperability with
NATO structures (Lintott-Dansk 2024).
Following its accession to NATO in April
2023, Finland hosted several major mili-
tary exercises, including one of the largest
to take place over the Arctic Circle in May
2023, that involved 6,500 Finnish troops
and 1,000 personnel from the US, UK, Nor-
way, and Sweden. Sweden also partici-
pated in the large-scale Arctic Challenge
2023 exercise, which involved the air forc-
es of nearly all NATO Arctic member
states (Edvardsen 2023, Hughes 2024).

Following its accession to NATO, Fin-
land has fundamentally modified its de-
fence planning to align with the NATO
Defence Planning Process (NDPP). This
integration entails a commitment to devel-



ARCTIC GEOPOLITICS AFTER RUSSIA’S INVASION

op their national military capabilities in ac-
cordance with NATO’s collective defence
requirements, ensure full interoperability
with allied forces, and participate in joint
operations beyond Finnish territory. The
implementation of these goals is a long-
term process that requires significant ad-
ditional financial resources. Within the
NDPP’s four-year planning cycle, new
NATO defence capability targets will be
approved in June 2025. One of Finland’s
key priorities is to strengthen the strategic
mobility of its forces, enabling rapid de-
ployment both on Finnish territory and
across allied domains. To support this, ma-
jor investments are planned in military in-
frastructure, logistical corridors, and for-
ward deployment capabilities. The Finnish
Army continues to modernize its artillery,
with the K9 Thunder self-propelled howit-
zer (designated Moukari in Finland) form-
ing the backbone of its heavy firepower.
An initial order of 48 units was placed in
2017, under a €145 million agreement
with South Korea, with deliveries due by
2020 following extensive modifications to
suit Finnish conditions. A second procure-
ment phase is underway for an addition-
al 48 systems, further consolidating their
NATO-standard artillery capability. Fin-
land regularly deploys these systems dur-
ing NATO exercises. The Finnish Air
Force is also undergoing extensive modern-
ization to enhance its airspace protection
and support ground operations. The core
of this modernization is the acquisition of
64 F-35A Lightning II multirole fighter
jets, which will replace their aging fleet of
F/A-18 Hornets. Alongside this, Finland is
upgrading its air surveillance capabilities
and integrating its systems into NATO’s
command and control structures. The intro-
duction of the David’s Sling air defence
system, procured through a €320 million
agreement signed in 2023, represents a
major enhancement in missile defence ca-
pability. The Finnish Navy is undergoing a
comprehensive upgrade aimed at enhanc-
ing defence in the Baltic Sea and ensuring

NATO interoperability. The flagship initia-
tive is the Squadron 2020 programme,
which will deliver four Pohjanmaa-class
multi-role corvettes equipped with ad-
vanced air defence systems, anti-ship mis-
siles, and sophisticated sensors. These ves-
sels will provide a constant naval presence
and expanded operational capability with-
in both national and allied contexts. The
ships are being built by Rauma Marine
Constructions, with the Swedish company
Saab AB supplying the combat systems.
Full operational capability is expected by
2028, with a service life out to 2050. Com-
plementary upgrades include the moderni-
zation of Katanpédi-class mine counter-
measure vessels, new anti-submarine sen-
sors, the procurement of long-range anti-
ship missiles and seabed surveillance sys-
tems to secure critical undersea infrastruc-
ture (Finish Ministry of Defence 2024,
Finish Government 2024}, 1ISS 2025).
In October 2024, Sweden published
its defence strategy for 2025 to 2030
(Totalforsvaret 2025-2030), aiming to in-
crease defence spending to 2.6% of GDP
by 2028 and expand its armed forces to
127,300 personnel by 2035. This includes
active soldiers, conscripts, reserves, and
the Home Guard. The strategy, approved
by parliament in December 2024, is a re-
sponse to the worsened security envi-
ronment and a growing need for long-
term preparation for conventional war-
fare, self-sufficiency in critical capabilities,
and alignment with NATO’s requirements.
Sweden is reorganizing its wartime mil-
itary structure, including the creation of
three mechanized brigades and one infan-
try brigade by 2030, with the Norrland In-
fantry Regiment in northern Sweden ex-
pected to reach full operational readiness
by 2032. Air defence is a priority, with ex-
pansion of systems and integration into
NATO's Integrated Air and Missile De-
fence (IAMD). The navy will receive four
Lulea-class surface combatants equipped
with advanced C2 and air defence systems,
and new Blekinge-class submarines will
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begin to replace the Gotland class after
2035. Efforts also include increased am-
munition and materiel stockpiles and in-
vestments into domestic defence industries
to reduce reliance on foreign suppliers.
Sweden plans to train at least 10,000 con-
scripts per year by 2030, this increasing to
14,000 by 2035, and to provide compre-
hensive support infrastructure for allied
troops stationed on its territory. It has com-
mitted to contributing to NATO through
ground troops in Latvia (eFP), naval assets
in Standing Naval Forces, and air patrol
missions. The Swedish Armed Forces are
made up of the army, navy, air force, and
Home Guard. As of 2025, there are 14,850
active personnel, supported by 21,500 re-
servists and an equal number in voluntary
defence organizations. The army operates
110 Leopard 2AS tanks (Strv 122), 319
CV90 IFVs, and 26 Archer SPHs, with
further modernizations underway. The air
force can field 96 JAS 39 Gripen C/D jets
and is acquiring the enhanced Gripen E
variant, equipped with AESA radar and ad-

Changing Perceptions of Russia in the West

Following Russia's illegal annexation
of Crimea and the outbreak of war in
Donbas in 2014, military cooperation be-
tween NATO and Russia has been signifi-
cantly restricted. The NATO-Russia Coun-
cil ceased all practical collaboration, al-
though high-level channels for political
communication remained open (Allison
2017). Agreements related to military co-
operation and information exchange were
cancelled. NATO responded by increas-
ing its military presence in Poland and
the Baltic states through rotational deploy-
ments and new bases (Kamp and Reisinger
2022). Both NATO and Russia subse-
quently increased the frequency of military
exercises in Europe and NATO member
states substantially raised their defence
budgets to counter potential Russian threats.
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vanced EW capabilities. Integration with
allied air forces is already robust. The air
defence system includes Patriot PAC-3,
IRIS-T SLM, and RBS 70 systems. The
navy, operating primarily in the Baltic Sea,
maintains a fleet of Visby-class stealth cor-
vettes and Gotland-class submarines. Am-
phibious forces and the Home Guard en-
hance operational flexibility and resilience
against hybrid threats. In addition to con-
ventional forces, Sweden is expanding its
cyber and space defence capabilities. The
government is investing over $100 million
in the Esrange Space Center to support
NATO and EU satellite operations. Swe-
den has also joined the Northlink initiative
for secure defence communications. De-
fence modernization has been accelerated
in response to the Russian war against the
Ukraine, with approximately $36 billion to
be invested by 2035 in modern capabilities
across all branches of the military (Regerin-
gen 2024"%) Swedish Government 2024%,
TISS 2025).

The perception of a growing conflict in
the Arctic post February 2022 supports the
view that the era of Arctic exceptional-
ism is ending. NATO’s Strategic Concept,
adopted in the summer of 2022, reflects
these concerns. However, NATO had be-
gun to prioritize Arctic security before
Russia’s invasion of the Ukraine, respond-
ing to Russia’s modernization of air bases,
radar systems, and the deployment of air
defence systems and military-equipped
icebreakers. Russia’s focus on controlling
the Northern Sea Route and its capability
to block access from the Atlantic under-
scores its strategic intentions (Odgaard
2022, pp. 97-99). The Arctic had previous-
ly been a secondary focus for NATO strat-
egies, as evidenced by the 2010 NATO
Strategic Concept and the 2011 Alliance
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Maritime Strategy, which failed to include
an explicit Arctic focus (NATO 2011!"2)).
However, by the 2021 Brussels Summit,
NATO had recognized the High North as
geopolitically significant, reflecting height-
ened concerns about Russia’s military ac-
tivity and China’s growing interest in the
region (NATO 20211y, NATO empha-
sized a situational awareness and the de-
fence of the North Atlantic as strategic
priorities, addressing both environmental
changes and critical infrastructure security.
Analysts highlight that Arctic security also
relates to broader issues such as climate
change, economic access, and sea lane pro-
tection (Buchanan 2022, pp. 2-5). NATO
strategists foresee the Arctic’s growing se-
curity importance, urging the Alliance to
adapt to climate change and new threats.
Strategies include integration of climate
change issues into defence policy, enhance-
ment of monitoring technologies, and to
ensure the security of emerging Arctic
routes. While Russia remains a significant
challenge due to its military build-up and
cooperation with China, NATO stresses
the importance of dialogue to prevent con-
flict and address environmental security
concerns (NATO Allied Command Trans-
formation 2021,

NATO’s 2022 Strategic Concept identi-
fies Russia as the primary and most direct
threat to the security of the Alliance. The

Discussion
Arctic management

Since 2022, cooperation within the Arc-
tic Council between Russia and the West-
ern Arctic states has significantly dimin-
ished, primarily due to the geopolitical ten-
sions stemming from Russia's invasion of
the Ukraine. While the Arctic Council is
not directly involved in hard security, the
conflict has spilled over from the military
and security domains into other sectors, di-
minishing the effectiveness of the institu-

document highlights Russian destabiliza-
tion tactics, including military incursions,
political coercion, hybrid threats, cyberat-
tacks, and disinformation campaigns. It em-
phasizes that Russia’s modernization of its
armed forces, including its nuclear arsenal,
poses a direct challenge to the security of
NATO. In response, NATO is strengthen-
ing its deterrence strategies, enhancing
readiness, modernizing military capabili-
ties, and increasing cooperation among
member states, while remaining open to
dialogue under conditions that respect sov-
ereignty and territorial integrity. In the Arc-
tic, NATO faces challenges from Russia’s
militarization (Middleton 2025) and its col-
laboration with China. Russian activities,
such as the expansion of military infra-
structure and deployment of hypersonic
weapons, directly threaten the security of
NATO (NATO 2024!"*). Climate change
exacerbates these issues by opening up
new sea routes and resource opportunities.
Military exercises, such as Arctic Chal-
lenge 2023, improve NATO’s capacity for
Arctic operations and enhance interoper-
ability among allies. Projects such as
NORTHLINK focus on secure communi-
cations and infrastructure protection, en-
suring NATO’s is ready to counter emerg-
ing technologies such as unmanned sys-
tems (Conley and Arts 2023, Air and Space
Forces 2023!).

tion. This divergence undermines the aca-
demic relevance of the concept of Arctic
exceptionalism.

Russia faces negative consequences
from this policy shift. The "High North,
low tension" approach, once used by Mos-
cow to secure unilateral advantages, has
been rendered ineffective. Political ten-
sions have disrupted the neutral and tech-
nocratic character of the Artic Council,
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with Russia increasingly isolated in the
forum. Moscow has argued that decisions
made without its participation are illegiti-
mate and warned of regional destabiliza-
tion. Russian officials, including Ambas-
sador Nikolai Korchunov, have suggested
a possible need for alternative cooperative
frameworks involving non-Arctic partners
such as China and India, which could
further weaken the structure of the Arc-
tic Council (Sukhankin and Lackenbauer
2023). A potential Russian termination of
the membershipin the Arctic Council
would have, undoubtedly, serious conse-
quences, particularly for environmental co-
operation. The absence of Russian data
could impair climate modelling and hinder
global responses to climate challenges.
The ability of the Artic Council to achieve
its goals in sustainable development and
environmental protection would be signifi-
cantly weakened (Siem 2024). However,
some experts suggest that cooperation
could be restored through the involvement
of non-state actors, such as researchers,
NGOs, and indigenous communities, em-
phasizing "citizen diplomacy" and joint cli-
mate projects. Devyatkin (2022) highlights
historical precedents, such as Cold War-
era environmental agreements, as a basis
for reviving dialogue despite high political
tensions.

Despite these challenges, the Arctic
Council has demonstrated resilience. Ac-
cording to Andreeva and Rottem (2024),
the Council has adopted to the absence of

Economic cooperation

Economic developments also challenge
the notion of Arctic exceptionalism. The
conflict has spilled over from the military
and security domains into the economic
domain. For Russia, the Arctic has long
been regarded as a critical region for ec-
onomic development, energy security, in-
ternational trade, and geopolitical strategy.
Moscow has sought to capitalize on the
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Russia by focusing on areas that do not
require Russian involvement, such as envi-
ronmental protection and climate research.
Norway’s presidency has been instrumen-
tal in maintaining continuity and engag-
ing non-state actors, including indigenous
communities and scientific institutions.
This adaptability has ensured that the Artic
Council continues to function as a useful
forum for Western Arctic states, despite its
current limitations. Specifically, Norway
declared its support for integrated ocean
management, the development of marine
research, safe navigation in the Arctic, the
reduction of black carbon and methane
emissions, the sustainable use of natural re-
sources, the development of the blue econ-
omy, ensuring food security in the Arctic
environment, helping communities adapt
to climate change, and improving social
conditions in Arctic settlements (Arctic
Council 2023}, The Norwegian Chair-
ship successfully prioritized the resump-
tion of critical work by the Arctic Coun-
cil's working groups, securing a formal
agreement in August 2023 that allowed
expert-level cooperation — including on
biodiversity and environment projects — to
continue among all eight Arctic States
based on written procedures. By focusing
on maintaining the institution's core func-
tions, Norway managed to keep the cir-
cumpolar scientific mechanism alive de-
spite the ongoing halt of high-level po-
litical dialogue with Russia.

region's economic potential through coop-
eration with Western entities while simul-
taneously enhancing its military presence.
Despite its increasingly assertive stance to-
ward the West since 2007, Russia relied
heavily on Western technology in key Arc-
tic sectors and thus actively promoted Arc-
tic cooperation, presenting itself as an ad-
vocate of Arctic exceptionalism.
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The restriction on Western economic
engagement with Russia in the Arctic un-
dermines both the concept of Arctic excep-
tionalism and Russia's economic interests.
Vladimir Putin’s assertion that Western
sanctions are not only intended to harm the
Russian economy but also diminish its in-
fluence in the Arctic underscores this chal-
lenge. Although precise data on economic
losses remain unavailable, sanctions are
anticipated to significantly hinder Russia's

Security and Military aspects

Despite the war in the Ukraine, Russia's
strategic objectives in the Arctic remain
largely unchanged. These objectives in-
clude the protection of the nuclear triad,
particularly the strategic submarines and
air forces stationed on the Kola Peninsula.
Key priorities also encompass securing the
Northern Sea Route (NSR), protecting Arc-
tic nuclear capabilities, and projecting pow-
er beyond the Arctic zone. A robust "Bas-
tion Defence" system safeguards these ob-
jectives, ensuring control over the Barents
and Norwegian Seas to protect the North-
ern Fleet submarines. Russia's naval and
air capabilities, including upgraded frig-
ates and strategic bombers, remain opera-
tional and relatively unaffected by the con-
flict. The militarization of key chokepoints
along the NSR continues, as does the op-
eration of Arctic infrastructure, although
economic challenges have slowed modern-
ization. Electronic warfare and surveil-
lance capabilities remain intact, allowing
Russia to monitor NATO activities and
maintain its dominance in key areas such
as the Kara Sea and NSR straits (Boulégue
2024).

However, Russia's invasion of the
Ukraine has led to significant negative con-
sequences for its Arctic strategy. NATO’s
policy in the Arctic has fundamentally
shifted, with the alliance terminating coop-

ability to develop Arctic energy projects.
Over the medium term, these restrictions
could cost Moscow tens of billions of U.S.
dollars in annual revenue, depriving it of
resources essential for financing its revi-
sionist foreign policy. While Western Arc-
tic states may also incur economic losses
from reduced engagement, they view the
risks posed by Russia’s aggressive foreign
policy as outweighing the potential bene-
fits of continued cooperation.

eration with Russia, refocusing its strategic
attention on the region, and increasingly
perceiving the Arctic as critical to security
against Russian aggression. Russia’s pre-
2022 advantage, derived from NATO’s
slower pace of engagement in the Arctic,
has diminished. Military competition with
NATO in the region is now significantly
more difficult for Russia due to its weaker
economy. The growing military interest
of the West, including that of the U.S.,
further complicates Moscow's objectives
(Wall and Wegge 2023).

The accession of Finland and Sweden
to NATO, in response to Russia’s aggres-
sion, has altered the regional balance
of power. This development has under-
mined Russia’s Bastion Defence strategy,
as NATO gains proximity to key Russian
installations in the Arctic. Finnish territo-
ry, with its 1,340 km shared border with
Russia, provides NATO with a platform
to deploy air and missile systems capable
of targeting the Kola Peninsula. Sweden’s
subarctic regions enhance NATQO’s surveil-
lance capabilities, enabling the alliance to
monitor and potentially disrupt Russian
operations in the Barents and Norwe-
gian Seas. Key Northern Fleet bases, such
as those at Gadzhiyevo and Severomorsk,
which house Delta IV and Borei-class sub-
marines equipped with advanced SS-N-23
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and SS-N-32 missiles, are now under in-
creased pressure from NATO’s expanded
presence (Kristensen et al. 2024).

The geographic position of Finland and
Sweden allows NATO to strengthen radar
networks and intelligence operations in the
Arctic. Finnish airfields in Lapland, such
as Rovaniemi, and Swedish bases, such as
Luleda Air Base, provide NATO with for-
ward-operating positions for rapid deploy-
ments. This capability enhances NATO’s
ability to counter Russian forces, particu-
larly in the Greenland-Iceland-UK (GIUK)
Gap, a critical zone for North Atlantic de-
fence (Wall and Wegge 2023). For Russia,
NATO’s Arctic expansion diminishes stra-
tegic depth and increases vulnerabilities
along multiple axes, further isolating Mos-
cow in the region.

Conclusion

What was initially characterized by
great expectations has given way to a
phase of profound disillusionment. The
concept of Arctic exceptionalism has
failed to withstand scrutiny as a relevant
analytical framework for the understand-
ing of contemporary Arctic geopolitics.
Russia’s full-scale invasion of the Ukraine
in 2022 significantly altered the geopoliti-
cal dynamics of the Arctic, leading to a
marked reduction in cooperation and the
emerging securitization of the region in
all relevant domains, particularly between
the Western Arctic states and Russia. This
shift directly contradicts the foundational
premise of Arctic exceptionalism, which
presumed that the region’s governance
would remain insulated from broader geo-
political tensions. Importantly, however,
the reduction of cooperation has been
asymmetrical; while relations with Russia
have deteriorated, cooperation among West-
ern Arctic states has been resilient, un-
derpinned by shared democratic values
and mutual security interests.
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Furthermore, the war in the Ukraine has
severely weakened Russia’s Arctic capa-
bilities. Arctic-specialized units, such as
the 80™ and 200" Motorized Rifle Bri-
gades, have suffered heavy losses in per-
sonnel and equipment. Critical Arctic mili-
tary resources, including T-80BVM tanks
and Tor-M2DT anti-aircraft systems, have
been destroyed, with limited funds for re-
plenishment. Economic sanctions and lo-
gistical challenges have delayed moderni-
zation efforts and new infrastructure proj-
ects, weakening Russia’s ability to adapt
to the increased accessibility to the Arctic
caused by melting ice. These setbacks am-
plify Russia’s vulnerabilities in the Arctic
and limit its strategic influence in the re-
gion (Wall and Wegge 2023).

The integration of Finland and Sweden
into NATO has further consolidated this
Western cohesion, creating a more unified
and coordinated framework that addresses
Arctic security challenges. Joint military
exercises, the expansion of surveillance
and early warning systems, a collaborative
environmental and scientific initiatives ex-
emplify the ongoing depth of cooperation
among Western Arctic actors, even as Rus-
sia is increasingly excluded from these
multilateral engagements.

For Russia, the political developments
following its 2022 invasion of the Ukraine
have been a strategic debacle. The Arctic,
previously envisioned by Moscow as a do-
main where economic development, mili-
tary dominance, and international coopera-
tion could be effectively balanced, has in-
stead become a theatre of growing isola-
tion and strategic vulnerability. This isola-
tion has impaired Russia’s ability to derive
economic and scientific benefits through
international collaboration, reinforcing its
dependence on its internal capabilities and
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partnerships with non-Arctic actors such
as China and India. However, these alter-
native partnerships lack the technological
sophistication and economic background
previously afforded by cooperation with
Western states.

Yet, challenges to Arctic exceptional-
ism are not solely attributable to Russian
behaviour. Political developments with-
in the West, particularly during Donald
Trump’s second presidential term, pose a
serious threat to transatlantic cohesion,
broader Western unity and cooperation be-
tween Western democracies. His contin-
ued unilateralism, the repeated questioning
of collective defence commitments, and
transactional approach to allied relation-
ships have eroded trust within key Western
institutions, notably NATO. Trump's overt
antagonism toward European allies, mani-
fested in public criticism, economic coer-
cion, and the undermining of U.S. security
guarantees, has been particularly destabi-
lizing.

One illustrative example was Trump’s
unsolicited, provocative and renewed pro-
posal to purchase Greenland, a territory un-
der Danish sovereignty. The Danish gov-
ernment unequivocally rejected the offer.
This diplomatic episode was widely per-
ceived as a demonstration of disrespect to-
ward an ally. More broadly, it underscored
the Trump administration’s willingness to
engage with partners from a coercive po-
sition, with little regard for domestic polit-
ical legitimacy or historical alliances. Such
actions have had wider implications for
Western security cooperation. The persis-
tent questioning of U.S. commitments has
weakened transatlantic solidarity and in-
tensified debates regarding Europe’s stra-
tegic autonomy and the credibility of the
American security umbrella. Moreover,
Trump’s rhetorical devaluation of core
Western values, such as democratic gover-
nance, the rule of law, and multilateralism,

has undermined the normative foundation
of long-term strategic partnerships, replac-
ing them with a transactional logic ill-
suited to the complex challenges of Arctic
security.

Nevertheless, despite the rising geopo-
litical tensions, the prospect of armed con-
flict in the Arctic remains low. While there
are several ongoing territorial disputes, in-
cluding those over the Lomonosov Ridge,
among Russia, Denmark, and Canada, the
recently resolved status of Hans Island be-
tween Denmark and Canada (settled peace-
fully in 2022), and maritime boundary dis-
agreement between Canada and the United
States in the Beaufort Sea, these conflicts
have thus far been managed through diplo-
matic and legal mechanisms, particularly
under the auspices of the United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea
(UNCLOS). In addition to the normative
preference for peaceful dispute resolution,
structural constraints further mitigate the
likelihood of military escalation. The Arc-
tic’s extreme climatic and geographic con-
ditions, long periods of darkness, severe
cold, pervasive ice coverage, and limited
infrastructure, pose formidable logistical
challenges to any extended military oper-
ation. Despite ongoing climate changes,
much of the region remains inaccessible
for large parts of the year, limiting the fea-
sibility of extended combat engagements.

To sum up, Russia’s strategic position
in the Arctic has been weakened since the
2022 invasion of the Ukraine. Western
sanctions have severely curtailed its ac-
cess to critical technology and foreign in-
vestment, thereby stalling the development
of essential infrastructure, including the
logistics and supply chains required for
operations in extreme Arctic conditions.
Simultaneously, the accession of Finland
and Sweden to NATO has fundamentally
shifted the regional security balance in fa-
vour of the Alliance.
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