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NPAC 2025

Preliminary Concept Note

The Future of the Maritime Arctic

Viewed from the top down, the core of the Arctic is a large marine system composed of the
Arctic Ocean proper together with a collection of regional seas, including the Bering Sea in the
North Pacific Arctic and the Greenland Sea and the Norwegian Sea in the North Atlantic Arctic
(see Figure 1). Given our tendency to focus on inter-state or inter-national relations, we
habitually think of regions (e.g. Europe, the Middle East, Southeast Asia) in terrestrial terms and
direct attention to issues of membership construed as a matter of including or excluding specific
states. But this way of thinking overlooks cases like the Caribbean Region and the South Pacific
Region as well as the Arctic Region that are better understood as large marine systems. In such
cases, there is much to be said for organizing our thinking in terms of marine perspectives in
contrast to terrestrial perspectives.

Long regarded as an area of interest primarily to explorers interested in testing the limits of
their endurance under extreme conditions and more recently to military planners concerned with
behind the scenes matters relating to the operations of nuclear-powered submarines, the maritime
Arctic has seldom generated concerns that make their way to the top tier of issues appearing on
public policy agendas. Today, this situation is changing rapidly for reasons ranging from the role
of the Arctic Ocean in the Earth’s climate system to the growth of maritime commerce in the
Arctic and increases in the deployment of warships in Arctic waters. As a result, the future of
the maritime Arctic has emerged as a prominent concern not only for policymakers in the
so-called Arctic sates but also for policymakers in a wide range of other states.

NPAC 2025 will explore the future of the maritime Arctic from a variety of perspectives.
Individual sessions will address the following themes:

1. The Arctic Ocean in the Earth’s climate system. Key issues in this realm include
both progressive developments (e.g. the loss of sea ice, Arctic amplification, the Atlantification
of Arctic seas, shifts in the abundance and distribution of marine organisms) and non-linear
events (e.g. sudden shifts in the Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation or AMOC). How
can the international science community engage in collaborative research initiatives to enhance
our understanding of these processes? What is the role of the International Arctic Science
Committee in this realm? What are the most effective ways to engage the science community
and the policy community in the production and dissemination of knowledge about these
matters?

2. The future of Arctic maritime commerce. Many experts believe that the potential
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for through shipping in contrast to destinational shipping in the Arctic is limited for the
foreseeable future. Yet, political problems hampering alternative routes (e.g. the Suez Canal
route) are becoming severe; a Panamax container ship made it through the Northern Sea
Route en route from Europe of China in record time in September 2024. What can we say
about the future of maritime commerce in the Arctic at this stage? Will the growing conflict
between Russia and the West limit or enhance such commerce?

3. Arctic maritime boundaries and jurisdiction. There are numerous unresolved
jurisdictional issues in the Arctic, including the overlapping claims of Canada,
Denmark/Greenland, and Russia to jurisdiction over parts of the seabed in the Arctic Ocean,
the right of the United States as a non-member of UNCLOS to submit a claim to seabed
jurisdiction in the Arctic Ocean, the delimitation of the maritime boundary between Canada
and the United States in the Beaufort Sea, the status of Norwegian jurisdiction in waters
surrounding the Svalbard Archipelago, and disagreements regarding the legal status of the
Northwest Passage and several straits in the Russian Arctic under the terms of UNCLOS Art.
37. Are any of these issues ripe for resolution at this time? Will their continued existence
hinder the activities of those interested in various uses of the Arctic Ocean?

4. The militarization of the maritime Arctic. Citing developments like Russian naval
exercises, the deployment of the reactivated U.S. 2" fleet in northern Europe, and the
presence of Russian and Chinese warships in the Bering Sea, some analysts have concluded
that we are witnessing a significant militarization of the maritime Arctic. In support of this
view, they often articulate a geopolitical narrative envisioning a growing role for the maritime
Arctic as an important arena for the exercise of great power politics. To what extent is this
narrative persuasive? Is the real concern localized to specific areas, such as the Barents Sea,
rather than to the maritime Arctic as a whole?

5. The well-being of coastal communities. Coastal communities in the maritime Arctic
are affected by these developments both in biophysical terms (e.g. coastal erosion forcing
communities to relocate, changing sea ice conditions impeding subsistence activities) and in
socioeconomic terms (e.g. the sudden arrival of ship-based tourists, pressures to improve port
facilities to handle naval vessels). How can communities respond effectively to these forces?
What are the obligations of outsiders (e.g. tour operators, countries of origin of Arctic tourists)
to recognize these impacts and take steps to assist affected communities?

6. Governing the maritime Arctic. Taken together, these developments present a range
of ongoing concerns relating to governance. Some of these concerns focus on efforts to
implement existing arrangements pertaining to specific issues (e.g. the Central Bering Sea
Pollock Convention, the Central Arctic Ocean Fisheries Agreement, the polar bear agreement,
the provisions of the whaling convention pertaining to artisanal subsistence harvesting, the
search and rescue agreement, the Polar Code dealing with Arctic shipping). Others have to do
with strengthening or enhancing existing arrangements to cover new issues (e.g. adding
provisions to the Polar Code to address issues like ship strikes on marine mammals or
underwater noise pollution). Still others center on applying global arrangements to the
particular circumstances of the maritime Arctic (e.g. implementing the provisions of the BBNIJ
agreement in the Arctic). A particular focus of interest features the need to coordinate the
various elements of the Arctic Ocean governance complex. What are the proper venues for
addressing issues of governance relating to the maritime Arctic? Is the inability of the Arctic
Council to operate effectively under current conditions a cause for significant concern in this
regard?
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