Taking action in the Arctic
Canada and US must work together
Alexander Moens &
Alan W. Dowd
Though much of Canada’s territory
extends beyond the Arctic Circle, the
vast majority of the country’s population lives along the southern border, and
most Canadians know surprisingly little
about the Arctic despite its increasing
global importance. For instance, polls
show a strong emotional attachment
to “our north,” but no clear sentiment
as to how much money or attention the
government should devote to Arctic
sovereignty, resource exploration, and
security (Ipsos News Centre, 2008). The
government’s policy toward the Arctic
region tends to reflect this public sentiment—not much strategic investment in
security alongside strong emotional appeals for Canadian sovereignty.
The lack of consistent policy did not
matter as much in the past as it will in
the future. Thick ice prevented most
human activity up north. Cold War-era
security in the Arctic came in the form
of early warning radar and air defence
systems. Ice and harsh climate made
shipping and most resource exploration
impossible or too expensive to undertake. During these years, Canada and
the United States would occasionally
squabble about the status of the Northwest Passage, with Canada claiming any
sea routes through its archipelago as
internal waters, and the United States
holding fast to the notion that the passage is an international strait connecting
two oceans.
Of course, Canada has never had the
military capacity to actually establish
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and enforce its sovereignty in the Arctic. Canadian governments have promised to invest heavily in Arctic military
and security capabilities at least twice
in recent history: during the early years
of the Mulroney government and under
the current Harper government. However, in both cases, budgetary restraints
eroded the plans, leaving Canadians
with few assets to deploy in the Arctic
(Coates et al., 2008).
But circumstances may yet force Canada to make the necessary investments—
and pay the requisite attention—to protect its Arctic territories and claims.

Icebreaker
There are at least three interrelated
reasons why it is time for Ottawa to do
more than talk about Arctic security and
sovereignty.
First, the prospect of rising oil prices
in the long term and the emergence of
highly sophisticated drilling technology
provide new incentives and opportunities for exploring this resource-rich frontier. The US Geological Survey estimates
that the Arctic may hold 1,670 trillion
cubic feet of natural gas and 90 billion
barrels of oil, equalling 30% of undiscovered gas and 13% of undiscovered oil
reserves in the world (USGS, 2008).
A second factor fuelling Arctic activity—and demanding hands-on Canadian involvement—is the opening of
new transit routes. The Northwest Passage, once frozen throughout most of
the year and navigable only by heavyduty icebreakers, is thawing. In fact, the
Wall Street Journal reported that the
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Northwest Passage was ice-free in 2007
(Chazan, 2008, July 29). The US Congressional Research Service notes that
an ice-free Northwest Passage could “cut
shipping routes between Europe and
Asia by 3,000 to 4,000 miles” (Ek et al.,
2008). Most major powers in the world,
including China, Russia, and the European Union, agree with the American
interpretation that an international strait,
defined as “a body of water linking one
area of the high seas to another” (Coates
et al., 2008: 92), runs through the Arctic,
whether it be a “Northeast Passage” near
Russia, a Northwest Passage near Canada, or an even shorter passage close to

Never much for subtlety or nuance,
Moscow has begun training “troops that
could be engaged in Arctic combat missions” and increased the “operational radius” of its northern submarine fleet, according to one Russian general (Boswell,
2008, June 25). Plus, Russian long-range
bombers have started flying sorties again
in the region after nearly two decades of
post-Cold War peace.
“We’re concerned about not just Russia’s claims to the international process
but Russia’s testing of Canadian airspace,”
Prime Minister Stephen Harper said late
last year (Reuters, 2008, Sep. 19).
In short, conditions in and above the

A newly assertive Russia is reminding Canada,
the United States, and other Arctic nations that
inaction is no longer an option.
the North Pole.
Finally, a newly assertive Russia is reminding Canada, the United States, and
other Arctic nations that inaction is no
longer an option.
In 2001, Russia claimed almost half
the Arctic Circle and all of the North
Pole (Idov, 2008, Dec. 9). During a 2007
expedition, Russia planted its flag under
the ice—far beyond the internationally
recognized 200-mile territorial limit
known as the “exclusive economic zone”
(EEZ). The lead explorer provocatively
declared, “The Arctic is ours” (Clover,
2008, May 27).
Russia’s outsized Arctic claims rest
on a dubious interpretation of an “underwater ridge” linking to the Russian
landmass (Idov, 2008). Russia argues
that this ridge is an extension of its own
continental shelf (Chazan, 2008). Denmark disagrees. It’s up to the UN Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf to settle the dispute (Maddox,
2009, Feb. 6).
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Arctic warrant a more consistent policy
approach based on Canada’s national
interests. They also call for a review of
how Canada and its closest Arctic ally,
the United States, may work together on
Arctic issues.

Common ground
Canada and the United States face
common challenges both in terms of ascertaining the rights to resources and in
determining how to regulate secure and
environmentally safe shipping in the area.
This is not to diminish their dispute over
mining rights to some 60 square miles of
the Beaufort Sea or their divergent definitions of the Northwest Passage. The
two nations disagree over the precise angle at which the land boundary between
Alaska and the Yukon extends into the
Beaufort Sea. They also disagree on the
status of a possible sea lane through
the Western Arctic archipelago, with
Canada claiming that the legal status

of such a lane would be internal Canadian waters and the United States arguing that an international passage linking
the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans exists,
which in effect limits Canada’s sovereign
rights over such a water way. However,
their common interests in a secure Arctic far outweigh these disagreements, as
officials in Ottawa and Washington are
starting to realize.
The key issues for Canada and its
closest neighbour are how to extend
Canada’s best practices in environmental control of the area and how to develop a security regime for the region
that will augment and complement the
UN Convention on the Law of the Sea
(UNCLOS).
UNCLOS will play an important role
in defining borders and boundaries in
the Arctic, but like most UN regimes,
UNCLOS is inherently weak. Thus, allowing it to be the final arbiter could
serve Russia’s interests. Indeed, it appears that Russia plans to use the loopholes of UNCLOS to claim much of the
Arctic as its own. Developing a transparent security component seems prudent
in a region where maritime traffic—and
resource exploration—will dramatically
increase.
Article 234 of UNCLOS gives Canada
the right to regulate environmental and
some security standards. US vessels
strictly abide by Canada’s Arctic Waters
Pollution Prevention Act, which was
passed in 1970 and recently updated to
extend to the 200-mile EEZ of Canadian
waters.
The Arctic was staked out by the Canadian government in 2006 as one of
the key areas for attention in its “Canada First” defence strategy. “To protect
the North, we must control the North,”
Harper declared in 2008 (Boswell, 2008,
Aug. 26). Toward that end, the government has pledged $3 billion to build eight
military patrol vessels with the capacity
to break through up to three feet of ice;
vowed to add aerial surveillance assets
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and increase the size of Canada’s Army
Ranger units to 5,000; and outlined
plans for a new army training centre
and a deep-water port in the northern
reaches of Canada (Coates et al., 2008:
174; MacAskill, 2007, Aug. 11).
However, the sharp economic downturn and the very high costs of Canada’s
robust commitment to fighting the Taliban in Afghanistan have already eroded
Canada’s ability to fulfill some of these
military promises aimed at securing the
north. But given Russia’s actions and
words, Ottawa should not sacrifice longterm security investments for short-term
savings. Protecting Canadian sovereignty in the Arctic is important enough
to allocate defence dollars to the effort.
As before, Canada will need to partner
with the United States to help defend its
northern regions.
Washington seems awake to the challenge. Calling for “a more active” US
presence, the recently issued US Arctic
Region Policy seems to echo Ottawa’s nononsense view on Arctic security. “The
United States has broad and fundamental
national security interests in the Arctic
region and is prepared to operate either
independently or in conjunction with
other states to safeguard these interests,”
the policy states (White House, 2009).
Although the United States maintains
20,000 active-duty forces in Alaska, and
has the capacity to project its military
into any region, it faces its own challenges. It has only three polar icebreakers, and two of these $800-million ships
have exceeded their projected 30-year
lifespan. Russia, by contrast, can deploy
20 icebreakers (O’Rourke, 2008).
Moreover, the United States faces
enormous budget deficits as a result of
the economic crisis and ongoing military commitments in Iraq and Afghanistan. As such, the United States would
be well advised to work more closely
with its friends and allies in the north.
Canada and the United States are not
the only nations bracing for a cold front
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in the Arctic. Norway, Sweden, and Finland are developing a Nordic security
partnership as a hedge against Russian
expansionism in the energy-rich “high
north” (Lucas, 2008, Nov. 19). Moreover,
NATO Secretary General Jaap de Hoop
Scheffer recently raised the prospect
of NATO involvement in the Arctic. “I
would be the last one to expect military
conflict,” he said, “but there will be a
military presence” (Associated Press,
2009, Jan. 29).

Upgrades
Indeed, conflict with Russia—in the
Arctic or elsewhere—is not inevitable.
Of course, neither is cooperation, as we
are learning on issues as disparate as
Georgia’s sovereignty, Iran’s nuclear program, Europe’s gas supplies, and NATO’s
logistics arteries.
Russia’s claims are different from
those of other Arctic nations, both in
the way the claims are being made and
in the nature of the claims: other nations
are not laying claim to half of the region
or to the entire North Pole; other nations are not flouting the letter and spirit
of UNCLOS; and other nations are not
making territorial claims in a blatant
military context.
Every reasonable effort should be
made to include Russia as an Arctic
partner. US military commanders, for
instance, are pursuing routine contacts
with their Russian counterparts to prevent mishaps and misunderstandings in
the skies above the Arctic (Schanz, 2008,
Aug. 21).
Ottawa and Washington may also
want to consider upgrading the Arctic
Council, a forum founded in 1996 for
dialogue among Arctic countries. Similarly, the United States, Canada, Norway,
and Denmark could explore a treaty with
Russia to divide resource claims equitably. UNCLOS, as referenced above, is
rather weak and does not preclude such
a treaty.

UNCLOS itself has bipartisan backing in the US Senate and prospects for
its passage look good. In its parting days,
the George W. Bush administration
called on the Senate to pass the treaty
“promptly” (White House, 2009).
Despite the shortcomings of UNCLOS, it is important for the United
States to adopt the treaty. First, it is hypocritical for Washington to expect Moscow to abide by the letter and spirit of the
treaty if the United States has not ratified
it. Second, being a party to the treaty
is the best way for the US to ensure its
voice will be heard and its Arctic interests addressed. Third, it may be useful in
the future to underscore allied solidarity.
Speaking of allied solidarity, if Russia
continues down its current path, Canada,
the United States, and their Arctic allies
will be left with few other options than
standing firm and standing together.
Sharing the Arctic’s bounty—in a transparent manner governed by the rule of
law and sound trade practices—makes
more strategic sense than allowing Moscow to divide and conquer.
To prevent that unhappy outcome,
the allies may need to agree among
themselves on borders, transit routes,
and exploration rights, and then pool
their economic and military resources
to protect their shared interests, as they
do in other parts of the world.
The United States and Canada should
lead the way by resolving their dispute
over boundaries in the Beaufort Sea—
splitting the difference down the middle
seems reasonable—and by recognizing
that cooperation on the Northwest Passage provides more benefits than costs. It
seems counterintuitive, but it may be in
America’s strategic interests to support
Canada’s claim on the Northwest Passage as an inland waterway. Although
some in the United States are concerned
that such an arrangement could constrain America’s freedom of movement
and set a problematic precedent, the alternative would seem to invite a greater
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risk to US and Canadian security. If the
Northwest Passage is deemed to be international waters, any country could
send its naval vessels through it or use it
as a flight corridor.
With the Northwest Passage dispute
put to rest, it seems likely that Canada
would welcome American military capability in keeping threats to Canadian
territory and US interests at bay.
The North American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD) could serve

<http://www2.canada.com/cityguides/
hamilton/info/story.html?id=b1e02a431b9c-452f-90fd-06f2fd48340f>, as of February 27, 2009.
Boswell, Randy (2008, August 26). Harper
Looks to Reap Arctic Bounty. CanWest News. <http://www2.canada.com/
topics/news/features/arcticambitions/
story.html?id=2d9a3265-a750-4cff-bdfa5cef8a210668>, as of February 27, 2009.
Canadian Press (2007, August 10). PM Starts
Fight for North. Toronto Star. <http://
www.thestar.com/printArticle/245117>,

Protecting Canadian sovereignty in the Arctic
is important enough to allocate defence dollars
to the effort.
as a model. In fact, “maritime surveillance” was added to NORAD’s list of
responsibilities in 2006 (Gilmore, 2008).
Just as NORAD defends Canadian and
US airspace, a joint or allied naval arrangement could provide security in the
Northwest Passage and other parts of
the Arctic.
Whatever path Russia chooses in the
Arctic, Canada and the United States
would be best served by working together.

References
Associated Press (2009, January 29). Arctic’s Thaw Brings Security Risks for
NATO. International Herald Tribune.
<http://www.iht.com/bin/printfriendly.
php?id=19762034>, as of February 27,
2009.
Blanchfield, Mike (2008, November 24).
Melting Arctic, Afghanistan Top General’s Concerns. Windsor Star. <http://
www2.canada.com/windsorstar/news/
story.html?id=bae17f66-d8df-498a-b07e742da46e7c9e>, as of February 27, 2009.
Boswell, Randy (2008, June 25). Russian General Stirs Arctic Waters. Canwest News.

36

Fras e r Forum 0 4/09

as of February 27, 2009.
Chazan, Guy (2008, July 29). Cold Comfort:
Arctic Is Oil Hot Spot. Wall Street Journal. <http://virginiascommitment.org/
node/357/>, as of October 29, 2008.
Clover, Charles (2008, May 27). Diplomatic
Battle Begins over Arctic. London Telegraph. <http://www.telegraph.co.uk/ear
t h/earthnews/3342916/Diplomatic-bat
t le-begins-over-Arctic.html>, as of February 27, 2009.
Coates, Ken S., P. Whitney Lackenbauer,
Greg Poelzer, and Bill Morrison (2008).
Arctic Front: Defending Canada in the
Far North. Thomas Allen Publishers.
Ek, Carl, et al. (2008). Canada-US Relations. CRS Report for Congress. <http://
f pc.state.gov/docu ments/orga ni z ation/106147.pdf>, as of February 27,
2009.
Gilmore, Gerry (2008). Gates Salutes NORAD’s 50 Years as Guardian of Skies.
American Forces Press Service. <http://
www.defenselink.mil/news/newsarticle.
aspx?id=49853>, as of February 27, 2009.
Idov, Michael (2008, December 9). Cooling Down the New Cold War. The New
Republic. <http://www.tnr.com/politics/
stor y.html?id=a6ddceef-c50d-4b27-

bbd1-1b2b65b53aa6>, as of February 27,
2009.
Ipsos News Centre (2008). Canada and
the Arctic: True North Strong and
Ours? News release (August 18). <http://
www.ipsos-na.com/news/pressrelease.
cfm?id=4039>, as of August 18, 2008.
Lucas, Edward (2008, November 19). North
Stars. The Economist. <http://www.
economist.com/theworldin/displayStory.cfm?story_id=12494485&d=2009>, as
of February 27, 2009.
MacAskill, Ewen (2007, August 11). Canada
Uses Military Might in Arctic Scramble.
The Guardian. <http://www.guardian.
co.uk/world/2007/aug/11/oil.arctic>, as
of February 27, 2009.
Maddox, Brownen (2009, February 6). Russia Leads Arctic Race to Claim Northwest Passage. Times of London. <http://
www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/comment/
columnists/ bronwen _ maddox /ar ticle5671438.ece>, as of March 16, 2009.
O’Rourke, Ronald (2008). Coast Guard
Polar Icebreaker Modernization: Background, Issues and Options for Congress.
CRS Report for Congress. <http://assets.
opencrs.com/rpts/RL34391_20081003.
pdf, as of February 27, 2009.
Reuters (2008, September 19). Canada’s
Harper Worried by Russia’s Arctic
Moves. <http://in.reuters.com/article/
oilRpt/idINN1945398620080919>, as of
February 27, 2009.
Schanz, Marc (2008, August 21). Renuart,
Russian Transparency Improving. Air
Force Magazine. <http://tinyurl.com/
ajrk9d>, as of February 27, 2009.
US Geological Survey [USGS] (2008). 90
Billion Barrels of Oil and 1,670 Trillion Cubic Feet of Natural Gas in the
Arctic. News release (July 23). <http://
w w w.u s g s . g ov/n e w s r o om /a r t i c l e .
asp?ID=1980&from=rss_home>, as of
February 27, 2009.
White House (2009). Presidential Directive
to Establish US Policy in Arctic Region.
<w w w.america.gov/st/texttrans-eng
lish/2009/January/20090112161521eaifa
s0.2872126.html>, as of February 27,
2009. 

www.fraserinstitute.org

