
‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i Univ

ers
i t

y

國立政治大學亞太研究英語碩士學位學程
International Master’s Program in Asia-Pacific Studies 

College of Social Sciences 
National Chengchi University

碩士論文

Master’s Thesis

北極理事會形成的研究：加拿大的領導和中國的反應

A Study on the Formation of the Arctic Council: Canadian 
Leadership and China’s Response

Student: Stephen Smith 
Advisor: Prof. Yuan I

中華民國 104年 7月 

July 2015



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

北極理事會形成的研究：加拿大的領導和中國的反應

A Study on the Formation of the Arctic Council: Canadian 
Leadership and China’s Response 

研究生：史智文 Student: Stephen Smith 

指導教授：袁易  Advisor: Prof. Yuan I 

國立政治大學

亞太研究英語碩士學位學程

碩士論文

A Thesis 

Submitted to International Master’s Program in Asia-Pacific Studies

National Chengchi University

In partial fulfillment of the Requirement 

For the degree of Master in China Studies 

中華民國 104年 7月 

July 2015



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

iii 

Acknowledgments 
 
This thesis is dedicated to my parents, whose constant support made my life 

in Taiwan possible for the past several years, as well as my sister, who is my 

constant source of inspiration and positivity. I’d like to thank my advisor, 

Professor Yuan Yi, who gave me the initial idea for this topic as well as his 

constant support this semester. His advice proved invaluable during the 

initial stages of my research. I’d also like to thank my committee members, 

Professor Dustin Wang of NTNU and Professor Alex Chiang of NCCU for 

their generosity in agreeing to be my committee members. I would also like 

to thank the faculty and staff at NCCU for all of their help, especially Grace, 

one of the hardest working people I know. Finally, I’d like to thank 

Veronica, who has been a never-ending source of support for the past two 

years. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

A Study on the Formation of the Arctic Council: Canadian Leadership and China’s Response 
 

 iv 

Abstract 
 
Thirty years ago the Arctic was a desolate region marked by territorial 

disputes, mutual suspicion between regional powers, and a complete lack of 

international cooperation. Today, the Arctic has become a hotbed of 

cooperation with a mosaic of international regimes governing regional 

affairs. The Arctic Council has emerged as the most important regime 

governing Arctic affairs. How did this transformation take place? This thesis 

argues that middle powers are crucial to regime formation. It examines the 

role that Canada played in the formation of the Arctic Council. It finds that 

several Canadian individual leaders acted collectively to bring together the 

Arctic states and overcome initial resistance in forming the Arctic Council. 

This study shows that middle powers have the ability to significantly 

influence regime formation. The second part of this thesis will examine 

China’s response to the Arctic Council. By surveying the statements of 

Chinese Arctic officials, it finds that China’s emerging Arctic strategy is to 

continually stress adherence to international law in Arctic affairs to assuage 

concerns about China’s Arctic activities while at the same time advocating 

for a greater decision-making role in Arctic governance for non-Arctic 

states. An analysis of China’s response to the Arctic Council also reveals 

three key findings of China’s Arctic cooperation: China’s response in 

relation to its status as an “outsider” to Arctic affairs, China’s support for the 

Arctic Council’s transformation from soft law to hard law, and China’s view 

on Canada’s Arctic sovereignty. 
 
Key words: Arctic, Arctic Council, Canada, middle power, leadership, 

regime theory, China, governance, sovereignty  
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1. Introduction 
In 1985, the Arctic was as desolate and remote as any place on earth. There were 

territorial disputes, overlapping maritime claims, and suspicious blocs that made the 

region completely devoid of any sort of international governance. The United States and 

the Soviet Union were still at the tail end of their Cold War and opening up governance 

of the region was unthinkable. The Arctic was used as a buffer zone between the two 

nuclear superpowers, making it averse to any sort of international cooperation. With such 

hostile conditions, it is no surprise that the region was left ungoverned, an isolated world 

of ice and snow at the northernmost reaches of the planet.  

Thirty years later the Arctic has gone through a veritable transformation and has become 

a hotbed of international cooperation. A mosaic of different international organizations 

has sprung up to deal with almost every issue facing the region. A multitude of states, 

indigenous groups, scientists and non-state actors work together to assess and manage the 

impacts of climate change, negotiate and set goals for sustainable economic development, 

and cooperate to mitigate environmental catastrophes. The regime that has emerged as 

the most important in the region has been the Arctic Council, a comprehensive regime 

that covers all aspects of Arctic governance. Today, the traditional superpowers work 

alongside each other in the Arctic Council, sharing governance of the Arctic with small 

Nordic states, Canada, and a collection of aboriginal groups who call the region home. 

The hand of cooperation has even been extended to states that are not located in the 

Arctic and have traditionally not been involved in regional affairs, notably China. How 

do we explain this change? 

In many areas around the world, the Arctic being a perfect example, regimes have 

emerged in order to deal with issues that impossible for one state to solve individually. 

To properly manage the transnational issues facing the Arctic (climate change, 

sustainable development, environmental protection) states must work in tandem or else 

no progress will be made. In these areas where collective action is needed, international 

regimes have been established in order to enact rules that help us solve these collective 

problems. How do regimes emerge and who is most influential in their formation?  

Traditional approaches to understanding international relations view the Great Powers as 

the most important actors in the system. According to the traditional view, regimes are set 
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up according to the interest of the most powerful states. This explains why so many post-

World War II institutions bear the mark of the United States. It is this author’s view, 

however, that Middle Powers have an important role to play in the formation of regimes. 

Middle Powers, although lacking the military capabilities possessed by larger powers, 

have other attributes that make them crucial to regime formation. An established 

community of scientists and other technical experts, as well as a large amount financial 

resources available for international activities, allow countries such as Canada to play an 

important role in the formation of international regimes.  

In an exhaustive research project regarding the factors that lead to regime formation, 

Young and Osherenko (1993a) found that the participation of a dominant actor, a 

hegemon, is not a definite factor in the success or failure of a regime. They did, however, 

find that there is “value of exploring the idea of issue-specific hegemony or the ability of 

a single state to play a dominant role with regard to specific issue, even when it does not 

possess a preponderance of material resources across the board”. They went on to say 

that “middle powers can assume key roles in regime formation” (Young and Osherenko, 

1993a). What is it about middle powers that allow them to assume key roles in regime 

formation? As theorized by Cooper, Higgott, and Nossal (1993), middle powers tend to 

exhibit behaviour based on - peace and conflict management, multipolarity, and rules-

building – and have a “tendency to pursue multilateral solutions to international 

problems, and a tendency to embrace compromise positions in international disputes […] 

and middle powers can be significant in catalyzing the processes of reform and change – 

especially those requiring considerable cooperation and collaboration – in a variety of 

issue areas on the international agenda.” The finding of Young and Osherenko sparked 

the interest for this thesis. Are middle powers influential in regime formation? 

To test this question, this thesis will examine the influence of Canada, a traditional 

middle power, in the formation of the Arctic Council. There is good reason to believe that 

Canada played a crucial role in the Arctic Council’s formation. The regime was 

established after a Canadian initiative to formalize existing relations in the Arctic, the 

regime’s declaration was largely written by Canadian diplomats and signed in Ottawa, 

and Canada has played a significant role in the expansion of the regime into a body that is 

today slowly gaining legal personality. To determine whether or not Canada was 
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instrumental in the formation of the regime, the history of the Arctic Council will be 

examined. The first part of this thesis will explore the role of Canada in the formation of 

the Arctic Council. The second part will look at China’s response to the Arctic Council. 

2015 marks the 30th anniversary of China’s fist polar expedition. Xinhua reported the 

anniversary momentously, noting, “As China prepares to mark 30 years of polar 

expeditions…it shows no plans of slowing down any time soon” (Song, 2015). China has 

learned a lot in these past 30 years and it has witnessed the formation and evolution of the 

Arctic Council first hand. From humble beginnings, China now has a deeper, more 

nuanced understanding of Arctic science and politics. Well on its way to becoming a 

Great Power, China has the impetus to get involved in issues that take place far away 

from its borders but are increasingly importance to China’s future. As the Arctic is now 

defined as having strategic importance to China’s future, the Arctic Council has become 

the target of Chinese interest given its centrality to Arctic governance. Although China 

has not released an official Arctic policy, statements by Chinese officials responsible for 

China’s Arctic activities can give us an insight into the emerging consensus in Beijing. 

How China has responded to the Arctic Council and its resultant Arctic policy is the 

principal focus of the second half of this thesis. 

The significance of this thesis is two fold. Firstly, the process of an individual state, 

particularly a middle power, influencing the process of regime formation has not been 

studied enough. This thesis hopes to fill in that gap by looking at the role that Canada 

played in the formation of the Arctic Council. Secondly, China’s emerging Arctic 

strategy, and what it means for its future relations with the world, is not well understood. 

This thesis will fill that gap by being the first comprehensive study of China’s response to 

the Arctic Council as well as an analysis of China’s interests and emerging strategy in the 

Arctic. This study will act as a guide for academics and policymakers to infer how China 

will interact with other international regimes in the future. 

2. Hypothesis and Methodology 
This thesis is concerned with the role of middle powers in regime formation, specifically 

the formation of the Arctic Council, the most important regime governing Arctic affairs. 

It will examine the role of middle powers in regime formation by studying the role that 
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Canada played in the formation of the Arctic Council. The hypotheses that will be tested 

in this thesis is: Canada significantly influenced the formation of the Arctic Council. 

It follows from a claim of middle power effectiveness – i.e. that a middle power matters 

significantly to solving specific problems, enabling political mobilization and aiding in 

regime formation – that simply observing change will not suffice. To substantiate this 

claim, the tracing of causal events must be related back to causal mechanisms that the 

middle power triggered. Substantiating causality requires an analysis of other factors that 

may have been working alongside the middle power that could provide alternative 

explanations. As with all claims of causality in the social sciences, hypotheses regarding 

the effectiveness of middle power leadership can either be observed inductively or 

deductively. One can begin with a large set of observable cases and then investigate for 

the presence of causal mechanisms or, on the other hand, middle power effectiveness can 

be deduced from a set of logical propositions and then tested through individual case 

studies. An inductive approach to studying middle power effectiveness proves 

problematic given the ever-changing nature of the international system and the resulting 

inability to control variables. A deductive approach is more suitable as a theory of 

effectiveness can be taken as a starting point and the theory can be empirically studied 

through the use of case studies.  

To substantiate the claim that Canada significantly affected the formation of the Council, 

a tracing of causal events must be related back to causal mechanisms that Canada, 

through its diplomats, academics or other stakeholders, triggered. Substantiating causality 

requires an analysis of other factors that may have been working alongside the middle 

power that could provide alternative explanations.  

Evidence for a particular causal account is brought about by analyzing the finer details of 

how an outcome came about through a series of linear events (Stokke & Honneland, 

2007). Each of these smaller events has a causality that is less complex and thus easier to 

control.  

The linear history of the formation of the Arctic Council will be examined for the 

presence of Canada’s influence. The dependent variable in this case is the formation of 

the Arctic Council in 1996. The independent variable is the role of Canadian leadership 

in the negotiating process. Other factors such as the role of other states and contextual 
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factors will be considered as intervening variables. Later transformations of the Council 

will also be studied. A major component of the transformation of the regime has been the 

shift of the Council to pursuing legally binding agreements, specifically, the 2011 Search 

and Rescue Agreement and the 2013 Marine Oil Pollution Preparedness and Response 

Agreement.  

3. Regime Theory: Approaches to Understanding Regimes 
Regimes can be defined as “sets of implicit or explicit principles, norms, rules, and 

decision-making procedures around which actors’ expectations converge in a given area 

of international relations” (Krasner, 1983). Each regime has a specific regime pattern – a 

style of collective management and lesson-drawing associated with regime creation, 

persistence and change – and a characteristic set of features that includes the political 

process by which it was created, the regime’s substance, compliance effects, and 

institutional learning (Haas, 1993). The political process of regime creation is defined by 

the way in which a regime was formed, whether by state leadership, bargaining or 

knowledge. A regime’s substance is the type of policies that are endorsed by the regime. 

Policies espoused by regimes can be defined by their scope (the range of rules) and their 

strength (the enforcement of policy). Compliance effect is the ability of the regime to 

affect policy in member-states, also termed “effectiveness” of the regime.  

Within regime theory literature there are three types of approaches to understanding 

regime formation: power-based, interest-based and knowledge-based. These three 

approaches to understanding regime formation generally correspond to the three 

prominent schools of international relations theory: neo-realism, institutionalism and 

cognitivism. 

3.1 Neo-realism and power-based sources of regime formation 
The distribution of power is the most important variable for neo-realist scholars. This 

group, exemplified by Kenneth Waltz (1979), begins with the view of the international 

system as made up of functionally similar actors (states) that interact in an anarchic 

environment. States are independent actors that make logical decisions based on self-

interest. Power is defined in terms of material capabilities. Neo-realists take a positivist 

approach to understanding regimes, assuming that all human behaviour is based on 
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mechanical laws. International systems are distinguished by differing distributions of 

power among actors, while the underlying structure remains the same. According to this 

view, states are assumed to act in their own self-interest and “seek their own preservation 

and, at a maximum, drive for universal domination” (Waltz, 1979). State behaviour 

follows the actor’s self-interest in maximizing relative power and, therefore, depends on 

the distribution of power within the system; as the distribution of power changes, so too 

will behaviour. For structural realists, then, regimes ultimately have little or no impact on 

state behaviour (Strange, 1983). 

Power-based theories of regime change revolve around the role of the hegemon. Neo-

realists argue that in the absence of centralized authority, collective behaviour will be 

shaped by the strongest country in the system (Waltz, 1979; Haas, 1993). Regimes 

emerge when a concentration of material power exists and the hegemon creates the 

regime, which is then supported by other actors. The hegemon can take two different 

roles, that of a ‘benign’ hegemon or a ‘coercive’ hegemon. A benign hegemon, as the 

dominant actor in the system, supplies institutional arrangements for public good. A 

coercive hegemon, on the other hand, exercises structural power to impose international 

arrangements that are in its favour, regardless of the effects on others (Young & 

Osherenko, 1993b). The hegemon will use the regime to impose its policies on other 

countries, or to weaken international obligations in line with its domestic interests. The 

substance of a regime, the policies it advances, is an extension of the hegemon’s interests.  

The process of actors modifying policy in line with the hegemon is what Peter Haas 

(1993) calls the “follow the leader” approach. The dominant actor pressures weaker 

actors to accommodate its preferences. The level of effectiveness will depend on other 

countries’ policies vis-à-vis the dominant actor. Countries with weaker domestic 

regulations than the hegemon will be forced to improve regulatory standards. Countries 

with stronger domestic regulation will be forced to accept weaker standards to 

accommodate the hegemon’s interests. This process has been particularly present in the 

global environmental regime. The United States exercised significant influence during 

the negotiations of the 1992 climate change treaty and successfully pressured the 

European Community to water down the treaty’s strength. This was due to weaker US 

domestic carbon dioxide emission policies (Haas, 1993).  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

A Study on the Formation of the Arctic Council: Canadian Leadership and China’s Response 
 

 7 

3.2 Institutionalism and interest-based sources of regime formation 
The basic premise of institutionalists is that regimes arise from the interaction of self-

interested parties who coordinate their behaviour in order to reap joint gains (Keohane, 

1983; Young, 1983). Institutionalists, exemplified by Robert Keohane, begin with the 

same assumptions about the international system that neo-realists hold, namely a system 

of sovereign states seeking to advance their interests and maximize their relative power. 

Where institutionalists differ, however, is in the opportunity for regime building that 

comes with a change in the balance of power in the international system. Keohane, taking 

some of the fundamentals from hegemonic stability theory, believes that the more power 

is concentrated within a system (i.e. a stronger hegemon), the supply of regimes will 

increase.1 A smaller number of actors can lead to more durable regimes (Haas, 1993). 

With an increase in the supply of regimes, there will changes in behaviour of states, as 

actors within the system tend to respond rationally to constraints and incentives 

(Keohane, 1983).  

Within this school of thought, the role of regimes is to coordinate state behaviour to 

achieve desired outcomes that may not have been possible without coordination. Keohane 

proposes that regimes are formed when Pareto-optimal outcomes cannot be achieved 

though individuals pursuing actions based on self-interest (Keohane, 1983). In other 

words, the function of regimes is to help states solve the classic prisoners’ dilemma. By 

adhering to principles, norms and rules, states can ensure that the end result will be one 

that is optimal for the collective. Environmental change is one example of an issue-area 

in which each state pursuing its self-interest would lead to an outcome that is not Pareto-

optimal. Because of this problem, a global environmental regime has emerged to tackle 

this problem.  

Unlike neo-realists, institutionalists argue that regimes matter because they can affect 

both the capabilities and the interests of states (Keohane, 1993). Regimes can serve as a 

source of influence for states that are advantaged by regime decision-making procedures. 

These sources of influence are what Keohane and Nye term ‘organizationally dependent 

capabilities’ (Keohane & Nye, 2001). 

                                                
1 The reason for this is that the more powerful a hegemon the more incentive it has to both provide 
collective goods and organize their provision. See: Keohane, 1983. 
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If regimes arise because of states coordinating behaviour in order to achieve joint gains, 

how exactly is state behaviour coordinated? The answer is through a process of 

institutional bargaining. Oran Young defines institutional bargaining as “the setting in 

which regimes are created and maintained through bargaining between several distinct 

types of actors, including states and NGOs, in an organizational context and subject to 

uncertainty about the costs and benefits of cooperation” (Young, 1989). States bargain 

with each other within an institutional framework and eventually arrive at cooperative 

agreements (Gehring, 1992). As actors may not be fully aware what their preferences are, 

through the process of institutional bargaining states are less likely to be concerned with 

power distribution. States enter regime negotiations with a contract zone in which regime 

formation is in their interest. Although each state does not have an identical contract zone 

(state interests in certain areas of course differ), institutionalists assume that between 

states there exists a common area of interest where cooperation is possible. The 

opportunity for mutual gains is more important than increasing relative power.  

Within a process of institutional bargaining, individual leadership is a necessary 

condition for regime formation (Young & Osherenko, 1993a). Individual leadership can 

take the form of a savvy diplomat who has the ability to bridge gaps in the decision 

making process or a negotiator with a respected background in a certain issue-area. 

Individual leaders help find solutions that are satisfactory to all parties. 

Individual Leadership 
An important recent finding of regime theory has been the role of individual leadership in 

regime formation. When Young and Osherenko (1993a) talk about leadership they 

include two types of leadership: leadership on the part of states and leadership on the part 

of individuals. Leadership by individual states is important to regime formation and is 

covered under power-based arguments of regime formation. Leadership in the power-

based sense usually comes from the hegemon, the strongest country in any issue area. 

This type of leadership is important, but not necessary to regime formation. Regimes can 

be formed without the support of a hegemon.  

Leadership on the part of individuals, on the other hand, is necessary to regime 

formation. Leadership in this case is not vaguely exercised by states, but by active 

individuals with a stake in the new regime. While states are critical to regime building, 
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state representatives must negotiate with each other and sign declarations; state actions 

are driven in part by the push of various stakeholders. In this way leadership is not 

amorphous exercise of state power, but can be the state supporting the position of its 

scientists or academics that find an opportunity to erect a new regime. Leadership 

typically takes three different forms: structural, entrepreneurial, and intellectual (Young 

& Osherenko, 1993b). A structural leader is an individual who acts in the name of a party 

(usually a state) in the bargaining process and uses that party’s structural power as 

bargaining leverage. A party’s structural power is usually measured in material resources. 

Structural leadership, then, is an individual using the power of the state’s resources to 

reach an agreement. An entrepreneurial leader (who may or may not represent a state) 

uses negotiating skills to influence the way issues are presented in order to arrive at a 

mutually acceptable solution. An intellectual leader (may or may not represent the state) 

depends on the power of ideas to shape the way participants think about certain issues 

and how to conceptualize different solutions to the problem. Intellectual leadership is 

more central in earlier stages of regime formation, before explicit or public negotiations 

begin (Young & Osherenko, 1993a). 

It is important to note that leadership is a crosscutting factor. That is, it can impact and be 

impacted by power relations and it is also impacted by the values and ideas discussed in 

knowledge-based theories. 

3.3 Cognitivism and knowledge-based sources of regime formation 
The cognitivist approach views behaviour in the international system between states 

bound not only by the balance of material power or self-interest but also by norms, 

values, and beliefs (Haas, 1990). Moreover, knowledge and values not only impact power 

and shape the interest of actors, but also play a direct role in regime formation. 

Cognitivists posit that there are two alternative sources to regime change based on 

knowledge: scientific convergence and epistemic communities (Young & Osherenko, 

1993b). The first alternative, scientific convergence, suggests that cooperation comes 

quickly once a common or widely agreed upon understanding of the problem, its causes, 

and solutions arises. The second alternative, epistemic communities, first stresses the 

important role that knowledge and shared values play in regime formation, but goes 

further by explaining the causal mechanism by which shared knowledge gets transmitted 
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to policy makers in relevant issue-areas. For a regime to form, a group of interconnected, 

international scientists or experts with a common understanding of the problem, causes 

and available solutions, emerges to communicate their ideas to policy makers. This group 

is an important force in regime formation. This group of experts, the epistemic 

community, serves to give reliable advice to poorly informed policy makers, thus driving 

regime formation. In this way, regimes will naturally come to reflect the beliefs of the 

scientific community as epistemic communities are spread out among nations. Nations, 

thus, adopt policies similar to the epistemic communities, depending on the level of 

penetration by the epistemic community. Both leaders and laggards (states with relatively 

weak domestic policies) will adjust domestic policy in line with the suggestions of the 

scientific community. Learning comes from the knowledge of the epistemic community. 

If members of the epistemic community occupy key positions in the bureaucracy, 

scientifically informed policy-making is more likely to occur. Knowledge creation may 

lead to a new understanding of issues, linking issues that were previously seen as distinct. 

In addition to power-based, interest-based and knowledge-based sources of regime 

formation, the literature provides one other factor crucial to regime formation: contextual 

factors. 

3.4 Contextual factors 
These are factors unrelated directly to the regime in question but nevertheless have an 

impact. Regimes form when the ‘time is right’, that is, when the context for formation is 

suitable. Obviously, a regime governing carbon emissions was unlikely to emerge in 

1943, at the height of World War II, because the contextual factors would not permit it, 

there were other more pressing issues in the world at the time. A global emissions 

standard is much more likely today, given that there is worldwide concern regarding the 

effect of humans on climate change and there is a greater will among governments to 

tackle the climate change issue. This is what is called a “window of opportunity” in 

regime theory (Young & Osherenko, 1993). Regimes have a greater opportunity to form 

when contextual factors are suitable. Contextual factors are important to regime 

formation as issues far removed from specific issues may impact the timing and content 

of regime formation. When the initial proposals for the Arctic Council were being 

discussed in Ottawa and Washington, the election of Bill Clinton in 1993 proved to be an 
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important “window of opportunity” for the formation of an Arctic environmental regime. 

Clinton was much more focused on climate change than his predecessor, which gave a 

greater likelihood for an environmental regime in the Arctic to be agreed to. 

3.5 Causal mix 
In reality, regime formation is likely to be spurred on by a combination of all three 

processes: power, interest and knowledge more broadly, with individual leadership 

contextual factors as intervening variables. Moreover, each of these processes interacts 

with each other in complex ways. Some of these interactions can be relatively 

straightforward. In most cases, however, these interactions between sources of change are 

extremely complex, and are not easily studied. In the end, as Oran Young (1999) 

explains, “many – perhaps most – changes in international regimes are products of a 

number of forces that operate simultaneously.” Nevertheless, given that individual 

leadership is necessary to regime formation, we should expect to see individual 

leadership in the formation stage of the Arctic Council. Putting the aforementioned 

processes into a flowchart we get the following result:  
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4. The Arctic 
In recent decades the Arctic2 has been a region undergoing both natural and man-made 

transformations.  Climate change is acutely felt in the icy north, where scientists at the 

National Research Council (2015) estimate the seas are warming at twice the global 

average. This warming is no doubt caused by actions of humans, with increasing carbon 

emissions being the most obvious factor. As greenhouse gases accumulate in the Arctic 

atmosphere, more heat is trapped near the surface, which melts surface ice. Moreover, 

since open water absorbs more heat than snow or ice, the melting ice leads to a vicious 

circle of more rapid and more extensive melting of polar ice. The changing Arctic climate 

has destructive effects in some areas and potentially beneficial effects in others. On the 

one hand, the effects of a changing Arctic climate are not limited to the Arctic Circle. 

Melting ice has the potential to raise sea levels, alter ocean currents, and have 

unpredictable effects on global food chains, especially fish. These changes affect even 

those countries located far south of the Arctic Circle. As a recent National Research 

Council (2015) report aptly put it, “What happens in the Arctic doesn’t stay in the 

Arctic”. On the other hand, melting sea ice has the potential to open new areas for 

resource extraction as well as new shipping lanes cutting through the Arctic Circle that 

would drastically cut the shipping time from Asia to Europe. Using the Northeast 

Passage, the shipping route that runs across the top of Russia, the distance from Shanghai 

to Rotterdam, one of the busiest routes in the world, is nearly 40% shorter (Lasserre, 

2010). Utilizing Arctic shipping lanes can result in reduced shipping times, reduced 

transit fees, and ironically, reduced carbon emissions from a lower consumption of fuel. 

The gradual opening of these new Arctic routes is very attractive to countries that are 

dependent on shipping for trade. 

Besides natural changes, there are also manmade changes that are reshaping the region. 

The Arctic is undergoing a transformation in regional governance. The increasingly acute 

effects of climate change have led to a demand for greater governance over the fragile 

Arctic region. Without proper governance, there exist possibilities for misunderstanding, 

conflict, as well as continual environmental degradation. Where there previously were 
                                                
2 There is no universally accepted definition of the Arctic. Recently, most scholars prefer to define the 
Arctic as the area above 66 degrees north (the Arctic Circle), which encompasses the Arctic Ocean as well 
as parts of Alaska, Canada, Finland, Greenland, Iceland, Norway, Russia and Sweden. 
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none, we are now witnessing the emergence of rules and norms governing all kinds of 

activities in the Arctic, from scientific cooperation to resource extraction.  

Since the end of the Cold War the need for greater governance has been met and the 

Arctic has become a hotbed of international cooperation (Young, 2005). A mosaic of 

different governmental and non-governmental organizations has appeared to deal with the 

myriad issues facing the Arctic. Eschewing ‘hard’ security issues such as arms 

proliferation, most regimes have been established to deal with softer issues, particularly 

environmental pollution and cooperation in climate change research. Some of these 

regimes have been intergovernmental agreements between states, such as the Arctic 

Environmental Protection Strategy (AEPS). Others have been regimes established by 

sub-national actors that have goals that are different from the nations in which they 

reside, which is the case with the Northern Forum. Still others have been regimes 

established by non-governmental actors to address region-specific issues, such as the 

International Arctic Science Committee and the University of the Arctic. These networks 

of cooperative activities have turned the polar north into a distinct region with a policy 

agenda of its own (Young, 2009).  

The organization that has emerged as the most important forum for discussing Arctic 

affairs has been the Arctic Council (‘Council’). The Arctic Council was established in 

1996 and its members are comprised of the eight states that lay claim to Arctic territory: 

Canada, Denmark, Iceland, Finland, Norway, Russia, Sweden, and the United States. It 

was originally set up as a “high-level forum” for international cooperation and has since 

become the most consequential regime dealing with Arctic governance. The scientific 

studies that have come out of the Council’s working groups have been instrumental in 

advancing what we know about environmental change currently underway in one of the 

world’s most ecologically sensitive areas. The Council’s reports have been used in the 

United Nations’ Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change Reports (Koivurova & 

Vanderzwaag, 2007), in helping craft the 2001 Stockholm Convention on POPs (AC, 

2002), the 2013 Minamata Convention (AC, 2013a), and the Council’s expertise is 

currently being used in the negotiations taking place within the International Maritime 

Organization regarding a future Polar Code (Molenaar, 2012). The Council has changed 

the discourse on the Arctic from one of a ‘frozen desert’ to one of a region being 
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transformed by climate change (Koivurova, 2010). Besides progressing scientific 

knowledge of the region, the Arctic Council has been instrumental in ‘framing’ Arctic 

issues and bringing attention to them to policy makers both in Arctic states and 

internationally (Young, 2009). Moreover, in recent years the Council has moved from 

producing scientific knowledge to taking on specific issues and setting legally binding 

commitments. There are now rules governing search and recue in the region, new rules 

for ships that transport oil and gas, and there are emerging rules governing the future 

increase in Arctic shipping and travel groups. 

The trajectory of the Arctic Council from a mere ‘high-level forum’ to a more typical 

international organization that sets rules and binds its members to collective decisions has 

not been linear, however. Debates on the direction of the Council and the policies that are 

to be put forward take place in a forum that is not always uniform in its thinking (Dodds, 

2013). Taking a step back and examining the history of the formation of the Council will 

help us to understand the important forces behind the Council’s transformation. 

5. The Lead Up to the Arctic Council: 1987-1996 
In October 1987, the Soviet Union’s then-Secretary General Mikhail Gorbachev gave a 

speech in a port city near Russia’s border with Norway and Finland that would open the 

door to future international cooperation in the Arctic. Presenting the Order of Lenin to 

Murmansk, the largest city in the Arctic Circle, Gorbachev proposed a reduction in 

military confrontation in the region stating, “let the North of the globe, the Arctic, 

become a zone of peace” (Gorbachev, 1987). Arctic governments, with the exception of 

Finland, did not pay much attention to the speech as they saw it as empty rhetoric coming 

from the nuclear superpower (Griffiths, 2011). Environmental scientists in Finland, and 

arms control and disarmament academics and scientists in Canada, however, saw an 

opportunity in Gorbachev’s proposition.  

Gorbachev’s 1987 speech set off two parallel tracks of potential cooperation, one in 

Finland and the other in Canada. Finnish scientists began exploring the idea of region-

wide cooperation based solely on environmental issues. Canadian academics began 

exploring the idea of a regional council that could manage all Arctic affairs, including 

security affairs.  
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5.1 Finland’s Arctic Environmental Protection Strategy 
Finland began negotiations in 1988 regarding the possibility of intergovernmental 

cooperation on environmental issues facing the Arctic. Finnish negotiators explicitly told 

the other seven Arctic nations that this new group would not deal with military issues 

(Axworthy, 2013). After the Fins received positive reception from the other countries 

they began preparations for the new circumpolar organization. In order to draft the 

declaration, preparatory meetings were held in Canada in April 1990, in Sweden in 

January 1991, and at Rovaniemi, Finland in June 1991. At the Rovaniemi meeting, the 

eight nations met at the ministerial level and signed the Declaration on the Protection of 

the Arctic Environment (Rovaniemi Declaration). The Rovaniemi Declaration contained 

five objectives (AEPS, 1991): 

• To protect the Arctic ecosystem including humans; 

• To provide for the protection, enhancement and restoration of environmental 

quality and the sustainable utilization of natural resources, including their use by 

local populations and indigenous peoples in the Arctic; 

• To recognize and, to the extent possible, seek to accommodate the traditional and 

cultural needs, values and practices of the indigenous peoples as determined by 

themselves, related to the protection of the Arctic environment; 

• To review regularly the state of the Arctic environment; and 

• To identify, reduce, and, as a final goal, eliminate pollution. 

All five objectives dealt with environmental issues, none of which were contentious. Due 

to its domestic experience in dealing with environmental protection in its northern 

territories, Canada played a key role in the drafting of the Rovaniemi Declaration. In the 

years leading up to the formation of the AEPS, the Canadian government had significant 

experience in Arctic research. In the late 1970s, Canadian scientists began to realize the 

problem of high levels of pollutants in the Canadian Arctic and informed the government 

of action that needed to be taken. Heeding their alarm, the Canadian government 

commissioned a study on the effects of contaminants in the Arctic in 1985.3 On the basis 

                                                
3 In 1985, the Government of Canada initiated the Inter-Agency Technical Committee on Contaminants in 
the Northern Ecosystems and Native Diets. It was comprised of several different governmental 
organizations and was later expanded to include indigenous groups. The Committee found that there was a 
need for further study of the extent of contamination in the Arctic. See Huebert, 1998. 
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of this study, the Canadian government created a committee to develop a long-term 

strategy to deal with the issue of Arctic pollution, also known as the Northern 

Contaminants Programme (Huebert, 1998).  

Through its undertaking of the Northern Contaminants Programme and the research into 

Arctic environmental issues that it entailed, Canada came to the 1991 AEPS negotiations 

as one of the most experienced in Arctic research of the eight states. This prior 

experience put Canadian representatives in a key position when it came time to design the 

structure of the new AEPS regime (Fenge, 2013). A Canadian official, Garth Bangay, 

was “chiefly responsible” for the drafting of the Rovaniemi Declaration and the 

accompanying strategy (Huebert, 1998). As such, the Declaration contained many of the 

concerns that were identified in Canada’s Northern Contaminants Programme and AEPS 

“strongly reflects Canadian thinking” (Huebert, 1998). While AEPS was a step forward 

in Arctic cooperation, it was a regime with a somewhat narrow scope. It was solely 

focused on environmental issues and intentionally excluded other areas of potential 

cooperation such as sustainable development. There were movements taking place within 

Canada for a more comprehensive regional organization. 

5.2 The Canadian Initiative part 1: Pressure from below 
At the same time as the Finnish scientists were formulating AEPS, there were parallel 

developments underway within Canadian civil society. Although the official proposal for 

an international council in the Arctic would ultimately come from the Canadian 

government in 1991, the origins of the council were not in the government, but rather in 

Canadian universities and think tanks.  

The Gordon Foundation 
On the heels of Gorbachev’s 1987 speech, representatives from the Walter and Duncan 

Gordon Foundation, a Toronto-based public policy think tank focused on arms control 

and disarmament, met with George Ignatieff (a well-known Canadian diplomat), John 

Polanyi (a Nobel Prize winning physicist) and Anatol Rapoport (a world-renowned 

mathematician) to discuss new initiatives to reduce tensions in the Arctic and open it up 

to cooperation (Axworthy, 2013). The Foundation created the Arctic Security Project 

(which was operational from 1988 until the Arctic Council was formed in 1996) whose 
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objective was to “encourage the development of a Canadian security and demilitarization 

policy for the Arctic which is successfully integrated with related social, scientific, 

environmental, developmental, legal and other Canadian Arctic policy goals, and which 

complements and supports international circumpolar cooperation” (Axworthy, 2013).  

The Gordon Foundation, through its Arctic Security Project, funded several projects for 

the Canadian organization Science for Peace, including a conference to discuss Arctic 

cooperation, which took place in October 1988, a year after Gorbachev’s Murmansk 

speech. Held in Toronto, 70 academics and scientists from the Soviet Union, Canada, the 

United States and Europe participated in what was the first step in bringing the academic 

and scientific community together (Science for Peace, 1988). Franklyn Griffiths, a senior 

policy advisor to Canadian Minister of External Affairs Joe Clark from 1987 to 1988 and 

key member of the Gordon Foundation, chaired the conference. Since any Arctic 

organization would govern Arctic indigenous people and their traditional homeland, 

Canadian academics involved with the conference insisted that Arctic indigenous peoples 

be included in any future Arctic regime (Axworthy, 2013). This focus on including 

aboriginal peoples’ participation in the Council would become a Canadian priority in the 

subsequent negotiations. 

Canadian Centre for Arms Control and Disarmament 
Building on the momentum of the Science for Peace conference, the Canadian Centre for 

Arms Control and Disarmament (CCACD) held meetings through the summer of 1989 

regarding Arctic arms control and released a report entitled “Security Cooperation in the 

Arctic: A Canadian Response to Murmansk”. The report called for the traditional 

perspective of East-West in the Arctic to be replaced with a perspective of the Arctic as a 

circumpolar issue as well as the establishment of an ongoing multilateral conference on 

Arctic security that would advise on science, the environment, economic development, 

cultural preservation and indigenous peoples (Lamb, 2010). Shortly after, the Canadian 

Institute for International Affairs (CIIA) released a report calling for the creation of an 

Arctic Basin Council and took the idea to several international conferences (Axworthy, 

2013).  

Advocates found an opportunity in the fall of 1989 when Canadian Prime Minister Brian 

Mulroney was to visit Leningrad. John Lamb, head of the CCACD, encouraged 
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Mulroney to include a reference to an Arctic Council on his upcoming trip (Lamb, 2010). 

Prime Minister Mulroney took to the idea and during his speech in Leningrad told his 

Soviet audience, “And why not a council of Arctic countries eventually coming into 

existence to coordinate and promote cooperation among them?” (Graham, 1997). To keep 

pressure on both state actors, the CCACD then organized a Soviet Union-Canada 

Conference on the Arctic in October 1989 and another one in Moscow and Leningrad in 

1991 (Axworthy, 2013). Representatives from the Gordon Foundation also briefed 

Russian officials on their ideas for an Arctic Council prior to Boris Yeltsin’s trip to 

Canada in 1992, and they also held meetings with representatives from the State 

Department in Washington (Axworthy, 2013). 

Griffiths and Kuptana report 
After the initial overtures were made to the Arctic governments, the following 

discussions in Canada revolved around the specifics of what this formal body would look 

like. In 1990, Franklyn Griffiths and Rosemarie Kuptana, the vice-president of the Inuit 

Circumpolar Conference, co-chaired a panel in 1990 to propose the finer details of what 

this international body would look like. In May 1991 they published a report entitled “To 

Establish an International Arctic Council” that detailed the structure of such a council, 

which even included a draft declaration (Griffiths & Kuptana, 1991a). The report 

suggested that the Canadian government take the idea of a formal council to the AEPS 

ministerial meeting in Finland in June 1991 to seek the consent of the other Arctic states. 

It also included calls for greater indigenous participation in Arctic affairs. Griffiths and 

Kuptana took to Canada’s national newspaper, writing an op-ed in the Globe and Mail 

after their report was published:  

The Arctic, its people and their environment require an institution built on a 
vision equal to the problems the region faces [...] certainly an Arctic Council 
should not consist of the eight Arctic States alone. It must also allow for the 
direct and meaningful participation of northerners, especially aboriginal 
peoples. It must have an open agenda, a broad mandate to be determined 
through consensus, but with nothing proscripted from the outset (Griffiths & 
Kuptana, 1991b).  

The committee took its report to Ottawa and presented it to the Prime Minister’s office, 

and it encouraged the Mulroney government to enter formal negotiations with the other 
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Arctic states (Axworthy, 2010). The Griffiths and Kuptana report, as well as the reports 

of John Lamb at the CCACD and the CIIA, collectively put pressure on the government 

to approach the other Arctic states to establish a formal organization in the Arctic. Of the 

many reports written between 1988 and 1993, they all had four points in common. They 

proposed that the Arctic Council be focused on:  

• Expanding contact between the peoples of the Circumpolar North;  

• Improving environmental protection for the ecosystem of the Arctic;  

• Reducing the military footprint in the region; and  

• Securing broad recognition of the economic, political, and social rights of 

aboriginal people in the region (Nord, 2006). 

These four recommendations by various civil society actors were largely present in the 

Canadian government’s official proposal to the other Arctic states. 

5.3 The Canadian Initiative Part 2: Official negotiations 
In November 1990, the Canadian Minister for External Affairs, Joe Clark, spoke at a 

Canada-Soviet Conference and announced, “Canada intends to propose an Arctic Council 

to the seven other Arctic countries [...] Canada is willing to host a small secretariat and 

contribute to sustaining it from the outset” (Clark, 1990). The proposals by various 

academics and scientists that began in 1988 had become official Canadian government 

policy. The Canadian government then began pushing for the establishment of a formal 

institution that would subsume the Finnish AEPS as well as take on a broader scope of 

issues such as economic development and maritime issues. In January 1991, Joe Clark 

wrote a letter to the foreign ministers of all Arctic nations outlining Canada’s idea of an 

Arctic council. Six months later, in June 1991, Prime Minister Mulroney wrote a similar 

letter, this time addressed to the leaders of the Arctic states, and invited them to send 

representatives to a “low key officials meeting of the Arctic countries in Canada” that 

would take place the following year (Axworthy, 2013). In May 1992 every Arctic state 

sent negotiators to Ottawa, except the United States.  

The United States had particular reservations about the creation of a formal organization. 

Two main concerns of the United States were regarding security and indigenous 

participation. The U.S. Navy was concerned with the security issues that the new 

organization would deal with; they continued to operate submarines under the Arctic ice 
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and were wary of any deal that would limit their activities (Axworthy, 2013). The U.S. 

Bureau of the Interior, the agency responsible for American indigenous policy, was also 

wary of the new organization, but for a different reason; they did not want indigenous 

peoples attending an international meeting (Bell, 1992). At this point there was already 

consensus among the other Arctic states that indigenous peoples would be present in the 

council as permanent observers. By May 1993, all the other Arctic states except the 

United States had agreed to a draft declaration and terms of reference for the organization 

(Huebert, 1998). 

Mary Simon 
Despite the reticence of American officials, Canadian officials continued to pressure their 

American counterparts. The Canadian government created the position of Circumpolar 

Ambassador and appointed Mary Simon to the position. Simon was the long time 

president of the Inuit Circumpolar Conference, making her the top representative for 

Canadian indigenous groups, as well as a key member of the Gordon Foundation. Simon, 

now the top Canadian official in charge of Arctic affairs, went to Washington in early 

1995 to present a report on the proposed regime and to see if an agreement could be made 

with the American side. She argued that an organization with a broader mandate than the 

AEPS was needed, one that could deal with northern economic development and Arctic 

transportation (Krauss & Hussey, 1995). During Mary Simon’s trip to Washington, she 

submitted a new discussion paper on the Arctic Council that gave into a key U.S. 

demand. The paper stated: “Canada does not foresee the Arctic Council as an appropriate 

body to resolve strategic military issues” (DFAIT, 1995). This proved to be the key to 

unlocking American support. After receiving this assurance, President Clinton and 

Canadian Prime Minister Jean Chretien announced in February that they had come to 

agreement on the establishment of the Arctic Council  (Huebert, 1998).  

A compromise was reached whereby a regime to govern the Arctic would be created, 

though it would be an informal regime, without legal personality. The Canadians agreed 

to explicitly exclude security issues from the Council’s mandate, while the Americans 

agreed to include indigenous peoples in the Council (Axworthy, 2010). The decision to 

establish the regime was codified with the Declaration on the Establishment of the Arctic 

Council (Ottawa Declaration) signed in Ottawa on September 19, 1996.  
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6. The Arctic Council is Established: 1996 
The Ottawa Declaration marked the shift from the strictly environment focused AEPS to 

a comprehensive regime that took into consideration all issues of Arctic governance: 

climate research, environmental protection, economic development of Arctic 

communities, and sustainable development of Arctic resources. The 1996 Ottawa 

Declaration announced the formal establishment of a new regional “high level” forum, 

which was named the Arctic Council. The Declaration laid out the four focus points of 

the regime, namely that the Council would: 

• Provide a means for promoting cooperation, coordination and interaction among 

the Arctic States, with the involvement of the Arctic indigenous communities and 

other Arctic inhabitants on common Arctic issues4 , in particular issues of 

sustainable development and environmental protection in the Arctic; 

• Oversee and coordinate the programs established under the AEPS; 

• Adopt terms of reference for, and oversee and coordinate a sustainable 

development program; and 

• Disseminate information, encourage education and promote interest in Arctic 

related issues (AC, 1996). 

The Ottawa Declaration effectively announced that the Arctic Council would subsume 

AEPS and there would be a broadening of the regime’s mandate to include sustainable 

development of the Arctic’s plentiful natural resources. In the two-year period after the 

establishment of the Ottawa Declaration, the Council set about in formalizing the rules of 

procedure and terms of reference of the regime, which are listed in the Iqaluit 

Declaration. The rules of procedure and terms of reference limit what actions the Council 

can take, the programs that can be undertaken, and the roles of each of the members. The 

membership of the Arctic Council includes three different kinds of entities: member 

states, permanent participants and observers (which can be states or organizations). Each 

category of membership has different rights and responsibilities in the Council. Member 

states have the most rights, permanent participants have the same rights as member states 

                                                
4 Regarding military security, the Ottawa Declaration explicitly states, “The Arctic Council should not deal 
with matters related to military security” (AC, 1996). The exclusion of military issues from the Council’s 
agenda was an important factor in getting the support of the United States to create a new regime in the 
region.  
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except voting rights, and observers have the least rights and generally limit themselves to 

observing Council proceedings. 

6.1 Regime structure 

Members 
The eight members of the Arctic Council are the eight states that have territory in the 

Arctic. These eight states make up the core decision-making body of the Council. 

According to the Ottawa Declaration, the eight members of the Arctic Council are 

Canada, Denmark5, Finland, Iceland, Norway, the Russian Federation, Sweden, and the 

United States of America (the ‘Arctic States’) (AC, 1996). Since having Arctic territory 

is a prerequisite of membership, it is obviously not possible to add new members to the 

Council; voting rights will not be extended beyond these eight Arctic countries. The 

foreign ministers of the eight states meet biannually to approve of any Council initiatives. 

The eight members range in their Arctic presence. Canada and Russia together account 

for around 80% of the Arctic’s total landmass, the United States only accounts for 4%. Of 

the almost 4 million people that live in the Arctic, approximately half of them are in 

Russia. Canada and Russia both lay claim to potentially lucrative Arctic shipping routes, 

the Northwest Passage and the Northeast Passage, respectively. The five Arctic States 

that directly border the Arctic Ocean (Canada, Denmark, Norway, Russia and the United 

States) claim a greater responsibility for managing Arctic affairs given their geographical 

proximity to the Arctic. Despite their ranging Arctic presence and expertise, all Arctic 

States are afforded equal weight in Council proceedings and all decisions are made by 

consensus.   

Permanent Participants 
The Ottawa Declaration also created the status of ‘permanent participants’ in the Council, 

a unique feature among international organizations, which was created “to provide for 

active participation and full consultation with the Arctic indigenous representatives 

within the Arctic Council” (AC, 1996). The Ottawa Declaration listed three indigenous 
                                                
5 Denmark’s Arctic territory is comprised entirely of Greenland, which is an autonomous country within 
the Kingdom of Denmark. As Greenland moves towards independence, it will pose problems for 
Denmark’s participation in the Arctic Council; Denmark does not have any Arctic territory besides 
Greenland. 
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groups that were to be designated as permanent participants: the Inuit Circumpolar 

Conference, the Saami Council, and the Association of Indigenous Minorities of the 

North, Siberia and the Far East of the Russian Federation (AC, 1996). The status of 

permanent participation is open to other indigenous groups provided that: 1) the majority 

of their membership is made of up of indigenous people, and 2) they are comprised of 

one indigenous group resident in more than one state, or more than one indigenous group 

represented in one state. The Ottawa Declaration stipulated that the number of permanent 

participants must never exceed the number of member states (AC, 1996). There have 

been three additional groups given permanent participant status. The Aleut International 

Association, a body that represents the Aleut peoples of Northern Alaska, was added as a 

permanent participant in 1998 (AC, 1998). The Arctic Athabaskan Council and the 

Gwinch’in Council International, both representing peoples of Northern Canada and 

USA, were also approved as permanent participants to the Council in 2000 (AC, 2000).  

These six Permanent Participants have the right to participate in the decision-making 

process, to attend Council meetings and propose projects, but they do not have the right 

to vote on Council actions. They are entitled to raise a point of order at any time during 

Council meetings and propose supplementary agenda items (AC, 2013c). The position of 

indigenous groups sitting at the same table with nations in the Council is unique in 

international organizations and has been a point of pride for the Council. 

The six permanent participants have had significant impacts on the Council’s output. One 

of the most obviously ways in which they make their impact is in the working group 

reports, which incorporate modern scientific data with indigenous knowledge. They have 

also brought the attention of the Council to sustainable development of Arctic indigenous 

communities. 

Observers 
The Ottawa Declaration also opened the Council up to observers. Observership is open to 

any non-Arctic state, inter-governmental or non-governmental organization that the 

Council determines can contribute to its work. Observers are limited to observing the 

activities of the Council, but they are also encouraged to actively participate in the 

working groups, including funding projects. Observers can commit funds to projects that 

they would like to support and participate in research. Currently, the Council has twelve 
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non-Arctic Observer states: Germany, Netherlands, Poland, the United Kingdom, France, 

Spain, India, Italy, Japan, Korea, Singapore and China (AC, 1996, AC, 2013a). Nine 

intergovernmental organizations 6  and eleven non-governmental organizations 7  also 

maintain observer status. The membership of the Arctic Council is summarized below: 

Fig 1. Arctic Council Membership 

Member States Permanent Participants Observer States (year joined) 

 Canada 
 Denmark 
 Iceland 
 Finland 
 Norway 
 Russia 
 Sweden 
 United States 

 Inuit Circumpolar 
Conference 

 Saami Council 
 Russian Association of 

Indigenous Peoples of the 
North 

 Aleut International 
Association 

 Arctic Athabaskan Council 
 Gwinch’in Council 

International 

 Germany (1998) 
 Netherlands (1998) 
 Poland (1998) 
 UK (1998) 
 France (2000) 
 Spain (2006) 
 China (2013) 
 India (2013) 
 Italy (2013) 
 Japan (2013) 
 Korea (2013) 
 Singapore (2013) 

The observers vary in their participation rates. Some observer states are not very active 

(the European states) and maintain observership in name only, while some observer states 

are increasingly active in meetings as well as projects (China).  

6.2 Regime governance 
The Arctic Council was intentionally created as an organization without a legal 

personality, thus it is not an “international organization” as defined by international law 

(Bloom, 1999).8 Its lack of legal personality has an important impact on how states 

interact with it. Because the Council operates on the consensus rule, similar to ASEAN, 

                                                
6 International Federation of Red Cross & Red Crescent Societies, International Union for the Conservation 
of Nature, Nordic Council of Ministers, Nordic Environmental Finance Corporation, North Atlantic Marine 
Mammal Commission, Standing Committee of the Parliamentarians of the Arctic Region, United Nations 
Economic Commission for Europe, United Nations Development Program, and United Nations 
Environment Program. Source: AC, 2015b. 
7 Advisory Committee on Protection of the Seas, Arctic Institute of North America, Association of World 
Reindeer Herders, Circumpolar Conservation Union, International Arctic Science Committee, International 
Arctic Social Sciences Association, International Union for Circumpolar Health, International Work Group 
for Indigenous Affairs, Northern Forum, University of the Arctic, and World Wide Fund for Nature-Global 
Arctic Program. Source: AC, 2015b. 
8 The establishment of the Arctic Council as a “high-level forum” without legal personality was an 
important consideration of the United States (Bloom, 1999). This insistence for an informal forum is 
consistent with trends in American diplomatic practice to prefer regimes that do not legally restrict the 
United States from taking any future military actions.   
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members have confidence that they will not be forced to undertake actions that they 

disagree with, or be forced to pay for programs that they are unwilling or unable to 

support. Funding for Arctic Council programs comes voluntarily by individual Arctic 

States. Members, permanent participants, or observers propose projects or identify 

working groups that they wish to support and offer funding for those projects. The 

Ottawa Declaration does not specify that states must give to particular programs. The 

Council was intentionally set-up in such a way that would not infringe on the 

sovereignty, or damage the national interest, of any of its members. This arrangement has 

had benefits as well as drawbacks. States are not coerced to spending money on projects 

that they do not wish to support, but the lack of mandatory minimum funding has long 

plagued the Arctic Council working groups that require stable funding to complete long-

term research projects. 

The agenda of the Council is decided by the Council Chair, 

listed in Figure 2, which is rotated between member states 

every two years. The Council Chair has general influence 

over the priorities of the Council. For example, during 

Russia’s tenure as Council Chair (2005-2006), the Council 

prioritized work on a search and rescue agreement, one of 

Russia’s priorities. Meanwhile, during Canada’s second 

tenure (2013-2015), economic development of the region 

was prioritized, and the Council worked to establish an 

Arctic Economic Council. 

The Arctic Council’s activities are governed by: ministerial meetings, Senior Arctic 

Officials, working groups and task forces, and the secretariat.  

Ministerial meetings 
The highest-level meetings take place once every two years when the foreign ministers of 

the Arctic States meet. In the early years of the Council a senior minster from each state 

would attend, but as the Council’s work has taken on increased importance the foreign 

ministers of each state began to attend the ministerial meetings. The US Secretary of 

State began attending the biannual meetings in 2011 when then-Secretary of State Hillary 

Clinton went to Greenland for the 7th Ministerial Meeting in order to sign the Search and 

Fig. 2 Council Chair 
Years Country 
1996-98 Canada 
1999-00 United States 
2001-02 Finland 
2003-04 Iceland 
2005-06 Russia 
2007-09 Norway 
2010-11 Denmark 
2012-13 Sweden 
2014-15 Canada 
Current United States 
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Rescue Agreement. The 2011 ministerial meeting was an important one for the Council 

as it was then that the members signed their first legally binding agreement. Decisions at 

the ministerial level are made by consensus by all eight member-states. The Council 

Ministers, at the biannual ministerial meeting, must approve new proposals before action 

can be taken. To lessen the gap in communication, the Council has also added a deputy 

ministerial meeting, where the deputy ministers of each state meet. When the biannual 

ministerial meetings are not in session the day-to-day work is carried out by Senior Arctic 

Officials. 

Senior Arctic Officials 
Senior Arctic Officials (SAOs) are each member state’s highest level Arctic official. The 

SAOs work in consultation with representatives from the six permanent participants and 

observers. The SAOs meet at least twice per year and may choose to meet more 

frequently. The SAOs oversee the work done by the Council’s subsidiary bodies.  

Member SAOs may work on a new proposal in the time between ministerial meetings, 

but they have no authority to implement proposals without the approval of the Council 

Ministers. The United States firmly supported this design as to reinforce the idea that the 

Council was primarily a forum for exchanging views and to make sure that the Council 

remains a “high-level” forum between states (Bloom, 1999).  

Working groups and task forces 
The day-to-day work of the Council is done in its working groups and temporary task 

forces. The working groups are where the actual scientific work of the Council is carried 

out. Through their research activities and due to their ability to project ideas and ability to 

influence the workings of the Council, the working groups have taken on an increased 

importance (Dodds, 2013). The working groups are comprised entirely of scientists. 

Scientists from all different countries, even non-Arctic countries, work collaboratively on 

Arctic scientific research in these groups. The current working groups are:  

• Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Program (AMAP): responsible for assessing 

the levels of pollutants in the Arctic, gives advice to SAOs on priority actions for 

the Council, generally regarded as the most important working group;  
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• Protection of the Arctic Marine Environment (PAME): conducts research on 

environmental protection of the Arctic;  

• Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna (CAFF): conducts research on the 

conservation of Arctic biodiversity;  

• Emergency Prevention, Preparedness and Response (EPPR): addresses 

prevention, preparedness and response to environmental emergencies in the 

Arctic, especially oil and gas spills;  

• Sustainable Development Working Group (SDWG): proposes and encourages 

Arctic states to adopt sustainable development programs in the Arctic; and  

• Arctic Contaminants Action Program (ACAP): conducts research into the sources 

of Arctic pollution. 

The working groups are important as they carry out the scientific work that the Council’s 

decisions depend on. The knowledge that the scientific community now has about the 

high levels of toxins in the Arctic atmosphere, the rising rate of melting sea ice and the 

impacts these changes have globally all come from these working groups. The Polar 

Code, negotiated in the IMO, depended on the risk reports of Arctic shipping that was 

carried out by PAME (AC, 2015a).  

In addition to the work groups listed above, the Council has set up specific task forces to 

carry out specific research for a limited amount of time. Task forces are comprised of 

experts from work groups and representatives from each country. A task force may end 

when they reach the desired results or they may be transformed into permanent working 

groups. The Task Force on Search and Rescue was set up in 2009 and was given two 

years to complete its research on setting up an international search and rescue agreement. 

The task force was ended successfully with the signing of the 2011 Search and Rescue 

Agreement. Given that the Arctic Council is a regime without legal personality, task 

forces have been particularly important during the negotiation phase of legally binding 

agreements; before Council members sign a legally binding agreement a two-year task 

force is created to allow member states to negotiate and formulate an agreement that is 

satisfactory to all members. 
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Secretariat 
When the Council was established in 1996, there was no support among the members for 

a permanent secretariat (Sellheim, 2012). As the Council was only a high-level forum 

there was no need to spend financial resources to support a permanent secretariat. 

Therefore, all secretarial support was the responsibility of the Council Chair state. As the 

work of the Council has become greater in scope, the need for a permanent secretariat has 

grown. In 2006 the Council got a semi-permanent secretariat when Norway, Denmark 

and Sweden agreed to share the cost of a secretariat in Tromso, Norway during their 

continuous chairmanships from 2006 to 2012. The 2011 Nuuk Declaration included a call 

to set up a task force to prepare arrangements for a secretariat (AC, 2011a). In 2013, after 

the task force had completed its two-year research the Tromso secretariat became 

permanent. The establishment of a permanent secretariat furthered the institutionalization 

of the Council, moving it further towards an international organization. 

7. The Arctic Council Transforms: Soft Law to Hard Law 
Since it was established in 1996, the Arctic Council has expanded in both its size and the 

scope of its activities. This expansion has taken place because of the increasing 

importance that the Arctic has been taking on in recent years. As climate change opens up 

new areas for resource extraction and opens up new trans-Arctic sea routes for shipping 

there is increasing need for rules to govern these new opportunities. The Arctic States 

have realized this and they have begun to make moves to regulate Arctic activities. 

Responding to a changing Arctic, in 2011 the Council began a transformation from a 

purely soft law regime, where state behaviour is governed by norms and codes of 

conduct, to a regime that has its foundations in hard law.  

Soft law refers to international norms that are deliberately non-binding in character but 

still have legal relevance (Skjarseth, Stokke, & Wettestad, 2006). Soft law arrangements 

can include resolutions of international organizations, announced action plans, or codes 

of conduct. Hard law, on the other hand, refers to legally binding obligations or 

agreements that are unambiguous regarding required or authorized conduct. Each type 

has their advantages and disadvantages. Soft law arrangements are typically easier to 

obtain than legally binding agreements as soft law does not require domestic ratification 
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and there is less need for mechanisms to monitor compliance. But since action plans or 

codes of conduct are normative in nature they can be detrimental to environmental 

regimes, as parties are not bound to commitments. The transformation of soft law norms 

to hard law institutions improves and solidifies the implementation of those norms 

(Skjarseth, Stokke & Wettestad, 2006). Hard law “provides a powerful framework, 

reduces transaction costs, strengthens the credibility of states’ commitments, expands 

their available political strategies, and resolves problems of incomplete contracting” 

(Kao, Pearre & Firestone, 2012a). At the same time, it is much more difficult and time-

consuming to reach agreements on hard laws.  

When the Arctic Council was formed in 1996, it was deliberately set up without legal 

personality; it was a forum designed to allow countries to exchange views and establish 

normative cooperation in the Arctic. It was an organization that promoted soft law 

(resolutions, action plans, codes of conduct) but never produced hard law, it was never 

envisioned as an organization that would produce legally binding agreements. In its early 

years the Council would typically focus on the soft issues of Arctic cooperation such as 

increasing scientific cooperation, promoting international awareness of the Arctic region, 

and affirming the Council’s support for indigenous peoples. Typically the Council would 

merely “encourage” states to adopt agreed upon norms. For example, when the Council’s 

influential 2004 Arctic Climate Impact Assessment was released, which included several 

recommendations for states to decrease the rate of pollution in the Arctic, the Council 

announced that it would “encourage the AC member states to implement the 

Assessment’s recommendations” (AC, 2006). There were no legal options available for 

the Council to take to require states to comply with the report’s recommendations. 

Climate change has forced a change in the Council’s workings. Melting sea ice has led to 

increasing Arctic activity in recent years, especially shipping, resource exploration and 

Arctic tourism. These are welcome activities for Arctic states, but they also bring risks, 

most importantly shipping emergencies and environmental pollution. These increasing 

risks have pushed the Arctic Council to adopt laws governing Arctic activities. This shift 

to hard law did not happen overnight, however, and there has been significant debate 
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within the Council on the role that it should play in Arctic governance.9 Nevertheless, a 

noticeable transformation has taken place within the Council. This transformation is 

manifested in the first two legally binding agreements signed under the auspices of the 

Council: 

• The 2011 Agreement on Cooperation on Aeronautical and Maritime Search and 

Rescue in the Arctic; and 

• The 2013 Agreement on Cooperation on Marine Oil, Pollution, Preparedness and 

Response in the Arctic.  

7.1 2011 SAR Agreement 
The duty to rescue distressed persons at sea is covered by a patchwork of international 

agreements. Obligations for international search and rescue operations is under the 

United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), several conventions 

within the framework of the International Maritime Organization (IMO), including the 

International Convention for the Safety of Life at Sea (SOLAS), and the 1979 

International Convention on Maritime Search and Rescue (SAR Convention). After the 

SAR Convention entered into force in 1985 the IMO divided the world’s oceans into 13 

SAR areas and made the states within those areas responsible for delimiting their 

respective SAR areas of responsibility (Kao, Pearre, & Firestone, 2012a). The SAR area 

over the entire Arctic Ocean was given to Canada, Russia and Norway, though the 

specific areas of responsibility were not delimited. A more comprehensive agreement 

involving all of the Arctic States and the specific delimitation of SAR areas of 

responsibility was needed. The Arctic Council provided the forum for the negotiations on 

the delimitation of SAR areas of responsibility. 

Initial movements for a search and rescue agreement began in 2001 when Russia 

proposed setting up a group to study maritime emergencies in the Arctic (Rottem, 2014). 

The other Council members met the Russian proposal with resistance and the proposal 

was shelved until Russia’s tenure as Council Chair began in 2004. During Russia’s tenure 

as Council Chair the proposal for a task force was promoted repeatedly but when Russia 

stepped down in 2006 there was still no consensus on how to move forward. The turning 

                                                
9 The United States has long been in opposition to the Council moving towards hard law. See Pederson, 
2012. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

A Study on the Formation of the Arctic Council: Canadian Leadership and China’s Response 
 

 31 

point was in 2008 when the five littoral Arctic states (Canada, Denmark, Norway, Russia 

and the US) met separately in Ilulisat for the Arctic Ocean Conference. Foreseeing an 

increase in Arctic shipping and tourism, the declaration pronounced at the end of the 

conference stated the “need to further strengthen search and rescue capabilities and 

capacity around the Arctic Ocean to ensure an appropriate response from states to any 

accident” (Ilulisat Declaration, 2008). The five littoral Arctic states had decided to make 

a search and rescue agreement an action priority. 

In 2009 the work for an Arctic search and rescue agreement finally began in the Council. 

In the 2009 Tromso Declaration an SAR Task Force was established and given the 

mandate to “develop and complete negotiation by the next Ministerial meeting in 2011 of 

an international agreement on cooperation on search and rescue operations in the Arctic” 

(AC, 2009a). The task force was headed by Russia and the United States and held five 

meetings in 2009 and 2010 to determine the scope of the new agreement.  

In 2011, after two years of internal 

deliberation by the SAR Task Force, 

the eight Arctic states signed the 

Agreement on Cooperation on 

Aeronautical and Maritime Search 

and Rescue in the Arctic (SAR 

Agreement).  

The objective of the SAR Agreement 

is to “strengthen aeronautical and 

maritime search and rescue 

cooperation and coordination in the 

Arctic” (AC, 2011b). It is made up of 20 articles and an annex that delineates the area of 

responsibility for each party in the event of a maritime emergency in both domestic and 

international waters. The area of responsibility for each party is shown in Figure 3.10 The 

agreement does not establish any new institutional arrangements, there is no permanent 

                                                
10 Map of areas of responsibility retrieved from: http://www.arctic-council.org/index.php/en/environment-
and-people/oceans/search-and-rescue/157-sar-agreement. 

Figure 3 Arctic SAR areas of responsibility 
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search and rescue center set up, but it does require the Arctic states to meet on a regular 

basis and conduct joint search and recue exercises and training. Two such training 

sessions have been held already, one tabletop exercise in Canada and one live exercise in 

Greenland (Rottem, 2014).  

As Arctic tourism grows in popularity and Arctic shipping becomes more prevalent, the 

chances of a maritime accident in the Arctic naturally rise. The SAR Agreement was 

signed in part to minimize the response time to Arctic emergencies. The 2011 SAR 

Agreement, the first legally binding agreement signed under the auspices of the Council, 

set the stage for the second legal mechanism signed two years later.  

7.2 2013 Oil Pollution Agreement 
Besides opening up new shipping routes, melting sea ice also opens new areas for 

resource extraction. New areas for oil and gas exploration, combined with new shipping 

routes to transport those resources, means more oil and gas is being transported through 

Arctic waterways. An increase in traffic raises the possibility of potentially 

environmentally devastating spills. Given that the harsh Arctic climate heavily discounts 

the possibility of a quick clean up, a mechanism to deal with potential oil spills was a 

necessary action priority for the Council. There was also a strong push from member 

states, led by the United States and Norway, to create a mechanism to deal with potential 

spills (Cheng, 2013b).  

In the 2011 Nuuk Declaration another task force was created, this time its mandate was to 

“develop an international instrument on Arctic marine oil pollution preparedness and 

response” to be presented and signed at the 2013 Ministerial Meeting (AC, 2011a). The 

task force was headed by Norway, Russia and the United States and the group held four 

meetings in 2011 and 2012. The new agreement, the Agreement on Cooperation on 

Marine Oil Pollution Preparedness and Response in the Arctic (Oil Pollution Agreement), 

was signed by all member states at the 8th Ministerial Meeting in Kiruna in 2013. Its 

objective is to “strengthen cooperation, coordination and mutual assistance among the 

Parties on oil pollution preparedness and response in the Arctic in order to protect the 

marine environment from pollution by oil” (AC, 2013b).  

The Oil Pollution Agreement stipulates that each party will maintain a national system 

for promptly responding to maritime oil spills in the Arctic. It lists several geographic 
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areas that are prone to spills and instructs the member states to focus risk management on 

those areas. The agreement is especially focused on oil spills that occur in international 

waters. In the event of an oil spill anywhere in the Arctic, the agreement requires Arctic 

states to notify each other of the spill. 

While not legally strenuous, the 2013 Oil Pollution Agreement’s significance is its status 

as the second legally binding agreement signed under the auspices of the Council. Since 

the agreement focuses on oil spill response, it is a likely precursor of an oil spill 

prevention agreement. In the 2013 Kiruna Declaration, two paragraphs following the 

announcement of the Oil Pollution Agreement, it was announced that the Council has 

decided to establish a task force to develop an agreement on oil pollution prevention. The 

focus on producing legally binding agreements seems to be the priority of the Council in 

the coming years. 

7.3 Soft law to hard law 
The Arctic Council itself does not have the ability to bind its members to any legal 

agreements. Members plan and negotiate agreements in the Council’s task forces and 

sign them on the sidelines of the ministerial meetings. The SAR Agreement was 

collectively agreed to by the eight Arctic States at the last session of the SAR Task Force 

and signed at the 2011 Ministerial Meeting. A similar arrangement took place with the 

2013 Oil Pollution Agreement. While the Council still does not have legal authority, it 

has shown that it has the ability to advocate for legally binding mechanisms and act as the 

venue for negotiations. The Council can create task forces to conduct research and 

negotiate new mechanisms and subsequently have all eight Arctic States sign an 

agreement at the biannual ministerial meetings. So while the Arctic Council is not a legal 

body per se, there has been a clear evolution in its workings and it has moved further 

away from the “high level forum” that it was conceived as and more towards a typical 

international organization.  

The soft law to hard law transformation may signal a further evolution in the Council. As 

Cheng Baozhi of SIIS has pointed out, the two agreements may open the door for the 

Council to discuss military matters (Cheng, 2013a). Due to the nature of the 2011 SAR 

Agreement (maritime search and rescue in a hostile, remote environment), the 

responsible agencies for carrying out Arctic search and rescue operations in each country 
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may include the military or defense sector. The appendix of the 2011 SAR Agreement 

lists the agencies responsible for search and rescue in each country. The United States 

and Canada both list their defense departments as agencies partly responsible for Arctic 

search and rescue.11 Since Article 10 of the Agreement also calls on states to begin 

“conducting joint search and recue exercises and training”, which has already taken place 

at least twice, there is a possibility that this agreement opens the Council up to some level 

of cooperation on military matters. 

The Arctic Council’s ability to shape the Arctic legal structure elevates its status in the 

region and further entrenches the Council as the most important regime governing Arctic 

affairs. Given that the 2015 Iqaluit Declaration included the decision to establish a task 

force to assess the future need for a regional seas program and another task force to 

establish a legally binding mechanism on scientific cooperation, it is likely that the 

Council’s trend of producing hard law governing Arctic affairs will continue into the 

future.  

8. Canadian Leadership and the Arctic Council 
Leadership in regime formation can take two different forms, state leadership and 

individual leadership. State leadership refers to hegemonic leadership, either as the 

dominant power or as a state that is very strong in a certain issue area. Individual 

leadership, on the other hand, refers to active individuals with a stake in the new regime 

that are effective in finding agreements during the institutional bargaining phase of 

regime formation. Individual leaders can take the form of structural leaders, 

entrepreneurial leaders or intellectual leaders. Individual leaders help to circumvent or 

solve collective-action problems that appear in the bargaining phase of regime formation. 

Individual leadership, the kind that Young and Osherenko (1993a) found to be crucial to 

regime formation, was present in the formation of the Arctic Council. 

                                                
11 Under the 2011 SAR Agreement, each party listed the agencies responsible for Arctic search and rescue. 
Canada: Canadian Forces, Canadian Coast Guard; Denmark: Danish Maritime Authority, Danish Transport 
Authority, Ministry of Fisheries (Faroe Islands); Finland: Finnish Border Guard; Iceland: Icelandic Coast 
Guard; Norway: Joint Rescue Coordination Centre, Northern Norway; Russian Federation: Federal Air 
Transport Agency, Federal Agency for Marine and River Transport; Sweden: Swedish Maritime 
Administration; United States: United States Coast Guard, United States Department of Defense (AC, 
2011b). 
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8.1 Individual leadership in the Arctic Council’s formation 
All three different types of individual leadership emerged in the years preceding the 

formal adoption of the Ottawa Declaration in 1996. These leaders helped to solve the 

collective action problems that were present in the bargaining process of the Council and 

brought different actors with conflicting interests to a solution that was satisfactory to all 

parties involved. 

An entrepreneurial leader uses negotiating skills to influence the way issues are presented 

in order to arrive at a mutually acceptable solution. Entrepreneurial leadership was 

provided by Canada’s top Arctic diplomat, Mary Simon, who was responsible for 

presenting the Canadian proposal to officials in Washington. Under Simon’s proposal, 

Canada agreed to exclude military affairs from the Council’s mandate, thereby removing 

the main obstacle to US participation. Simon also convinced US officials that indigenous 

groups should be part of the Council, though they would not have the same voting rights 

as states. This met the demands of both the US and Canada. Throughout the negotiations 

Simon used negotiating skills to arrive at a solution that was acceptable to both Canada 

and the Untied States. 

A structural leader is an individual who acts in the name of a party in the bargaining 

process and uses that party’s structural power as bargaining leverage. Prime Minister 

Brian Mulroney provided structural leadership. Mulroney’s 1989 speech in Leningrad 

provided the structural and material support of the Canadian government to the 

negotiations. Once Prime Minister Mulroney made the offer of creating a Council and 

establishing the secretariat in Ottawa, it signaled to the other state actors involved that 

Canada was willing to use significant material resources to establish the regime. Joe 

Clark, the Minister of External Affairs, also acted as a structural leader. Clark put the 

diplomatic resources of Canada behind the proposed regime in 1990 and 1991 and was 

crucial in getting the support of the foreign ministers of the other Arctic States. 

Intellectual leaders depend on the power of ideas to shape the way participants think 

about certain issues and how to conceptualize different solutions to the problem. 

Intellectual leadership was provided by John Lamb, of the Canadian Centre for Arms 

Control and Disarmament, as well as Franklyn Griffiths and Rosemary Kuptana, who 

provided ideas and proposals for the eventual makeup of the Council to the Canadian 
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government. Lamb’s CCACD report called for an annual multinational conference in the 

Arctic that would advise on science, the environment, economic development, cultural 

preservation and indigenous peoples. He also encouraged Mulroney to propose the idea 

of an Arctic Council on his trip to Leningrad in 1989. The report created by Griffiths and 

Kuptana, meanwhile, was influential in the Canadian government’s proposal for the 

Council at the AEPS ministerial meeting in Finland in June 1991. Griffiths and Kuptana, 

as well as Mary Simon, were also instrumental in advocating for the inclusion of 

indigenous peoples in the Council. Franklyn Griffiths, through his work at the Gordon 

Foundation, also got the support of Soviet scientists and convened numerous international 

conferences in Canada and the Soviet Union. Intellectual leadership, provided by John 

Lamb, Franklyn Griffiths, and Rosemary Kuptana, was present in the very early stages of 

the Arctic Council’s formation, before negotiations were brought into the public. The role 

of intellectual leadership in the earliest stages of regime formation is consistent with the 

hypothesis made by Young and Osherenko (1993a). The different individual leaders 

present in the Arctic Council’s formation are listed below: 

Figure 4. Individual leaders in the formation of the Arctic Council 
Name Leadership Position Role 

Joe Clark Structural Can. Minister of 
External Affairs 
(1984-1991) 

Got the support of the foreign 
ministers of the other Arctic states 
1991 

Franklyn 
Griffiths 

Intellectual Advisor to Joe 
Clark, member of 
Gordon 
Foundation 

Chaired the 1988 Science for Peace 
Conference, published 1991 report 
with Rosemarie Kuptana, got the 
support of Soviet academics 

Rosemarie 
Kuptana 

Intellectual Vice-President of 
ICC 

Published influential 1991 report with 
Franklyn Griffiths 

John 
Lamb 

Intellectual Head of CCACD Put Arctic Council on Brian 
Mulroney’s 1989 Leningrad trip 

Brian 
Mulroney 

Structural Prime Minister 
of Canada      
(1984-1993) 

Made the 1989 Leningrad proposal,  
Got the support of the other Arctic 
leaders in 1991 

Marie 
Simon 

Entrepreneurial/ 
Intellectual 

President of ICC, 
Canada’s top 
Arctic official 

Top Canadian Arctic diplomat, 
responsible for negotiations with 
Washington 
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Interaction with other variables 
Individual leadership on the part of Canada shaped and in some cases was shaped by 

other factors of regime formation. This fits in with Young and Osherenko’s claim that 

leadership is a ‘cross-cutting’ factor, that is it can impact and be impacted by power 

relations and it is also impacted by the values and ideas discussed in knowledge-based 

theories (Young and Osherenko, 1993a).  

Canadian leadership was certainly impacted by certain power-based factors, notably from 

the Soviet Union and the United States. The impact of the Soviet Union was largely 

conducive to regime formation. The willingness of the Soviets to engage in regime 

building gave a positive signal to civil society actors within Canada. Individual 

leadership also impacted power-based sources of regime formation. Not only did 

Canadian academics collaborate with Soviet academics and scientists to communicate 

their views, but enterprising Canadian officials also made overtures to their Soviet 

counterparts thereby establishing a base of support within the epistemic community in the 

Soviet Union. 

As for the United States, power relations negatively impacted Canadian leadership. Not 

only did the proposals for a body to govern the Arctic not have the support of the United 

States, it was initially opposed to the idea. It was only after persistent diplomatic work, as 

well as some accommodation on military issues, that the United States reticently 

supported the regime. Although in the end some aspects of the Council had been ‘watered 

down’ by the demands of the US, the US nevertheless joined the regime and came to play 

a role in its workings. Individual leadership came to play an important role in getting the 

eventual support of the US. As shown in the preceding section, several individual leaders 

influenced the initial intransigence of the US. The formation of the Arctic Council also 

shows that individual leadership can be successful even if power-based factors are 

opposed to regime formation. The institutionalist hypothesis about cooperation (when 

there exists a common area of interest where cooperation is possible between states, the 

opportunity for mutual gains is more important than increasing relative power) seems to 

hold true in the case of the United States and the Arctic Council’s formation. 

There was also interplay between Canadian leadership and knowledge-based sources of 

regime formation. The epistemic community of academics and scientists in Canada, led 
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by the Gordon Foundation, CCACD, and Science for Peace, among others, had important 

connections with scientists in the Soviet Union as well as the other Arctic States. The 

multitude of international conference held between 1988 and 1993 helped bring together 

the two epistemic communities, who then became stakeholders in the prospective regime. 

8.2 Middle power effectiveness: Canada and the Arctic Council’s 

formation 
By examining the history of the formation of the Arctic Council, it is clear that the 

original hypothesis outlined at the beginning of this thesis is true, namely, that Canada 

significantly influenced the formation of the Arctic Council. Moreover, in the absence of 

Canadian leadership, a regime governing the Arctic was very unlikely to appear from 

other sources. Looking at the actions of the other Arctic States shows this.  

An Arctic regime could not have come from the Soviet Union. Gorbachev’s 1987 speech 

in Murmansk set off the civil society work in Canada that would eventually produce the 

framework of the Council, but it is unlikely that Soviet initiatives could have brought the 

Council about on their own. After Gorbachev gave his speech in Murmansk, no Western 

government took his proposal seriously. The paradigm of Cold War thinking was still 

very strong at the time. Thomas Axworthy, a Canadian academic and member of the 

Gordon Foundation, writes, “For a generation, decision makers and scholars alike 

organized their thoughts around the paradigm of the Cold War. When that bipolar 

hostility seemed to recede after Gorbachev came to power in 1985, many refused to 

believe it, seeing the Soviet leader only as crafty, lulling the West to sleep by singing 

songs of peace.” (Axworthy, 2013) Coming from a nuclear superpower, a proposal of 

peace and cooperation in the Arctic seemed at best empty rhetoric, and at worst a ploy to 

extend hegemonic control over the region. The same can be said of the United States, any 

American proposal for an organization to govern the Arctic would have likely been met 

with Soviet resistance. The Nordic countries, on the other hand, did not have the 

resources to support such a comprehensive regime at the time. 

Of the Arctic States, other than Canada, Finland had the greatest likelihood of 

spearheading an Arctic regime; indeed the Finnish-led AEPS was the precursor to the 

Arctic Council. To create a comprehensive regime to cover all issues of Arctic 

cooperation, however, Finland likely could not achieved the same result as Canada did. 
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First of all, AEPS was solely focused on environmental cooperation. Indeed, all five of its 

initial key points were directly related to environmental protection giving AEPS a very 

limited focus. This was a deliberate decision by Finnish diplomats. As the Finnish foreign 

minister told a Canadian audience in 1989, “we do not want to touch those very delicate 

international problems that have other than an environmental characters” (Axworthy, 

2013). To create a more comprehensive regime, the Fins would likely have a difficult 

time convincing the U.S. to agree to such an arrangement. Canada, given its close ties 

with the U.S., naturally had a more likely chance to convince the Americans to join a 

regional council. Moreover, Canada had the advantage of long-term research experience 

in the Arctic region, due to its large northern territory, as well as a dedicated community 

of experienced Arctic scientists and academics. The epistemic community in Canada 

came to play a very important role in influencing the Canadian government as well as the 

epistemic communities in the other Arctic states. These factors allow us to give Canada 

the label of “issue-specific hegemony” in the Arctic. 

By examining the history of the Arctic Council, from Gorbachev’s speech in 1987, to the 

push by civil society actors within Canada, to the formal signing of the Ottawa 

Declaration in 1996, Canadian leadership is apparent throughout the institutional 

bargaining process and crucial to the formation of the regime. Individual leadership was 

provided by several Canadian academics and officials, which pushed the Government of 

Canada to put diplomatic resources behind the creation of the regime. Moreover, the 

ability of Canadian officials to compromise with the United States on crucial aspects of 

the regime, specifically the exclusion of military affairs and inclusion of indigenous 

peoples lends credence to middle power theory, namely that middle powers have a 

“tendency to pursue multilateral solutions to international problems, and a tendency to 

embrace compromise positions in international disputes” (Cooper et al., 1993). The 

ability of middle powers to significantly influence regime formation is evidenced by the 

role that Canada played in the formation of the Arctic Council and the hypothesis of this 

thesis seems to stand: Canada significantly influenced the formation of the Arctic 

Council. 
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8.3 Post-1996 Canadian leadership 
Given that Canadian leadership was instrumental to the founding of the Arctic Council, 

was Canadian leadership present in the later transformation of the Council from a soft 

law body to one that focuses on hard law? The evidence for this is less clear. 

Canada’s foreign policy vision for the Arctic is a “rules-based region with clearly defined 

boundaries, dynamic economic growth and trade, vibrant northern communities, and 

healthy and productive ecosystems” (Fenge, 2013). The highest priority for the Canadian 

chairmanship of the Council has been “development for the people of the North” (AC, 

2013d). The priority of “development of the people of the North” is an amalgamation of 

two overarching Canadian goals for the Council: economic development of the Arctic 

and greater indigenous participation in the Council’s workings (J. Higginbotham, 

personal communication, June 2, 2015). Regarding these two goals, the Council has 

adopted programs in these two areas, though it is presently unclear how much of a factor 

Canadian leadership was in relation to other factors.   

Economic development seems to be an area where Canada has exerted influence. In 

2013, when Swedish Minister for Foreign Affairs Carl Bildt passed the Council 

chairmanship to Leona Aglukkaq, Canada’s Minister to the Arctic Council, preparations 

for a program to attract investment to the Arctic was already in progress. An Arctic 

Economic Council, a group to facilitate Arctic investment, was a priority for Canada. The 

2013 Kiruna Declaration included the decision to “establish a Task Force to facilitate the 

creation of a circumpolar business forum” (AC, 2013a). The task force completed its 

research into this Canadian initiative and the 2015 Iqaluit Declaration announced the 

establishment of the Arctic Economic Council (AC, 2015a). The Arctic Economic 

Council is made up of business representatives from each state and permanent participant 

and is responsible for coordinating business activities in the Arctic. It will help facilitate 

non-Arctic state investment into the circumpolar region; Chinese officials have already 

expressed keen interest in the economic body (Jia & Shi, 2014). The Arctic Economic 

Council was a key part of the Canadian goal of sustainable economic growth in the 

region and its creation hints at the influence of Canadian leadership in the present 

working of the Council.  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

A Study on the Formation of the Arctic Council: Canadian Leadership and China’s Response 
 

 41 

In regards to increasing indigenous participation in the Council, several recent programs 

are of note. Over decades of living in the Arctic, indigenous groups hold vast first-hand 

knowledge of the changing Arctic environment. The Iqaluit Declaration included an 

instruction for the Council to implement new recommendations regarding the use of 

indigenous knowledge when producing Council reports (AC, 2015a). These 

recommendations should improve the ability of indigenous groups to participate in 

Council affairs. 

Although recent changes in the Council generally correlate with Canadian objectives, 

Canada’s role in soft law to hard law transformation is unclear. The negotiations for the 

two legally binding agreements took place over several years, with all Arctic States 

contributing to the discussion. As a senior Canadian official noted, the Arctic Council is 

an “amorphous international consultative body that works by consensus, where there is 

considerable overlap of interests and views” (J. Higginbotham, personal communication, 

June 2, 2015). Clearly discerning the ability of one state to influence the negotiating 

process on such a complicated matter is not within the scope of this paper. 

While the role of Canadian leadership in the Council’s transformation to hard law is 

indiscernible, Canadian leadership in the formation stage is clear. Several prominent 

Canadian academics, scientists and later diplomats acted as individual leaders in 

establishing the Arctic Council. Their combined efforts led Canada to have a significant 

impact on the establishment of the Arctic Council.  

Now that the origins and workings of the Arctic Council have been discussed, let us turn 

to China’s response. 
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Part 2: China’s Response 

9. China’s Arctic Interests 
To understand China’s actions in the Arctic, it is important to first understand what China 

understands to be its key interests in the region. These key interests have underpinned 

Chinese foreign policy in the Arctic since it began its Arctic activities in the early 1990s. 

China’s key interests in the Arctic fall into three categories:  

1. To understand better the environmental changes taking place in the Arctic that 

have the possibility to impact extreme weather in China;  

2. To secure access to Arctic shipping lanes; and 

3. To strengthen access as a non-Arctic state to Arctic resources. 

9.1 Climate change 
The changing Arctic climate has the potential to affect extreme weather in non-Arctic 

states, and China is no exception. According to Ma Deyi, the chief scientist on China’s 

fifth Arctic expedition in 2012, research has shown that the unusually harsh storm in 

southern China with freezing temperatures in early 2008 was directly attributable to the 

record-breaking increase of melting polar ice in September 2007 (Hao, 2012). Because 

the changing Arctic climate has the ability to affect weather patterns within its borders, 

China’s participation in the Arctic region is framed as an issue directly related to China’s 

socio-economic development and national security (Qin and Chen, 2001). 

As Chen Lianzeng, deputy head of China’s State Oceanic Administration has said, “As 

the largest developing country located in the Northern Hemisphere, the 

climatic and environmental changes in the Arctic will have a profound effect on the 

climate and environment in China, and directly relate to Chinese industry, agriculture and 

people’s living. Therefore, the conduct of scientific research and expectation on the 

Arctic has significant meaning to China and its sustainable development” (Sun, 2013). 

China’s increased funding for Chinese polar expeditions as well as its multilateral 

cooperation in scientific cooperation is related to its desire to better understand the forces 

behind changing climate patterns. 
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9.2 Shipping routes 
Arctic shipping routes are also viewed by Beijing as one of China’s key interests in the 

region. The dramatic warming of the Arctic, caused in large part by increasing global 

emissions, is already having dramatic effects on Arctic sea ice. In September 2007, the 

Northwest Passage was ice-free for the first time in recorded history (Lalonde & Byers, 

2009). From 1979-2000, the average minimum summer ice extent in the Arctic was 6.71 

million square kilometers; by September 2012 that number had dropped to 3.41 million 

square kilometers, a 50% decline (Farre, 2014). In the Arctic, the seven lowest recorded 

minimum ice extents since records began have occurred in the past seven years. By the 

middle of this century the Northwest Passage, the route above Canada, will be likely be 

navigable by regular, non-ice strengthened ships for the summer season.  

This is an attractive possibility for China, whose economy is heavily dependent on the 

shipping trade. Since most of China’s trade, whether in manufactured goods or resources, 

sails into Chinese ports, the “short-term prospects of direct utilization of the Arctic 

region, in particular the issue of navigation passage, are directly related to China’s 

economic interests” (Qin and Chen, 2001). China’s imported oil comes primarily by ship 

from the Middle East and Africa (EIA, 2015). The imported oil is transported through the 

Malacca Strait to the South China Sea and the further on to Chinese ports. From a 

security perspective, China is overly dependent on this route, and cannot fully guarantee 

this route’s safety. The Northeast Route (through the Bering Strait and up above Russia) 

would be a welcome diversification of shipping routes. As a sign of China’s desire to 

diversify its shipping routes, China and Russia have signed multiple agreements for 

natural gas in recent years, with some of it due to travel by sea to China.  From an 

economy perspective, shipping through the Arctic offers a much shorter route from Asia 

to Europe, up to 6000 miles shorter than the traditional route through the Panama Canal. 

This would cut about a week off of shipping time and save about $600,000 USD in fees 

per vessel (Jakobson & Lee, 2013).  

China has begun testing the route for future viability. In 2012, the Chinese icebreaker 

Xuelong was the first Chinese vessel to navigate the Northwest Passage, sailing from 

Iceland to the Bering Strait (Pettersen, 2013). If the current trend of melting ice 

continues, Arctic shipping routes may very well become what China’s top Arctic official 
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has called “the new lifeline of international shipping” (Jia & Shi, 2014). In 2014, the 

Chinese government completed its Arctic shipping guidelines, which will serve as the 

roadmap for Chinese merchant ships sailing through the Arctic routes (Bennett, 2015). 

9.3 Arctic resources 
China’s fast-paced growth has naturally led to an increasing appetite for resources; 

China’s energy demand is predicted to double by 2040 (EIA, 2015). Moreover, since 

China’s domestic resources are insufficient to match demand, it has embarked on a global 

search for reliable energy sources (Jiang, 2010). The Arctic region is rich in resources 

such as natural gas, oil, strategic minerals and fish. The United States Geological Survey 

estimates that 30% of the world’s undiscovered gas and 13% of the world’s undiscovered 

oil are found in the Arctic (USGS, 2009). These untapped resources are a significant 

source of international interest in the Arctic.12 Arctic resources are also very attractive to 

China, and some Chinese companies have begun to go out and explore for Arctic 

minerals, oil and gas. 

Chinese companies are relatively inexperienced in Arctic mining and drilling and have 

had to partner with more established companies. Nevertheless, Chinese companies have 

been increasingly active in Arctic resource development. A key focus of Chinese 

companies has been the Nordic countries, with their vast reserves of minerals and oil. In 

2009, one private company from Jiangxi Province acquired the rights to explore for metal 

minerals in Southern Greenland (Pu, 2011). Later that year, another company from 

Jiangxi Province partnered with the United Kingdom’s Nordic Mining Corporation to 

mine for precious metals in Greenland (Jakobson & Lee, 2013). In 2014, the Icelandic 

government gave Chinese state-owned oil company CNOOC license to drill for oil in the 

sea off the north east coast of Iceland, within its EEZ (Johannesson, 2014). 

                                                
12 The abundance of natural resources in the region does not mean that there will be a rush to claim 
resources as some pundits have claimed. Most of the oil and gas is located within existing territorial 
boundaries or the EEZ’s of coastal states. While the outer boundaries of coastal states’ extended shelf have 
not been settled, the resources in the Arctic are located well within proposed outer boundaries. The right to 
control how these sea-based resources are extracted is therefore based on the rules laid out in UNCLOS. 
Article 56 of the UNCLOS gives the coastal state sovereignty over the exploration and extraction of natural 
resources within its EEZ (UNCLOS, 1982). Therefore, the extraction of Arctic resources is under the 
supervision of the domestic law in the country in which those resources lie.  
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To assuage concerns of China’s commercial acquisitions, Chinese officials have stressed 

that China not yet created a system to research the potential to extract Arctic oil and gas, 

and will continue to work with circumpolar nations to develop resources (Yao, 2013). 

9.4 The Arctic Council and China’s key Arctic interests 
The Arctic Council operates within a framework of established international law, but still 

plays an important role in Arctic governance, especially in the aforementioned three areas 

where China sees its key interests. Its role was previously seen as an influencer; its 

impact coming from its ability to influence policy-makers and other relevant officials 

who participate in the Council’s activities, and having those officials take back these 

ideas to their home countries and implement domestic policy. In recent years, however, 

the Council has been moving towards legally binding agreements that touch on climate 

research, shipping and resource development.  

Climate change research is the area where the Council has traditionally had the most 

impact. There have been significant Council outputs over the years. The Council’s reports 

had significant impact on the 2013 Minimata Convention. Negotiations on the 

convention, which agreed to lower global mercury emissions, were informed by a 

longstanding cooperation between the Council’s Arctic Monitoring and Assessment 

Programme (AMAP) and the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), an observer to the 

Arctic Council since 1998. 

Commercial shipping requires predictable, stable governance systems. The main 

instruments that govern Arctic shipping are the UNCLOS, IMO, domestic legislation, and 

the Arctic Council. Under UNCLOS, coastal states generally do not have much power to 

control regulation of shipping in territorial waters. Under ice-covered waters, however, 

coastal states have more control.13 The Arctic Council working group PAME, which 

conducts research on Arctic shipping, has produced several evaluations of policy 

priorities regarding Arctic shipping hazards, including its 2009 Arctic Marine Shipping 
                                                
13 As per Article 234 of UNCLOS, within ice-covered waters, “Coastal States have the right to adopt and 
enforce non-discriminatory laws and regulations for the prevention, reduction and control of marine 
pollution from vessels in ice-covered areas within the limits of the exclusive economic zone, where 
particularly severe climatic conditions and the presence of ice covering such areas for most of the year 
create obstructions or exceptional hazards to navigation, and pollution of the marine environment could 
cause major harm to or irreversible disturbance of the ecological balance. Such laws and regulations shall 
have due regard to navigation and the protection and preservation of the marine environment based on the 
best available scientific evidence.”	  (UNCLOS, 1982).  
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Assessment, which put forward 17 recommendations for Arctic shipping (PAME, 2009). 

Other normative measures have been adopted by the Council, including the 2004 

Guidelines for Transfers of Refined Oil and Oil Products in Arctic Waters, which listed 

guidelines for tankers transporting oil to and from Arctic ports (PAME, 2004). Moreover, 

the Arctic Council has provided a platform for encouraging regional states to deepen 

participation in broader environmental bodies, such as the IMO (Stokke, 2007). The 

decision of the IMO to develop a Polar Code was to a considerable extent influenced by 

PAME’s 2009 report (Molenaar, 2012). 

Regarding Arctic resources, the Council has worked to establish norms governing 

resource exploration and extraction. The 2007 Oil and Gas Assessment, undertaken by 

AMAP, assessed the environmental, economic, and social impacts that oil and gas 

activities have had on the region and mapped out the regions that are particularly 

sensitive to oil spills (Stokke, 2007). In 2009, the Council adopted the Arctic Offshore 

Oil and Gas Guidelines, which set forth the Council’s recommendations regarding the 

exploration and extraction of oil and gas in the Arctic region. The goal of the Guidelines 

was to encourage regulators in relevant states to improve domestic legislation regarding 

oil and gas exploration and extraction. In 2013, Arctic Council member-states signed the 

Oil Pollution Agreement, which increased the cooperation between Arctic states on 

preparing for a future oil spill. It required each state to set up a national system for 

“responding promptly and effectively to oil pollution incidents”, to coordinate with oil 

and shipping companies, and to share relevant data with other Arctic states (AC, 2013b).        

Since the Arctic Council’s mandate extends into all three areas of China’s key Arctic 

interests, it is no surprise that China has paid close attention to its workings. Given 

China’s three key interests in the region, it is no surprise that China’s activity in the 

Arctic has increased in scope and substance in recent years. 

10. China’s Arctic Activities 
China has had significant interest in polar activities for several decades. The Chinese 

Arctic and Antarctic Administration (CAA), the main government agency that organizes 

Chinese polar research activities, was founded in 1981. Early Chinese polar research was 

focused solely on the South Pole however, not the North. This is due to the status of the 
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Antarctic as a de facto condominium under international law. Under the terms of the 

1959 Antarctic Treaty System, which China has ratified, there are no restrictions on 

building stations, launching expeditions or conducting research in the Antarctic. For this 

reason, Antarctica is much more accessible for China than the Arctic, and has thus 

claimed the lion’s share of Chinese polar research budgets (Alexeeva & Lasserre, 2012). 

At the end of the 1980s, however, China began sending scientists the north.14  

10.1 Expanding Arctic research capabilities 
China’s official research program in the Arctic started in 1989 when the Polar Research 

Institute of China (PRIC) was opened in Shanghai. Similar to its experience in the 

Antarctic, early Chinese research in the Arctic was focused on environmental research. 

Chinese polar scientists had to catch up with the already established research programs 

that the other Arctic states had. After a late start, Chinese research capabilities expanded 

rapidly. China started its first research program in the Arctic in 1992, purchased an 

icebreaker in 1993, established its own permanent Arctic research station in 2004, and 

carried out independent Arctic research missions in 1995, 1999, 2003, 2008, 2010, 2012, 

and 2014 (Jiang, 2014; Sun, 2014). China’s icebreaker, Xuelong (雪龙) was purchased 

from the Ukraine in 1993 and is the world’s largest non-nuclear ice breaker (Jakobson, 

2010). The country will soon have more icebreakers in its arsenal; the State Oceanic 

Administration announced that China’s second icebreaker would come into service 

before 2016 (Wang, 2014). China also has a permanent presence in the Arctic. China’s 

polar research station, Yellow River (黄河), is located on Norway’s Svalbard archipelago 

and has been hosting Chinese scientists conducting research on the Arctic environment 

since July 2004 .  

Despite the rapid expansion of China’s Arctic research capabilities, Chinese officials and 

scientists involved in Arctic work are cognizant that China lags far behind the eight 

Arctic nations in scientific knowledge of the Arctic environment (Yao, 2013). In order to 

bolter its lagging research capabilities, China has expanded cooperation with various 

international polar research programs. In 1992 China began its first five-year research 

                                                
14 Some Chinese scholars place the beginning of China’s Arctic activities much further back. They note that 
China has been involved in Arctic affairs since at least 1925, when China (then Republic of China) signed 
the Svalbard Treaty. See: Yang, 2014. 
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program in the Arctic Ocean; this program was done in cooperation with several German 

universities. In 1997, China joined the International Arctic Science Committee, an 

international non-governmental organization that promotes multidisciplinary research in 

the Arctic environment. China also had a role in the International Polar Year Program 

and holds a place on the Ny-Alesund Science Managers Committee, the committee that 

oversees the management of international scientific cooperation on Svalbard (Campbell, 

2012). In 2004, China established the Asian Forum on Polar Science with Japan and 

South Korea. Chinese experts have participated in the IMO in the drafting of a mandatory 

code for ships traveling through polar waters (Jiang, 2014). In 2013, China cemented its 

research relationship with the Nordic countries by opening the China-Nordic Arctic 

Research Centre, a collaboration between China and the Nordic states to jointly conduct 

Arctic scientific research. All of these cooperative activities have helped Chinese 

scientists improve their knowledge of the Arctic, which is the first step to developing 

China’s strategic knowledge of the region. 

10.2 Developing Arctic strategic knowledge 
While China’s interest in the Arctic is not recent, its interest was never considered 

‘strategic’ before 2010. Alexeeva & Lasserre (2012) surveyed major Chinese journals’ 

Arctic related content for the years 1988 to 2008. They found that of the 680 articles that 

included the word Arctic (北极) in their title, most are related to climatology (49%), and 

the others to biodiversity (23%), environment (10%), technology (10%), and history of 

Arctic indigenous peoples (8%). They found that “no major Chinese scientific article ever 

considered political issues in the Arctic before 2007” (Alexeeva & Lasserre, 2012). The 

Arctic was simply not seen as a region where China had strategic interests, at least not 

compared to other areas around the globe, and therefore there was no need for an Arctic 

strategy. As China’s scientific knowledge of the region of the region improved, as well as 

its capability to project its power abroad, its strategic interest in the Arctic has emerged. 

China began to develop its ‘strategic’ understanding of the Arctic after 2007. 

In a bid to better understand all aspects of the Arctic, the Chinese government funded a 

multiyear research project starting in 2007 on ten specialized topics: the Arctic and 

human society, Arctic resources and their exploitation, Arctic scientific research, Arctic 

transportation, Arctic law, Arctic politics and diplomacy, military factors in the Arctic, 
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China’s Arctic activities, the Arctic’s strategic position, and China’s Arctic policy and 

recommendations (Jakobson, 2010). The project, which was ostensibly undertaken to 

help the government formulate its Arctic strategy, was organized by the CAA and was 

completed in 2009, though its conclusions were not released to the public. 

At the same time, some assertive voices within China have began to claim China’s right 

to participate in Arctic decision-making. Some officials have pointed out that the high 

seas are the property of all mankind, and thus Arctic resources are common resources; 

moreover, since China is located in the Northern Hemisphere and is impacted by changes 

in the Arctic, it has every right to participate in Arctic dialogues and cooperation (Wang, 

2010). Governance of the Arctic has been framed as a global responsibility rather than as 

a regional one. Since the warming of the Arctic affects the whole world, SIIS Institute for 

Global Governance Studies director Ye Jiang argues, “Arctic governance should be 

embedded as part of global governance” (Jiang, 2014). Global governance presumably 

includes China. Voices from within the PRC military are even more hawkish. Regarding 

sovereignty in the Arctic, Admiral Yin Zhou, former head of the Chinese Naval Strategy 

Institute has asserted “the Arctic belongs to all people around the world and no nation has 

sovereignty over it” (Chang, 2010).  

China has maintained that it will respect the boundary negotiations that are taking place 

between the Arctic states as they work to establish definite national boundaries according 

to UNCLOS rules; at the same time however, China feels that it has legitimate interests in 

Arctic issues such as sea lane navigation, fishing, and research, and thus a legitimate role 

in shaping regional governance structures (Jiang, 2012). 

10.3 Domestic Arctic actors 
Responsibility for Chinese Arctic programs is spread out over several different agencies. 

The State Oceanic Administration (SOA) is the chief body responsible for polar issues. 

Under the SOA, the office of the Chinese Arctic and Antarctic Administration (CAA) is 

directly responsible for polar expeditions and research planning. The CAA is also the 

body responsible for building China’s second icebreaker, which will be completely built 

in China, with a Finnish shipping company providing the technical knowledge (Wang, 

2014). The SOA also heads the Chinese Advisory Committee for Polar Research 

(CACPR), which is the governmental consulting body on Arctic issues. CACPR is 
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comprised of experts from 13 Chinese bureaus or ministries under the State Council and 

the General Staff Department of the People’s Liberation Army, though it is unclear if the 

PLA has a direct role in Arctic planning (Jakobson & Peng, 2012).  

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) is the body chiefly responsible for Arctic 

cooperation on the international level. The most important department within the MFA 

dealing with China’s Arctic cooperation is the MFA’s Department of Law and Treaty, 

which “prepares China’s official statements on the Arctic, coordinates Chinese 

representation at Arctic Council ministerial meetings, and is the Chinese counterpart in 

bilateral and multilateral engagement on Arctic matters” (Jakobson & Peng, 2012). The 

MFA Department of Law and Treaty holds an important role in China’s Arctic Council 

participation, and its officials regularly attend top-level Council meetings. The 

Department’s director Gou Haibo, deputy-director Jia Guide, and first-secretary Shi 

Wuhong, have all attended the Council’s meetings as China’s representatives since 2007. 

China has several Arctic focused research institutions that provide advice to 

policymakers in the form of policy recommendations. The most important are the Polar 

Research Institute of China (PRIC), located in Shanghai; the China Institute for Marine 

Affairs, which is focused on maritime law and China’s maritime strategy; and the 

Institute of Oceanology, a multidisciplinary research institute under the Chinese 

Academy of Social Sciences (Jakobson, 2010).  

Several prominent Chinese think tanks also regularly conduct influential research on 

Arctic issues, namely the Chinese Institute for International Studies (CIIS), China 

Institutes of Contemporary International Relations (CICIR), and Shanghai Institutes of 

International Studies (SIIS). The publications of SIIS vice-president Yang Jian, the 

director of Arctic research at SIIS, are generally recognized as the most authoritative 

unofficial writings on China’s thinking on rights and sovereignty issues in the Arctic 

(Jakobson & Lee, 2013). 

Lastly, there is significant Arctic-related research being conducted at several prominent 

Chinese universities including Ocean University of China in Qingdao, Dalian Marine 

University, Xiamen University, Tongji University in Shanghai, the Chinese Antarctic 

Centre of Surveying and Mapping at Wuhan University, and the Research Centre for 

Marine Developments of China in Qingdao.  
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11. China and the Arctic Council 
In 2004, China was approached by Iceland in order to solicit interest in joining the Arctic 

Council. Iceland’s Senior Arctic Official and then-chairman of the Arctic Council, 

Gunnar Palsson, who was a vigorous promoter of the global importance of the Arctic, 

traveled to Beijing and met with representatives from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

(Willis & Depledge, 2014). Palsson wanted to gauge whether or not China would be 

interested in applying for observership in the young council. Shortly after this trip by 

Palsson, China began actively seeking observership in the Council. 

11.1 Ad-hoc observer: 2007-2013 
China applied to be an observer to the Council in 2006. Since the Council could not reach 

consensus on accepting all applications for observership, China was granted ad-hoc 

observership starting in 2007 (Yao, 2013).15 After gaining ad-hoc observership, China 

began actively participating in the Council’s affairs. China sent three representatives to 

the 2007 Senior Arctic Officials meeting in Norway, with Gou Haibo of the MFA 

Department of Law and Treaty assigned as China’s Senior Arctic Official (AC, 2007). 

China’s participation in SAO meetings has continued every year, with the PRC sending 

groups ranging from one to seven to attend the semi-annual meetings. Chinese 

representatives also attended the 2010 and 2011 meetings of the AMAP working group 

(Jiang, 2014). China sent two representatives from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to the 

Deputy Ministerial Meetings, the second highest-level Council meetings, in May and 

November 2012. 

At the most important Arctic Council meeting, the biannual Ministerial Meeting, China 

has attended since 2009, each time sending an ambassador accompanied by officials from 

the MFA Department of Law and Treaty. The PRC sent a large delegation to the 2009 

ministerial meeting in Norway, led by Gao Jian, the then-PRC Ambassador to Norway 

(AC, 2009c). At the 2011 ministerial meeting in Greenland, the PRC only sent one 

representative. At the 2013 ministerial meeting, there were two Chinese representatives, 

                                                
15 The application of China was a non-issue to the Council members. The most divisive issue was whether 
to allow the EU to join as a permanent observer. Canada was staunchly opposed to the EU joining due to 
their ban on the selling of sealskins, which Canadian aboriginals depend on for their livelihood. Since the 
Council could not come to agreement, all of the applicants were accepted as ad-hoc observers. 
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led by Gao Feng, the MFA’s special representative for climate change16 and well as Shi 

Wuhong from the MFA Department of Law and Treaty (AC, 2013e).  

Attending AC meetings, Chinese representatives have so far limited themselves to 

listening to meeting proceedings. Seldom do Chinese representatives offer public 

comments or suggestions during official Council proceedings.  

11.2 Building relations with Arctic states 
Once China was given ad-hoc observer status, it began courting the Arctic states in a bid 

to increase its chances of being admitted as a permanent observer. China began 

consciously building its bilateral relations with the Arctic states after 2007. Pushing for 

permanent observership to the Council, China held bilateral meetings regarding Arctic 

affairs with Canada (2008), Norway (2009 & 2010), the United States (2010, 2011 & 

2012), Finland (2011), Iceland (2012), and representatives from the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs met with their Russian counterparts to discuss Arctic affairs in 2012 (Jiang, 

2014).  

Russia and China have begun Arctic cooperation by developing Arctic offshore 

resources; China National Petroleum Corporation and the Russian Sovcomflot Group 

have signed an agreement covering the shipment of hydrocarbons to China through the 

Northeast Sea Route (Blank, 2010). Still, Russia’s support for Chinese entry into the 

Council has been described as “ambivalent”; in July 2011, Russia said that it did not “in 

principle” oppose China’s application (Jian, 2012).  

Not finding support for its bid with the major Arctic powers, China instead turned its 

focus to the Nordic countries. In 2012, then-Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao and the Prime 

Minister of Iceland held bilateral talks on Arctic issues and signed two bilateral 

agreements: the Framework Agreement on Arctic Cooperation between the Chinese and 

Icelandic governments, and the Memorandum of Understanding on Cooperation in the 

Field of Marine and Polar Science and Technology (Jiang, 2014). After Premier Wen’s 

2012 trip, the Prime Minister of Iceland voiced her support for China’s accession to the 

Council as permanent observer (Jian, 2012). In 2014, the Government of Iceland gave 

Chinese state-owned oil company CNOOC license to drill for oil off its northeastern 

                                                
16 Title in Chinese: 外交部气候变化谈判特别代表. 
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coast (Johannesson, 2014). China has built financial ties with Denmark in recent years. 

Two Chinese companies invested in mineral sites in Southern Greenland in 2009. After 

Chinese interest in developing the resources of Greenland, Denmark’s constituent 

country, the Danish government expressed support for China’s entry into the Arctic 

Council. In October 2011, Denmark’s ambassador to China stated that China has “natural 

and legitimate economic and scientific interests in the Arctic” (Martina, 2011). The 

Premier of Greenland announced in November 2011 that Greenland “would like to see 

China as a permanent observer” to the Council (Kleist, 2011). China also got the support 

of Sweden for its Council bid in 2011 (Jian, 2012).  

Capping the partnership with the Nordic countries was the China-Nordic Arctic Research 

Centre, a research institute dedicated to Arctic studies, which was inaugurated in 2013 

partnering Chinese scientists with scientists from all five Nordic countries. The flurry of 

Chinese Nordic diplomacy after 2007 paid off. By 2013, China had earned the support of 

all the Nordic countries in their bid for permanent observership. 

11.3 PRC admitted as Permanent Observer: 2013  
After several years of participation, China was formally accepted as an observer to the 

Arctic Council in 2013. Gao Feng, who led the PRC delegation to the 2013 ministerial 

meeting in Kiruna, said as a result of the decision, “China will get to know the Arctic 

better, and then it is able to join effectively international cooperation” (Chen, 2013). With 

its formal acceptance in 2013, China will interact more with the Council regarding Arctic 

governance.  

China was admitted as an observer in 2013, the year that Canada took over the 

chairmanship of the Council. Canadian and Chinese interests in the Arctic overlap in 

many areas, including marine scientific research, Arctic regulation and the regulation of 

maritime shipping and Canada’s chairmanship offered a good opportunity to voice its 

opinion on Arctic cooperation. Moreover, Canada likely wants to secure Chinese support 

in their dispute with the United States over the Beaufort Sea maritime boundary. 

Canada’s desire for China’s support in their dispute with the United States was a likely 

factor in admitting China to the Council in 2013 (Wodiske, 2014). 

After China was admitted as a permanent observer in 2013, Chinese officials have 

generally kept to reassuring statements about issues that have worried the international 
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community, specifically the territorial sovereignty of Arctic States. Gao Feng has tried to 

counter several voices within China that believe there is a looming territorial war as well 

as foreign suspicion of Chinese Arctic intentions. Much of the suspicions of the 

international community regarding China’s entry into the Arctic stems from the fact that 

the Chinese government has not officially published its Arctic strategy. Current 

suspicions will likely continue until Beijing publishes such a document. In an attempt to 

assuage some of these concerns, speaking with Xinhua shortly after China was admitted 

as a permanent observer, Gao stressed that the Arctic is not unclaimed territory (“北极不

是无主之地”), thus there should be no worries about Chinese incursions into the region 

(Yao, 2013).  

Becoming an observer to the Council is a successful step forward for China’s foreign 

policy. Establishing a position in the regime was a high priority action for China’s Arctic 

strategy, and will give China more influence in the direction of the Council in the future. 

Chen Lianzeng, Vice-Minister of the SOA, gave some insight into China’s planned polar 

objectives for the years 2011-2015. China’s 12th 5-year plan included targets of 

deepening knowledge of the impacts of climate change on the polar regions, expanding 

exploration programs and taking an active role in polar affairs and strengthening China’s 

strategic position. In order to achieve these goals, Chen stressed the need to make 

breakthroughs in both soft and hard power (Pan, 2009). Becoming a permanent observer 

to the Arctic Council in 2013 was surely a success in this regard. 

12. Official Chinese Position on Arctic Cooperation  
The Chinese government has not yet published an official record of its position on the 

Arctic. An official Arctic strategy will likely not emerge until after 2016.17 Nevertheless, 

Chinese officials have given speeches and published writings outlining Beijing’s general 

policies on Arctic issues. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs is the lead organization 

regarding Arctic cooperation and thus the writings and speeches from MFA officials are 

crucial to our understanding of Beijing’s emerging strategy. Within the MFA, the 

                                                
17 In 2012, the Chinese government commissioned a 5-year study to assess polar resources and governance. 
The study is due to be completed in 2016 and will likely be followed by an official Chinese Arctic strategy. 
See: Brady, 2014. 
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assistant foreign minister is the highest-ranking official to address Arctic issues 

(Jakobson & Peng, 2012). Various PRC ambassadors as well as high-level officials from 

the MFA have also addressed China’s Arctic policy. There have been five important 

statements that have outlined the policy that China follows regarding Arctic cooperation. 

Taken together, the following five statements form the most comprehensive, up-to-date 

outline of China’s thinking on the geopolitics of the Arctic and its role therein. 

12.1 2009 – Hu Zhengyue (胡正跃) 

The first substantial public discussion of China’s role in the Arctic came from Chinese 

Assistant Minister of Foreign Affairs Hu Zhengyue in Norway on a ‘High North Study 

Tour’ in 2009. Hu gave the speech while attending an Arctic forum organized by the 

Norwegian government. In his speech Hu emphasized China’s wish to see disputes 

related to sovereignty settled through peaceful dialogue, stressed the importance of 

adhering to the rules espoused by UNCLOS, and acknowledged the rights that each 

Arctic state maintains in regards to its territory (Ning, 2009). Regarding delimitation of 

coastal states’ extended continental shelf, Hu said that “When determining the 

delimitation of outer continental shelves, the Arctic states need to not only properly 

handle relationships among themselves, but also must consider the relationship between 

the continental shelf and the international submarine area that is the common human 

heritage, to ensure a balance of coastal countries’ interests and the common interests of 

the international community” (Jakobson, 2010). His statement implied that China may 

dispute any claims to sovereignty in the Arctic waters beyond the 200-mile EEZ by 

countries that have signed UNCLOS. This speech set the foundation for future Chinese 

officials and began China’s habit of framing Arctic issues as global issues that affect non-

Arctic states. 

12.2 2010 – Liu Zhenmin (刘振民) 

One year later, China’s Assistant Foreign Minister Liu Zhenmin attended another ‘High 

North Study Tour’ in Norway. Like his predecessor, Liu gave a speech outlining 

Beijing’s position on Arctic cooperation. Liu’s speech was the clearest outline of official 

Chinese policy on cooperation with the Arctic states before China’s ascension to 

permanent observership of the Council in 2013. First, Liu gave three reasons why China 
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is interested in Arctic cooperation: the geographical location of China relative to the 

Arctic, China’s need for Arctic scientific knowledge, and the potential impacts of future 

Arctic developments on China. Next, Liu gave his impression on the trend of Arctic 

cooperation over the past 20 years. First, there is a strong and practical need to strengthen 

Arctic cooperation. Second, the areas of Arctic cooperation are continuously expanding. 

Liu noted that the Arctic Council began by governing environmental protection and 

scientific research but is now expanding into one of China’s key interests: shipping. 

Third, Arctic cooperation is increasingly institutionalized and the model is becoming 

mature. Recognizing China as a ‘non-Arctic state’, Liu said that China is ready to 

cooperate with the Arctic states and that cooperation between Arctic states and non-

Arctic states should be based on four points: 

1. States should recognize and respect each others’ rights under international law; 

2. Cooperation should be based on mutual trust and understanding; 

3. Trans-regional issues require research to be done cooperatively; and 

4. Peace, stability and sustainable development of the Arctic region are the most 

important goals for the region (Liu, 2010). 

It is apparent that Liu’s first point regarding nations respecting each others rights under 

international law was not only directed at the rights of Arctic States, but also the rights of 

non-Arctic states under existing international law. China stresses that while UNCLOS 

gives Arctic states sovereign rights and jurisdiction over their respective Arctic 

territories, non-Arctic states still have rights of scientific research and navigation. As Liu 

said,  

In accordance with the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea and 
other relevant international laws, 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 […] Arctic and 
non-Arctic states should, first and foremost, recognize and respect each 
other’s rights under the international law (Liu, 2010). 

In addition to UNCLOS, China points out that non-Arctic states also maintain rights to 

Arctic activities through the Svalbard Treaty. Liu’s second point stressed that non-Arctic 

states have legitimate interests in the Arctic and that Arctic states and non-Arctic states 

should look for areas of mutual interest instead of focusing on areas of potential conflict. 

‘Mutual trust’ means less suspicion of Chinese activities by coastal states. The third 
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point, one that is used very often by Chinese officials, is that many Arctic issues are 

trans-regional in nature. Issues like shipping and climate change affect not only the Arctic 

states, but also the international community as a whole, and thus require research to be 

done cooperatively. By involving non-Arctic states in joint research the Council, China 

argues the Council can more effectively complete its objectives. Framing Arctic issues as 

‘trans-regional’ gives Chinese activities in the region legitimacy. The fourth point noted 

that although the different parties have different rights, interests and specific concerns in 

the region, peaceful development is the common interest of all the parties involved. In 

this way, Arctic states and non-Arctic states “are partners, not competitors” (Liu, 2010). 

Unsurprisingly, an important issue for Beijing and the thread running through Liu’s 

speech is how China can get involved in decision making in the region. Speaking about 

his third point, Liu was very frank, “the issue for Arctic Council members now is how to 

involve non-Arctic states in relevant research endeavors and discussions at an early stage 

and in depth” (Liu, 2010). Being involved in decision making is seen as the best way to 

influence the Council in China’s interest (Jakobson & Peng, 2012). 

12.3 2012 – Lan Lijun (兰立俊) 

At the meeting between the Swedish Chairmanship of the Arctic Council and Observers 

in 2012, China’s Ambassador to Sweden Lan Lijun addressed the Council to outline 

Beijing’s Arctic policies. Lan began his short statement by saying that China views the 

Arctic Council as the most important institution in the Arctic. Like Hu and Liu before 

him, Lan stressed that China places importance on the “recognition of Arctic States' 

sovereignty, sovereign rights and jurisdiction in the Arctic” (Lan, 2012). After noting that 

some Arctic issues are regional and should naturally be dealt with by the Arctic nations, 

Ambassador Lan also reiterated that China views some issues as trans-regional, namely 

climate change and international shipping. In these trans-regional issues Beijing believes 

it should be part of the governing process as China is a “near-Arctic state” (近北极国家), 

a new phrase that China has begun using to describe itself (Lan, 2012). Describing itself 

as a ‘near-Arctic state’ affords China more legitimacy in being involved with Arctic 

governance. 
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12.4 2013 – Zhao Jun (赵军) 

The fourth speech came in September 2013 when China’s ambassador to Norway Zhao 

Jun outlined China’s interest in Arctic affairs while reiterating China’s respect for the 

sovereign rights of the Arctic states. Zhao also put emphasis on building relations with 

Arctic indigenous peoples. This was the first time that the topic of support for Arctic 

indigenous peoples was emphasized in Chinese speeches. Zhao stated: 

China respects the values, interests, culture and traditions of Arctic 
indigenous peoples and other Arctic inhabitants. China is most willing to 
further enhance the relationship with indigenous peoples’ organizations, 
promote its understanding of the concerns of the indigenous peoples, and 
actively participate in relevant projects and explore possibilities for 
cooperation so as to make contributions to the benefits of the indigenous 
peoples in the region (Zhao, 2013). 

Around the same time as Zhao’s speech, Arctic scholars in China have also begun to 

stress the importance of improving the livelihood of Arctic indigenous peoples. 18 

Building relations with the Arctic’s indigenous groups may be seen by Beijing as one 

way to get around influence of the Arctic Eight. Indigenous groups have more decision-

making authority in the Council given their status as permanent participant. China may be 

able to use this increased authority to further their influence over the Council’s workings. 

Arctic indigenous groups also have significant rights over how their land is developed. 

Building relations with these groups may bring economic benefits to Chinese companies 

in search of resources. Zhao’s speech evidenced that China realizes Arctic indigenous 

groups may provide another way for China to exert influence on the Council’s activities. 

Also notable in Zhao’s speech was his stress on the importance of legally binding rules in 

the region, suggesting that Beijing accepts the evolution of the Arctic Council to more 

legally based body. 

12.5 2014 – Jia Guide (贾桂徳) & Shi Wuhong (石午虹) 

The most comprehensive discussion on China’s Arctic policy has come in the summer of 

2014, one year after China’s ascension to the Arctic Council as a permanent observer. 

Writing in the SIIS-published journal Guoji Zhanwang (国际展望 ), the MFA’s 

                                                
18 Yang Jian at SIIS, a couple months before Zhao’s speech in Norway, writes, “China is also deeply 
concerned about the indigenous people’s wellbeing in the Arctic” (Yang, 2013).  
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Department of Law and Treaty Assistant Deputy Director-General Jia Guide and First 

Secretary Shi Wuhong gave an updated view of China’s position on Arctic cooperation.19 

The two MFA officials offered their thoughts on the future of “China’s Arctic 

participation under new circumstances” (Jia and Shi, 2014).  

Jia and Shi laid out China’s perspective on the legal structure of the Arctic. Specifically, 

China views six legal documents or arrangements as the foundation of governing Arctic 

activities:  

• UNCLOS;  

• Svalbard Treaty;  

• Various international environmental treaties (e.g. UNFCCC);  

• Polar Code;  

• Arctic Council legal agreements; and  

• The domestic law of Arctic States.  

Beijing’s stress on the Svalbard Treaty is likely due to the fact that the treaty allows 

Chinese commercial activities in the Arctic region.20 The Svalbard Treaty gives China the 

right to develop Arctic infrastructure and to develop Arctic resources in the Svalbard 

archipelago and is used as a foundation for China’s right to participate in Arctic affairs. 

Interestingly, Jia and Shi spend an extended amount of time discussing the “deep-seated 

conflicts and complex sensitivities that each party has, that will not be solved in the short-

term.”21 One of the most deep-seated conflicts, in China’s opinion, is the exclusion of 

non-Arctic States from substantive decision-making. Regarding the two legally binding 

agreements signed in 2011 and 2013, the Council “shut the door” while the Arctic States 

negotiated among themselves, and did “not seek the opinion of those non-Arctic states 

that use the waterways or develop the resources” (Jia and Shi, 2014). This statement 

suggests that China will insist on being part of the negotiations of future legally binding 
                                                
19 The statement by Jia and Shi has been the highest-level official statement addressing China’s Arctic 
position since China became a permanent observer in 2013. Jia was China’s top Arctic official, and 
representative to the Arctic Council, in 2013 and 2014. Shi was China’s representative to the Deputy 
Ministerial Meeting in 2012. To my knowledge, their views have not yet been published in English 
commentaries. 
20 The Svalbard Treaty was signed in 1920 and gave full sovereignty of the Spitsbergen Archipelago to 
Norway, but allowed all contracting parties access to the archipelago’s resources including fishing and 
hunting, and the unconditional right to undertake any kind of maritime, industrial or mining activity. China 
became a contracting party in 1925. 
21 Original quote as it appears: “各方深层次矛盾和冲突复杂敏感，短期内难以消除” (Jia & Shi, 2014). 
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agreements. As a country that uses Arctic resources and shipping lanes, China views 

itself as having the right to participate in regional decision-making. 

Jia and Shi make clear that as a rising power one of China’s greatest problems is that its 

participation in international organizations is constantly met with suspicion, and in many 

cases, undue scrutiny. 22  In the face of both opportunities and threats to regional 

participation, Jia and Shi write that as a near-Arctic state China will persist in three key 

areas: 

• Continue to respect the sovereignty, sovereign rights, and administrative rights of 

the Arctic States; 

• Insist on using UNCLOS and other establish international laws to solve regional 

problems; and 

• Continue to advocate multilateral cooperation in scientific and environmental 

research, shipping, and sustainable development. 

The essay by Jia and Shi suggests a more assertive Chinese presence in Arctic 

governance in the coming years. Being a part of creating governance mechanisms, not 

just observing them, is a clear goal of MFA officials. This goal is also shared by Chinese 

scholars; Cheng Baozhi (2011), of SIIS, writes: 

China supports the UNCLOS and other international conventions governing 
the Arctic. At the same time, it is fully aware that the current governance 
system has not resolved disputes in the Arctic and takes the position that 
many aspects of the system need to be amended in light of specific problems 
in the region…In terms of redressing defects in the current Arctic governance 
system, China will play a critical role given its extensive interests in Arctic 
research, environmental protection, resource exploration and navigation. 

The statements of MFA officials and Arctic scholars both point to an accommodation of 

China’s interests as one of the Arctic ambitions of China. Playing a constructive role in 

making amendments to the system is a key part of China’s emerging Arctic strategy. 

12.6 China’s emerging Arctic strategy 
Although Beijing’s official position on Arctic issues has not been published, the 

aforementioned writings and speeches by Foreign Ministry officials outline China’s 

                                                
22 Jia and Shi also reproach some of the more hardline commentaries by Chinese writers and officials 
whose articles have titles such as “Chinese sovereign rights in the Arctic” and “The Arctic should belong to 
all of mankind”, saying these only add to foreign suspicions of Chinese foreign policy. 
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evolving position. It can be summarized as follows: China stresses the importance of 

adhering to international law regarding Arctic sovereignty in order to assuage concerns 

about China’s Arctic activities, while at the same time advocating a cooperative approach 

to Arctic governance with non-Arctic states (i.e. China) having greater input into how 

decisions are made. The last part is an important insight that has emerged from the above 

analysis of Chinese MFA officials’ speeches and writings. An overarching theme has 

been improving the role of non-Arctic states in decision-making. China’s recent public 

support for Arctic indigenous groups fits in with this theme. 

The above analysis suggests the most important short-term strategic goal for China in the 

Arctic is having greater influence on decision-making in the region. The Arctic Council, 

as the most important regional governance body, is an obvious target for China’s 

strategy. By having a larger effect on the legal output of the Council, which the first 

section of this thesis suggests will be a growing trend, China can better influence the 

regional governance structure of the Arctic and shape the region into one more in line 

with its three key interests of climate change science, shipping, and resources.  

Beijing’s emerging strategy, as inferred from statements from MFA officials, is 

consistent with the actions China has taken in the region, including a push to develop 

Arctic knowledge, expanding development of Arctic resources, increasing bilateral ties 

with the Arctic States, joining the Arctic Council, and furthering support for Arctic 

indigenous groups.  

Beyond a discussion of China’s strategic goals for the Arctic, what does China’s response 

to the Arctic Council tell us about Chinese foreign policy or Chinese national interests 

more broadly? There are three important findings that have emerged from an analysis of 

China’s response to the Arctic Council: China’s response to the Arctic Council in relation 

to its status as an “outsider” to Arctic governance, China’s general support for the 

Council’s transition from soft law to hard law, and China’s view of Canada’s maritime 

sovereignty claims. The first two findings directly relate to China’s relations with the 

Arctic Council, while the third relates to the views shared between China and Canada on 

maritime territorial sovereignty.  
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13. Three Key Findings of China’s Arctic Cooperation 

13.1 China as an “outsider” 
As a non-Arctic state, Chinese officials understand that China is not in a favourable 

position to directly assert its interests in the current regional governance structure. 

Chinese officials involved with the Arctic Council are well aware that the Arctic States 

are still suspicious of non-Arctic states having significant relations with the Council (Jia 

& Shi, 2014). A non-Arctic state actively pursuing a role in Arctic affairs is inevitably 

going to lead to consternation among traditional regional powers. Because of this 

suspicion, China has had to advance its interests incrementally and carefully. The MFA’s 

special representative for climate change, Gao Feng, has stated that as China has only just 

formally entered the Arctic Council, it “must act prudent” as to not attract the ire of the 

Arctic States (Yao, 2013). As an “outsider” to Arctic affairs, China’s behaviour in the 

region is markedly different than in areas where it is an “insider”, or where it has clear 

rights to participate in regional affairs. China’s dealings with the Council are marked by 

caution. Chinese officials continually stress an adherence to international law, reminding 

coastal states that China makes no claim over Arctic territory or resources, and have 

tended to stress issues of cooperation over confrontation. China’s status as an outsider to 

Arctic affairs has led to the foundation for China’s Arctic activities: stressing the trans-

regional nature of Arctic issues, especially climate change and shipping, and thus the 

need for China to play a role in regional governance.  

A prevailing view of many Chinese scholars is that when one looks at the world, every 

region is already governed by Western powers, except for the Arctic.23 The governance 

structure in the Arctic has not been fully established, but it is emerging. This has given 

impetus to China’s emerging Arctic strategy. At the same time, Chinese scholars and 

policymakers have begun to worry that the eight Arctic states are using a Monroe 

Doctrine policy to assert dominance over the region. Xiao Yang, of the Beijing-based 

think tank CICIR, described the exclusiveness of the Arctic States in this way:  

Although China’s status as a formal observer to the Arctic Council indicates 
that it has an acknowledged status as a major player in the Arctic governance 
architecture, it has not fundamentally changed the aspect of China’s 

                                                
23 Interview with a Taiwanese Arctic scholar. 
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marginalization in Arctic affairs, which is due to the Council’s ‘Monroe 
Doctrine’ logic being extended into the Arctic (Xiao, 2014). 

The perception of a Monroe Doctrine in the Arctic makes China’s early participation in 

Arctic governance very important. As an outsider, being excluded from the Arctic 

Council’s decision-making has been a perennial concern of China, but has taken on 

increasing importance in recent years. Being a part of the governance structure and being 

able to influence the rules of the region is crucial to China’s future role in the Arctic. 

China’s perception, which seems validated by looking at the current structure of the 

Arctic Council, is that the eight Arctic states currently have a monopoly on the 

governance of Arctic climate change research, Arctic shipping, and the development of 

Arctic resources. Rules promulgated by the Council have the ability to directly impact 

these three key Chinese interests. Given China’s key Arctic interests, it has become 

imperative for China to weaken to monopoly position of the Arctic states. As Gou Haibo, 

former director of the MFA’s Department of Law and Treaty and Chinese representative 

to the Arctic Council’s 2009 Ministerial Meeting, wrote in 2011:  

The Arctic states have generally expanded their sovereign and jurisdictional 
rights within the Arctic…Inter-regional issues like shipping, resource 
exploration, and environmental protection have required cooperation between 
Arctic and non-Arctic states, which could potentially lead to the weakening of 
Arctic states’ monopolistic position within the region. Given that cooperation 
is required with non-Arctic states, it is impossible for non-Arctic states to 
simply be the passive users of Arctic sea routes. Nor can non-Arctic states 
simply be the end consumers of the region’s energy and resources. Rather, 
they need to actively participate in the decision-making processes and 
governance regimes within the Arctic region (Jakobson & Lee, 2013). 

Becoming a permanent observer to the Council in 2013 is seen as the first step to 

improving China’s influence on the regional governance body. 

Framing Arctic issues as trans-regional 
The rhetoric that Chinese officials use to describe Arctic issues matches China’s status as 

an outsider. Chinese officials tend to frame Arctic governance as a global concern, not 

just a regional one. As Zhao Jun said in 2013, “the Arctic issues also include trans-

regional ones, such as climate change, maritime shipping and so on, which need to be 

addressed with the joint efforts of the international community” (Zhao, 2013). To China, 
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a solely regional approach is deemed insufficient to manage current problems because 

“regional arrangements are also unable to solve trans-regional environmental and climate 

issues or global issues concerning the Arctic, including navigation and energy” (Cheng, 

2011). Yang Jian of the SIIS argues that the inclusiveness of the Council has detrimental 

impacts on its workings.  

In an era of globalization, as transnational problems predominate in matters 
of governance, the Arctic Council needs to adopt a more inclusive attitude. It 
should not exclude large countries outside the region from having their say, 
which is tantamount to denying their legitimate rights, relieving them of their 
responsibilities and taking away from them the opportunity to make a 
valuable contribution. In doing so, the Arctic would be denied the good 
governance it must have. (Jian, 2012).  

Framing Arctic issues as ‘trans-regional’ in nature opens the door to non-Arctic states’ 

(i.e. China) participation in regional governance. China’s approach to international 

cooperation in the Arctic contrasts with their approach to issues where they are the 

‘insider’. An illustrative example is China’s behaviour in the South China Sea. 

China’s has tried to make the South China Sea a regional issue rather than a global one. 

In the South China Sea, China advocates for a regional approach to governance, rather 

than framing the issues as ‘trans-regional’ ones. China “does not want to 

‘internationalize’ the South China Sea disputes and insists on bilateral negotiations with 

other claimants” (Kao 2012b). China has asserted that issues in the South China Sea 

should be resolved through negotiations “between sovereign states directly involved in 

the disputes” (Wang, 2014). This approach stands in stark contrast to China’s multilateral 

approach to the Arctic, where the issues are described as transnational and require the 

combined input of both regional and non-regional actors. The nature of the governance 

issues in the South China Sea make China’s stance even more conspicuous. The South 

China Sea is one of the most important bodies of water in the world, and is host to ships 

carrying goods to and from the biggest markets in the world. Shipping lanes through the 

region are much more trans-regional in nature than those in the Arctic. But, framing these 

issues as trans-regional would justify the participation of non-regional actors, e.g. the 

United States, in South China Sea governance, which is inimical to Beijing’s interests. 

Comparing Beijing’s approach to cooperation in the Arctic and its approach to 

cooperation in the South China Sea brings China’s strategy into clearer focus.  
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Of interest to China is also how the United States (and other foreign powers) have 

managed to insert themselves into the South China Sea dispute while being outsiders to 

the conflict. The US maintains that freedom of navigation is of upmost importance in the 

South China Sea and uses the protection of free and open maritime navigation as a way to 

assert its interests in the region. China could learn from this strategy in its pursuit of 

greater Arctic influence. Indeed, China’s insistence on the trans-regional nature of Arctic 

shipping and the freedom of navigation through the Arctic sea lanes allows it to insert 

itself into regional decision-making, a nearly identical strategy to that of the United States 

in the South China Sea.  

China’s status as an outsider means that its desire to exert greater influence in Arctic 

affairs will be met with resistance. Moreover, becoming an observer to the Arctic Council 

seems to be the limit of formal participation that China can achieve as a non-Arctic state 

(as non-Arctic states cannot become voting members in the Council). Joining the Arctic 

Council as an observer and framing the narrative of Arctic issues as trans-regional issues 

that require the participation of all stakeholders has given China more legitimacy in 

participating in regional governance, but this may not be enough for Beijing. Besides this 

strategy there is also another strategy to increase its influence in the Arctic that China 

seems to be pursuing: increasing cooperation with Arctic indigenous groups. 

Indigenous groups China’s key to greater influence? 
Arctic indigenous groups may provide China with another way into greater participation 

in Arctic affairs. Several of the largest and most influential indigenous groups are 

permanent participants to the Arctic Council, meaning they have more influence over the 

Council’s workings than observers do. Moreover, as devolution of power and control of 

resources from state capitals to Arctic regions and Arctic peoples has taken place in 

Alaska, Canada, Greenland and the Nordic countries over the past several decades, 

indigenous groups in the Arctic have ownership of large swathes of Arctic territory and 

the right to decide how to develop the resources located therein (Koivurova, Tervo, & 

Stepien, 2008).  

Chinese scholars began mentioning Arctic indigenous peoples around 2013 (Yang, 2013). 

As a sign of Beijing’s support for this new strategy, the idea of Chinese support for 

indigenous groups has made its way into MFA officials’ statements. In 2013, China’s 
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ambassador to Norway Zhao Jun stated that China is ‘most willing’ to explore 

possibilities for cooperation with the Arctic’s indigenous peoples. High-level officials 

have stated that by using their position as permanent observers to promote the rights and 

interests of Arctic indigenous groups will “strengthen China’s influence over Arctic 

affairs” (Jia & Shi, 2014). Some cooperation is already taking place. Chinese resource 

projects in the Arctic, notably in Greenland, where the majority of the population is Inuit, 

have received the support of indigenous groups (Jun, 2011). In 2013, China hosted the 

5th Annual World Reindeer Herders Congress in Inner Mongolia. The Association of 

World Reindeer Herders is a group representing 100,000 reindeer herders from 20 

different indigenous peoples scattered over nine different states including China that 

maintains close ties to the Arctic Council.24 The conference helped elevate China’s 

cooperation with Arctic indigenous groups and “illustrated China’s willingness and 

capability to contribute to the rights and interests of Arctic indigenous peoples” (Jia & 

Shi, 2014). Building better relations with Arctic indigenous groups may give China a 

different door to influencing Arctic affairs. 

China’s approach to international cooperation in Arctic governance, namely, stressing the 

‘trans-national’ nature of Arctic issues and thus the need for China to be a part of 

decision-making in the region, is a direct product of its status as an “outsider” in Arctic 

affairs. China’s recent approach of strengthening relations with Arctic indigenous groups 

is likely related to China’s attempt to increase its Arctic influence given its “outsider” 

status. 

13.2 Soft law to hard law: A model for the South China Sea? 
When China became involved in the Arctic Council in 2007, the Council had not yet 

begun its transformation from a purely soft law organization to one that facilitates the 

promulgation of hard law. China was well positioned to witness this transformation, 

which began in 2011, and Chinese scholars have closely studied the shift to hard law.25 

The two legally binding agreements, the 2011 Search and Rescue Agreement and the 
                                                
24 The Association of World Reindeer Herders is an observer to the Council, and several prominent 
indigenous groups make up its membership, including the Inuit and the Saami, who are permanent 
participants to the Arctic Council. See: http://reindeerherding.org/wrh/.  
25 Cheng Baozhi of SIIS has a well detailed summary of the Council’s transformation entitled “试析北极理
事会的功能转型与中国的应对策略” [Analyzing the Arctic Council’s transforming capabilities and 
China’s strategic response], see: Cheng, 2013a. 
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2013 Oil Spill Agreement, and the transformation of a regime from soft law to hard law 

more generally, have been of special interest to Chinese scholars. Cheng Baozhi of SIIS 

writes that these two agreements are symbols that the Council has the ability to 

successfully transform scientific studies and environmental assessments into concrete 

policy proposals (Cheng, 2013). Chinese MFA Department of Law and Treaty officials 

write that legally binding measures make the Council more effective in its work (Jia & 

Shi, 2014). Moreover, there is a prevailing view that China should itself participate in the 

creation of legal mechanisms in the region. Scholars from CIIS, a leading Beijing-based 

think tank, have been quite vocal that China should contribute to Arctic governance, 

“especially the establishment and improvement of international legal mechanisms 

regarding the Arctic issues” (Qin and Chen, 2001). The soft law to hard law 

transformation is not only relevant to Chinese interests in the Arctic, but also in its 

relations with its own contentious maritime regions.  

The current situation in the South China Sea, a large maritime area marked with 

seemingly insurmountable tensions, is not very different from the status of the Arctic 

before the Arctic Council was created. In the late 80s, the Arctic was characterized as a 

desolate region host to large powers with disputes over how the region should be 

governed. Several Arctic states had, and some still exist today, territorial and maritime 

disputes between them that were unresolved. In this potentially volatile region, the Arctic 

Council started as a modest regime covering soft security issues of climate change 

research, environmental protection and sustainable development. Common ground was 

found in areas that allowed the Arctic powers to begin cooperating, albeit in simple, non-

controversial ways. It was not until 15 years after the Council was formed that it moved 

into facilitating legally binding agreements. Moreover, the two legally binding 

agreements cover issues that are significantly less controversial than territorial disputes: 

search and rescue and environmental protection. Now that two agreements have been 

signed, the Council will build on the momentum and negotiate more expansive 

agreements, moving into issue areas that are more substantial. 

Soft law to hard law in the South China Sea 
In November 2002, China and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) 

signed the Declaration of Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea (DOC), a political 
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text that was designed to prevent further tensions over disputed territories and to reduce 

the risk of military conflict in the South China Sea (Wu & Ren, 2003). The ten-point 

declaration stresses the application of international law to resolve conflicts and urges self-

restraint of all parties involved. Like the 1996 Ottawa Declaration, the DOC does not 

impose legally binding obligations on the signing parties but is nevertheless seen as the 

first step towards the establishment of such obligations. In this regard, the DOC’s tenth 

point is significant: “The Parties concerned reaffirm that the adoption of a code of 

conduct in the South China Sea would further promote peace and stability in the region 

and agree to work, on the basis of consensus, towards the eventual attainment of this 

objective” (ASEAN, 2002).  

With the affirmation of the pursuit of a legally binding code of conduct, the move from 

soft law to hard law in the South China Sea was envisioned. Progress on a legally binding 

code of conduct, however, has been slow. Similar to the early history of the Arctic, the 

contentious issues of overlapping maritime claims, large quantities of natural resources, 

and territorial disputes between major states all make a comprehensive agreement 

between the South China Sea states unlikely in the short term. Regarding the Arctic, to 

get around the issue of seemingly insurmountable disagreements, the Arctic States 

instead began shifting to hard law by cooperating on less sensitive issues, namely search 

and rescue and environmental pollution.  

Similar to the Arctic, there are some relatively less sensitive areas in which short-term 

cooperation could be established in the South China Sea.26 The 2002 DOC listed five 

areas of potential cooperation: marine environmental protection, marine scientific 

research, safety of navigation and communication at sea, search and rescue operations, 

and combating transnational crime (ASEAN, 2002). Search and rescue and emergency oil 

spill response are two areas in which a transformation to legally binding agreements 

                                                
26 Hai Min and Zhang Aizhu, writing in the CIIS-published journal China International Studies, write that 
the South China Sea issue contains four primary components: 1) Non-sensitive issues such as marine 
environmental protection, scientific research, disaster prevention, piracy, maritime search and rescue; 2) 
Resources, including the development, utilization and protection of fisheries, oil and gas, seabed minerals, 
and tourism resources; 3) Overlapping claims to maritime jurisdiction. 4) The Nansha (Spratly) Islands 
territorial disputes. Hai and Zhang suggest “the stakeholders should look for solutions, promote cooperation 
in fields that are not very sensitive and intensify their efforts in additional areas.” (Hai and Zhang, 2014) 
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could be promoted. Currently, there are no current mechanisms to properly deal with 

these two issue areas.27  

There have been some examples of regional SAR cooperation, for example the joint SAR 

exercise in 2004 between the Philippines and China; the 2006 Joint ASEAN-China Table 

Top Maritime Search and Rescue Exercise; and the 2010 ASEAN Declaration on 

Cooperation in the Search and Rescue of Persons and Vessels in Distress at Sea, which 

encourages further cooperation in coordinating regional SAR centers (Kao, Pearre & 

Firestone, 2012b). These mechanisms are the first steps towards a more comprehensive, 

region-wide SAR agreement. Such an agreement could be arranged in similar fashion to 

the Arctic SAR Agreement, with the South China Sea carved up into areas of 

responsibility. Areas of responsibility could be delimited between the coastal states and 

the delimitation of zones of responsibility could be done in a way that does not prejudice 

the sovereignty or territorial rights of any state.28 Emergency response to oil spills is also 

an area where potential cooperation exists. As the South China Sea is a major transit 

passageway for oil, a regional legal mechanism would help mitigate the damage done by 

any major spill. The legal arrangements that have emerged in the Arctic during its 

transition to hard law provide a template for cooperation in the South China Sea, 

particularly agreements that allow for joint cooperation while not prejudicing any states 

maritime claims in the region. 

There are many issues of contention in the South China Sea. The shift from a Declaration 

of Conduct to a Code of Conduct is unlikely to happen overnight. That being said, the 

South China Sea and the Arctic share many similarities. Both are marked by territorial 

and maritime disputes, have an abundance of natural resources, and have a lack of 

regional legal mechanisms to deal with potential problems. The Arctic Council skirted 

around the contentious issue of territorial disputes and military security and instead 

transitioned from a solely soft law organization to one that facilitates hard law by first 

addressing non-contentious issues. Chinese Arctic officials and scholars have watched 
                                                
27 Of the five potential areas of cooperation listed in the 2002 DOC, the first two have been implemented. 
Safety of navigation and communication at sea and SAR operations has not been dealt with. Kao, et al. 
(2012b) recommend that “cooperation on maritime safety, such as SAR operations and emergency response 
to an oil spill at sea, is urgently needed.” 
28 Due to worries about sovereignty disputes, the 2011 Arctic SAR Agreement included the provision that 
“the delimitation of search and rescue regions is not related to and shall not prejudice the delimitation of 
any boundary between States or their sovereignty, sovereign rights or jurisdiction.” (AC, 2011b). 
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this transformation intently, undoubtedly learning lessons on how governance of a 

contentious maritime region can evolve into one with a more robust legal foundation. The 

transformation of Arctic governance could be a model for China to follow in the South 

China Sea.  

13.3 Canada’s northern sovereignty, China’s southern sovereignty 
When China’s Assistant Foreign Minister Liu Zhenmin made his four points about 

China’s view on Arctic cooperation in 2010, his first point stressed that, “States should 

recognize and respect each others’ rights under international law” (Liu, 2010). It is 

important to understand what Liu meant by the rights that each state has under 

international law. An important issue, maybe the most important issue, for Canada in the 

Arctic has always been its sovereignty over its Arctic Archipelago and the strait of water 

that passes through it, the Northwest Passage. Does Liu’s speech, and the statements and 

actions of other Chinese Arctic actors, indicate China’s position on Canada’s northern 

sovereignty. Specifically, does China agree with the position of Canada that the 

Northwest Passage should be classified as Canada’s internal waters?  

The Northwest Passage (“NWP”) is the body of Arctic water above Canada, between 

Baffin Bay on the east and the Bering Strait in the west, that connects the Pacific and 

Atlantic oceans. It has long considered by Canada to be its internal waters, thus governed 

by Canadian domestic law. The United States, however, considers the NWP to be an 

international strait, which allows the right of passage beyond innocent passage and thus 

should be governed by international law. Climate change has brought the disagreement 

over the status of the strait into the public.  

As summer ice melts in increasing volumes each year, the NWP represents a potentially 

valuable commercial shipping route.29 There are varying estimates as to how soon the 

passage will be open to commercial vessels, but a 2001 U.S. Navy report estimated that 

“within five to ten years, the Northwest Passage will be open to non-ice strengthened 

vessels for at least one month each summer” (Carnaghan & Goody, 2006). The strait has 

indeed been opened up to summer shipping, with a Chinese company using the NWT to 

                                                
29 The shipping route between Asia and Europe is around 15% shorter when using the NWP (Lasserre, 
2010).  
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ship mineral resources from Northern Quebec to Liaoning. The opportunity for future 

shipping brings the disputed status of the NWP into the spotlight.  

The Canadian government considers the NWP to be “historical internal waters” and thus 

fall under Canadian jurisdiction and control (Carnaghan & Goody, 2006). The Canadian 

historical claim is based on historical records that go back to 1880 when the British gave 

Canada sovereignty over the Arctic islands. The United States, however, considers the 

passage to be international waters. The 1969 and 1970 transits of the commercial tanker 

SS Manhattan, as well as the 1985 transit of the US Coast Guard icebreaker Polar Sea, 

through the NWP highlighted the disputed status of the strait. Immediately after the 1985 

transit of the NWP by the US Coast Guard vessel, the Canadian government announced 

that effective January 1, 1986 it was implementing straight base lines around the Arctic 

archipelago, claiming full sovereignty over the NWP as “historical, internal waters” 

(Lackenbauer, 2009). 

Straight base lines are a legally accepted means for determining the extent of sovereignty 

over a fragmented coast or archipelago, which the Canadian government believes the 

Canadian Arctic Archipelago classifies as. 30  When the announcement of straight 

baselines around the NWP was made, Canadian Minister for External Affairs Joe Clark 

stated, “these baselines define the outer limit of Canada’s historic international waters” 

(Lalonde & Byers, 2009). Thus the Canadian government classified the NWP as internal 

waters based on both straight baselines around a fringe of islands along its coast, as well 

as a historical claim to the islands, and thus the surrounding waters. Under international 

law, a country may claim waters on historical grounds if it can show that it has 

effectively exercised exclusive authority over them with the acquiescence of other 

relevant states.31  

                                                
30 The general principle of determining the extent of sovereignty using straight baselines has been codified 
in Article 7(1) of 1982 United Nations Law of the Sea Convention: “in localities where the coastline is 
deeply indented and cut into, or if there is a fringe of islands along the coast in its immediate vicinity, the 
method of straight baselines joining appropriate points may be employed in drawing the baseline from 
which the breadth of the territorial sea is measured.” (UNCLOS, 1982). 
31 Although UNCLOS does not mention claims based on historical title, two important UN Secretariat 
documents address the issue: the 1957 Memorandum on Historic Bays, and the 1962 study entitled 
‘Judicial Regime of Historic Waters, including Historic Bays’. The results have been summarized as: 
“Historic waters are waters over which the coastal State, contrary to the generally applicable rules of 
international law, clearly, effectively, continuously, and over a substantial period of time, exercises 
sovereign rights with the acquiescence of the community of States.” (Pharand, 2007). 
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Openly disputing Canadian sovereignty over the NWP would be problematic for China. 

China has its own disputed claims of sovereignty over virtually the entire South China 

Sea and the islands therein, the Diaoyu Islands and Taiwan. Moreover, China’s stance on 

the Qiongzhou Strait, the body of water between Mainland China and Hainan, is almost 

identical to Canada’s position on the NWP (Lackenbauer & Manicom, 2013). Although 

the Chinese government has not taken a formal stance on the status of the NWP, the 

relatively small number of Chinese academics that have studied Canada’s historical claim 

to the NWP have generally been in support of, or a least sympathetic to, Canada’s claims 

over its Arctic archipelago. 

Chinese scholarly view on the NWP 
A small number of Chinese scholars have written about Canada’s sovereignty claims over 

its Arctic archipelago and the enclosed NWP. Cheng Baozhi of the SIIS has written a 

detailed historical account of Canada’s claim to the waterway as well as the opposing 

position of the US (Cheng, 2012). Cheng also recognizes that Canada’s interest in 

creating a rules based regime to govern the Arctic stems in part from its longstanding 

disagreement with the United States over the status of the NWP (Cheng, 2014). 

Scholars from the Ocean University of China at Qingdao have written extensively on the 

legal status of the NWP. Writing in the Journal of Ocean University of China, Mei Hong 

and Wang Zengzhen analyzed Canada’s claim of sovereignty over the Arctic archipelago 

and NWP. Mei and Wang observe that historical possession is defined neither in the 1958 

Geneva Convention on the Territorial Sea and Contiguous Zone or the 1982 UNCLOS. In 

absence of an international definition of historical possession, they use the definition used 

by Canadian jurist Donat Pharand.32 Although Mei and Wang note that the issue has not 

been resolved between Canada and the US, their analysis suggests a sympathetic view of 

Canada’s claims (Mei and Wang, 2010). 

Liu Huirong and Liu Xiu, also at the Ocean University of China at Qingdao, have 

analyzed the historical and legal claims to the NWP that Canada makes. They assert that 

historical claims to territorial waters must be based, in minimum, on two factors: 1) long-

term territorial claims and exercise of sovereignty, and 2) the open or tacit approval by 

                                                
32 Pharand provides three basic requirements to determine historical ownership of waters: 1) exclusive 
exercise of state jurisdiction, 2) long-term usage; and 3) acquiescence by foreign states. See Pharand, 2007. 
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other countries of the fact of territorial control. After examining the history of the dispute 

over the NWP between Canada and the US, and whether the two aforementioned factors 

to determine historical waters have been met, Liu and Liu come to a conclusion in 

Canada’s favour: 

In sum, Canada has the right to determine what types of concrete measures it 
should take in its control and protection over the territorial waters of the 
Arctic Archipelago. Practices make it clear that the fact of Canada’s control 
over the territorial waters of the Arctic Archipelago has had, at a firm level, 
the recognition and tacit approval of the large majority of the principal actors 
in international law, and that includes the United States (Liu & Liu, 2010). 

In general, the few Chinese scholars that have analyzed the issue agree with the Canadian 

position on the NWP, namely, that the NWP should be constituted as Canada’s ‘internal 

waters’. The opinion of Chinese scholars is likely also shared by Chinese officials, given 

the few mentions that the NWP has had in Chinese officials’ speeches. In their 2014 

essay, officials from the MFA Department of Law and Treaty explicitly refer to the sea 

route as Canadian (Jia & Shi, 2014). However, the official position of Beijing cannot be 

confirmed as no Chinese official has expressed an official position on the NWP.  

Scholarly support for the Canadian position could be seen as directly related to China’s 

own contentious maritime claims. In 1996, in accordance with its 1992 Law of the 

People’s Republic of China on Territorial Sea and its Contiguous Zone, China announced 

its baselines around the Chinese mainland. Also included were straight baselines around 

the Paracel Islands, a group of islands approximately 180 miles southeast of Hainan. In 

September 2012 China submitted with the United Nations its claim for straight baselines 

around the Diaoyu Islands. The baselines connect two groups of islands about 47 miles 

apart, 177 miles east of the Chinese mainland. China claims these baselines are in 

accordance with its 1992 Territorial Law (Roach, 2013).  

China has also claimed all of the islands in the South China Sea, which includes the 

Paracel Islands and the Spratly Islands, and surrounding waters as Chinese territory. This 

claim is based on historical claims of ownership to the islands (Shen, 2002). Similar to 

Canada’s case, China can trace its discovery and usage of the islands back through 

historical records. Similar to Canada’s case, China’s claims of sovereignty are disputed 

by nearby states. 
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Sino-Canadian cooperation? 
In the Arctic and the South China Sea, Canada and China are both the parties with the 

most controversial unsettled claims maritime claims. Given the similarity of Canadian 

and Chinese claims we should expect to see some level of cooperation between the two 

countries. Some evidence of shared views on each other’s respective disputes comes from 

their actions in their respective territories. Canada’s actions in the South China Sea 

suggest acquiescence to China’s claims, while China’s actions in Canada’s Arctic 

Archipelago suggests that China does not dispute the Canadian claim. Canada has been 

silent on recent tensions in the South China Sea, despite being very active in the regional 

institution building and governance right through the late 1990s.33 Despite rising tensions 

in the region, there has been no official Canadian statement stating Canada’s position on 

the maritime disputes. How do we explain this silence? The reason for Canada’s silence 

on the South Chia Sea dispute can likely be attributed to a quid pro quo with China; 

Canada does not get involved with China’s territorial disputes in exchange for China’s 

acquiescence on the status of the NWP.34  

Moreover, during this period of Canadian non-intervention in the South China Sea 

dispute there has been increasing Chinese investment in the Canadian Arctic. Chinese 

firms are cooperating with Canada on investment on the sea route and investment in the 

Canadian Arctic more generally. There has been Sino-Canadian cooperation on the NWP, 

most notably in the mining sector with a Chinese firm, using a Canadian ship, 

transporting resources to China through the NWP. Jilin Jien Nickel Industry Co. has 

begun using the Arctic sea route to transport nickel mined in Quebec through the Arctic 

on its way to Liaoning (Bennett, 2015). Other Chinese companies have invested in 

mining operations in the Canadian Arctic, including major operations in Northern 

Quebec, Yukon Territory and Nunavut (Lackenbauer & Lajeunesse, 2015). Cooperation 

                                                
33 The Canadian government, through the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA), financially 
supported the South China Sea dialogues that were hosted in Indonesia. CIDA contributed $4 million over 
ten years to support the forum that brought academics and officials together to discuss South China Sea 
issues. CIDA abruptly cancelled funding for the ongoing workshop in 2001.  
34 Conversation with a Taiwanese academic on China’s Arctic policies. This reasoning has also been 
speculated by Canadian academics. Regarding Canada’s recent silence on South China Sea issues, James 
Manicom writes “Canada may be reluctant to raise navigational issues on the grounds that this may draw 
attention to Canada’s unique perspective on navigation through the Northwest Passage.” See: Manicom, 
2012. 
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has also begun build an observatory in a small town in Canada’s most northern province 

(Wang, 2015).  

Another an indication of China’s position on the NWP has been the protocol followed 

before Chinese ships have entered the NWP. Prior to the Chinese icebreaker Xuelong 

entering the NWP, it notified the Canadian government that it would be entering the 

waters, suggesting that China acquiesces to the Canadian position of sovereignty over the 

NWP (Huebert, 2011). Canada insists that when foreign ships enter its territorial waters 

they have the right of innocent passage but it maintains the right to govern shipping in its 

internal waters according to domestic regulations, including environmental provisions. 

The passage through Canadian internal waters of the Chinese icebreaker indicates that 

China shares this view and has therefore been consistent with Canadian regulations. 

It should be stressed that China’s official position on the status of the NWP has not yet 

been made clear, though the writings of Chinese Arctic scholars and the actions of China 

in the NWP suggest that China will not dispute Canada’s claim in the future. 

Nevertheless, given China’s ambiguity, it will be an important area of focus for Canada’s 

relations with the PRC in the coming years. 

China’s activities in in the Arctic from the early 1990s until the present have had three 

notable characteristics: China’s response in relation to its status as an “outsider” to Arctic 

governance, China’s general support for the Council’s transition from soft law to hard 

law, and China’s view of Canada’s maritime sovereignty claims in relation to its claims 

in the South China Sea.  

14. Conclusion 
As one of the most remote, desolate regions on earth, the Arctic has always been lacking 

governance, but this is changing. The Arctic Council has emerged as the regime 

fundamental to the future governance of Arctic activities. This Canadian initiative has 

cemented itself as a regime consequential in regulating scientific cooperation, Arctic 

shipping, resource development, and sustainable development across the entire Arctic 

region. The positive, engaging response of China to the regime is evidence of the central 

importance of the Arctic Council in future governance. 
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The formation of the Arctic Council validates regime theory that argues middle powers 

can assume key roles in regime formation, and substantiates the claim that individual 

leadership is crucial to regime formation.  

The formal establishment of the Arctic Council in September 1996 was the result of 

nearly ten years of activity by Canadian academics, scientists and officials. Individual 

leadership, whether entrepreneurial, structural or intellectual, acted as the catalyst in 

bringing an idea of peace and cooperation in the Arctic into reality. Canadian civil 

society actors, namely Franklyn Griffiths, Rosemarie Kuptana, John Lamb and Marie 

Simon, supplied valuable entrepreneurial and intellectual leadership in the early stages of 

the formation of the new regime by sketching out a vision for a comprehensive regime 

governing all aspects Arctic affairs and engaging their American, Soviet and Nordic 

counterparts to forge their support. Later, Joe Clark and Brian Mulroney provided the 

structural leadership needed to finalize the support of the other Arctic States by putting 

the diplomatic and material resources of the Canadian government behind the initiative. 

This tandem of civil society and government actors provides a blueprint of how middle 

powers can significantly influence regime formation.  

China’s response to the Arctic Council is both testimony to its importance in Arctic 

governance and revealing of China’s foreign policy goals as a rising power. After a 

decade of Arctic expeditions and capacity building, China joined the Arctic Council in 

2007 and after some diplomatic relationship building with the Nordic states, became a 

permanent observer in 2013. During its brief time in the regional body, China has 

continued to stress the importance of international law regarding Arctic sovereignty, 

while simultaneously advocating a cooperative approach to Arctic governance with China 

having a greater input into how decisions are made. China’s stress on improving its 

influence on regional decision-making has been the overarching strategy in its Arctic 

affairs for the short-term. By improving its ability to influence the Arctic Council’s 

decisions, China hopes it can shape the region into one more conducive to its three key 

Arctic interests: climate change science, shipping, and resources.  

An analysis of China’s response to the Arctic Council has also revealed three key 

findings of China’s Arctic cooperation. First, China’s response in relation to its status as 

an “outsider” to Arctic governance is very different from its stance on issues where China 
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is an insider, notably the South China Sea. In its Arctic affairs China tends to frame 

Arctic issues as “trans-regional” in nature, which require the cooperation of Arctic and 

non-Arctic states. Moreover, given its status as an outsider and its perennial concern of 

exclusion by the Arctic States, China has sought for other ways to influence Arctic 

governance, most notably by building relations with Arctic indigenous groups in hopes 

that this will bring China more influence. Second, China’s response to the Arctic Council 

suggests a general support for the Council’s transition from soft law to hard law. This 

paper suggests that China may look to the transition of soft law to hard law in the Arctic, 

manifested by the 2011 Search and Rescue Agreement and 2013 Oil Pollution 

Agreement, as a model for the South China Sea. Finally, China’s activities in the Arctic, 

and its cooperation with Canada more specifically, suggests that China does not dispute 

the status of the Northwest Passage as Canada’s internal waters. This paper suggests that 

this view of Canada’s maritime sovereignty claims is directly related to China’s own 

disputed maritime claims in the South China Sea.  

14.1 Suggestions for future research 
By demonstrating Canada’s central role in the formation of the Arctic Council, this thesis 

should act as the starting point for future research into the ability of middle powers to 

influence regime formation. Is the individual leadership model applicable to other 

regimes? Future analysis of middle power effectiveness could examine the formation of 

other prominent regimes and the role of middle powers therein. Furthermore, another 

important question that came out of this thesis is the ability of middle powers to influence 

regime transformation. The transformation that took place in the Arctic Council in 2011, 

the shift from soft law to hard law, took place in a regime that had been established for 

fifteen years. Is there evidence that one state had a discernible impact on this 

transformation? Future research would do well to illuminate this unresolved question and 

the impacts of middle powers on regime transformation more generally. 

An analysis of China’s response to the Arctic Council also reveals several areas for future 

research. Firstly, an assessment of the socialization impacts that the Arctic Council has 

had on Chinese Arctic policy is needed. One of the Arctic Council’s strengths is its 

ability to influence domestic policy in member states and policy positions Council 

stakeholders take to other relevant international organizations. Is there evidence that by 
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participating in the Arctic Council, stakeholders within China have impacted domestic 

policy? As a state with very little Arctic knowledge before the formation of the Arctic 

Council, there may be some impacts of socialization on Chinese policymakers. Secondly, 

China’s view on the Northwest Passage is still unresolved, if only because Chinese 

officials have not publicly announced their position. An analysis of Chinese scholarly 

opinion on the status of the Northwest Passage suggests that China does not dispute 

Canada’s stance on the issue, but a more in depth study would be helpful not only for 

Canada-China relations but also in arriving at a more nuanced view of China’s stance on 

maritime disputes around the world. 
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