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I. ISSUE BRIEF 

The Arctic region represents a vital strategic priority for Norway encompassing territorial 

sovereignty, resource exploitation, security, and regional stability. Norway possesses 

extensive Arctic territories including Svalbard archipelago, mainland Arctic regions 

(Finnmark, Troms, Nordland), and Jan Mayen Island, totaling approximately 40% of 

Norwegian territory within the Arctic Circle.[1] Norwegian sovereignty extends over vast 

maritime areas: territorial sea, exclusive economic zone, and continental shelf rights under 

UNCLOS (ratified 1996),[2] including the strategically vital Barents Sea containing 

substantial proven and potential hydrocarbon reserves. 

Norway's legal position rests on: undisputed sovereignty over mainland Arctic territories and 

Jan Mayen; special treaty-based sovereignty over Svalbard under the 1920 Svalbard Treaty 

granting Norway sovereignty while imposing demilitarization, resource access equality for 

treaty parties, and scientific research rights;[3] and maritime zones established through 

UNCLOS and the 2010 bilateral maritime delimitation treaty with Russia resolving decades-

long Barents Sea boundary dispute.[4] The 2010 treaty divided approximately 175,000 square 

kilometers of previously disputed waters equally, enabling cooperative resource development 

and reducing tensions.[5] 

Current realities reflect intensifying competition despite Norway's preference for cooperation. 

Russian military buildup in neighboring Kola Peninsula—Northern Fleet headquarters, 

nuclear submarine bases, advanced missile systems—creates immediate security concerns 

given geographic proximity to Norwegian Arctic.[6] China's Arctic interest manifests through 

"Polar Silk Road" proposals, research activities, and political positioning as "near-Arctic 

state" despite geographic distance.[7] Climate change accelerates accessibility—reduced sea 

ice enabling year-round shipping through Northeast Passage along Russian Arctic coast, 

expanded fishing grounds, and resource extraction previously impossible.[8] 

Resource development generates substantial economic value and geopolitical significance. 

Norway's petroleum sector, concentrated in Arctic/sub-Arctic waters (Barents Sea fields 

including Snøhvit, Goliat, Johan Castberg), provides approximately 14% of GDP and 40% of 

exports.[9] Fisheries represent vital economic and cultural interests—Norwegian Arctic 

waters contain world's richest cod and other groundfish stocks generating billions in annual 

value.[10] However, development faces tensions: environmental concerns about offshore 

drilling risks, climate commitments conflicting with petroleum expansion, and Indigenous 

Sámi rights requiring consultation on resource projects affecting traditional territories.[11] 



The fundamental policy challenge lies in: defending sovereignty and maritime rights against 

potential challenges while maintaining cooperative regional framework; managing Russian 

relations balancing necessary engagement with security concerns and NATO solidarity 

following Ukraine crisis; preventing Chinese strategic influence while enabling productive 

Arctic cooperation; developing petroleum and fisheries resources while meeting climate 

commitments and environmental protection; and ensuring Sámi rights and Arctic community 

sustainability while pursuing national economic interests. 

II. STRATEGIC INTERESTS 

Primary Interests: 

Territorial sovereignty over Norwegian Arctic lands and waters constitutes non-negotiable 

core interest. Mainland Arctic territories (Finnmark, Troms, Nordland) host approximately 

480,000 residents including substantial Sámi Indigenous populations,[12] with complete 

Norwegian sovereignty undisputed. Svalbard archipelago presents unique complexities—the 

1920 Treaty grants Norway sovereignty but imposes: equal resource access rights for treaty 

parties (approximately 50 signatories including Russia, China, EU states); demilitarization 

preventing military installations; and scientific research rights enabling permanent research 

presence by multiple countries.[13] Russia maintains permanent settlement at Barentsburg 

(approximately 400 residents), coal mining operations, and scientific stations,[14] creating 

ongoing presence requiring management. Norwegian interpretation asserts full sovereignty 

with treaty imposing limited obligations; other states, particularly Russia, emphasize resource 

access rights and equality principles potentially constraining Norwegian jurisdiction.[15] 

Maritime sovereignty and resource rights represent vital economic interests. The Barents Sea 

contains estimated 7.9 billion barrels of oil equivalent in proven and undiscovered 

resources,[16] with current production (Snøhvit LNG, Goliat oil, Johan Castberg 

development) generating billions in annual revenue and supporting northern Norwegian 

communities. The 2010 maritime boundary treaty with Russia resolved disputed area, 

enabling: cooperative development in formerly contested waters; reduced tension and 

predictable legal framework; and potential joint ventures on transboundary deposits.[17] 

Fisheries sovereignty ensures Norwegian control over management decisions—cod, haddock, 

and other stocks in Norwegian/Barents Sea waters generate approximately NOK 25 billion 

annually.[18] Any erosion of maritime sovereignty would directly threaten petroleum 

revenue (14% of GDP) and fishing industry viability. 

Secondary Interests: 

NATO membership and alliance security provide existential defense protection Norway 

cannot achieve independently. Norwegian defense forces (approximately 24,000 active 

personnel)[19] cannot defend against potential Russian aggression—geographic proximity to 

Kola Peninsula hosting Northern Fleet, short warning times, and force imbalance necessitate 

NATO Article 5 guarantees. Enhanced NATO presence following Ukraine crisis includes: 

increased exercises (Cold Response, Trident Juncture), pre-positioned U.S. Marine rotations 

in central Norway,[20] and integrated air policing. However, Norway maintains traditional 

constraints: no permanent foreign bases in peacetime (only rotational presence), no nuclear 

weapons on territory, and emphasis on reassurance rather than provocation balancing 

deterrence with avoiding unnecessary Russian escalation.[21] 



High North policy prioritizing stability and cooperation serves Norwegian interests in 

avoiding militarization or tension escalation. Despite security concerns, Norway maintains: 

economic engagement with Russia (limited post-2022 sanctions); Arctic Council cooperation 

on environmental and scientific issues; bilateral Norwegian-Russian fisheries management 

commission ensuring sustainable stock management;[22] and diplomatic emphasis on Arctic 

exceptionalism—the concept that Arctic should remain low-tension region despite broader 

geopolitical conflicts.[23] This approach enables: continued resource development requiring 

predictable stable conditions; cooperation on shared challenges (fisheries, environment, 

search-and-rescue); and Norwegian positioning as bridge rather than frontline in great power 

competition. 

Tertiary Interests: 

Indigenous Sámi rights constitute constitutional and international legal obligations. 

Approximately 50,000-65,000 Sámi live in Norway (total Sámi population across Norway, 

Sweden, Finland, Russia estimated 80,000-100,000),[24] with constitutionally protected 

cultural and language rights and land use rights through the Finnmark Act and Sámi 

Parliament.[25] Resource development affecting Sámi traditional territories requires 

consultation and accommodation per ILO Convention 169 (ratified by Norway 1990).[26] 

Recent tensions include wind farm developments on reindeer grazing lands generating 

protests and legal challenges.[27] 

Environmental leadership and climate commitments serve international reputation and 

domestic values. Norway positions itself as environmental steward implementing ambitious 

climate policies while facing contradictions: substantial petroleum production contributing to 

global emissions versus domestic renewable energy and emissions reductions; Arctic 

environmental protection advocacy versus offshore drilling expansion.[28] Managing these 

contradictions requires: technology investments (carbon capture and storage, offshore wind); 

sustainable fisheries demonstrating responsible management; and balancing climate action 

with economic realities of petroleum dependence. 

III. CONSTRAINTS 

Security-Strategic Constraints: 

Geographic vulnerability to Russian military power creates existential dependencies on 

NATO. Kola Peninsula hosts Russia's Northern Fleet (nuclear ballistic missile submarines, 

attack submarines, surface combatants), advanced air defense systems (S-400), and Bastion 

coastal defense missiles,[29] all within striking distance of Norwegian territory. Norwegian 

forces cannot independently defend against serious Russian aggression, requiring NATO 

reinforcements that might arrive too late given short warning times and distance from major 

NATO bases in Central Europe. The 2022 Ukraine invasion dramatically shifted threat 

perceptions—assumptions about Russian restraint evaporated, generating Norwegian defense 

policy reassessment including increased spending, enhanced readiness, and closer NATO 

integration.[30] 

Alliance dependencies create limited strategic autonomy. Norwegian security fundamentally 

depends on U.S. commitment and NATO Article 5 credibility, generating pressures: 

supporting U.S./NATO positions even when conflicting with Norwegian preferences 



(sanctions affecting Norwegian-Russian economic relations); hosting increased NATO 

presence despite historical reluctance; and aligning with alliance positions on issues beyond 

immediate Norwegian interests. The delicate balance between deterrence and dialogue 

becomes harder to maintain when alliance consensus shifts toward confrontation. 

Economic-Resource Constraints: 

Petroleum sector decline threatens economic model and northern development. Norwegian 

oil and gas production peaked and faces: depleting North Sea fields requiring Arctic/Barents 

Sea expansion for production maintenance; global energy transition reducing long-term fossil 

fuel demand; and climate commitments creating contradictions with petroleum 

expansion.[31] Petroleum revenue funds Norwegian welfare state and Government Pension 

Fund Global (sovereign wealth fund exceeding $1.4 trillion),[32] making alternatives difficult 

to identify at comparable scale. Northern Norway particularly depends on petroleum for 

employment and development, creating regional pressures for continued exploration despite 

environmental and climate concerns. 

Fisheries face climate change and geopolitical pressures. Warming Arctic waters drive 

species migration northward, potentially shifting stocks beyond Norwegian jurisdiction.[33] 

Russian cooperation on fisheries management becomes uncertain post-Ukraine—the bilateral 

commission managed stocks cooperatively for decades, but sanctions and tensions threaten 

collaboration.[34] Chinese distant-water fishing fleet expansion and attempts to access Arctic 

fisheries create future pressure on Norwegian resources and management authority.[35] 

Political-Legal Constraints: 

Svalbard Treaty obligations constrain Norwegian jurisdiction over archipelago. Treaty 

provisions granting equal resource access create recurring disputes: Norway implements 

environmental regulations and fishing restrictions citing sovereignty; Russia and others argue 

restrictions violate treaty equality provisions.[36] The Fisheries Protection Zone (established 

1977, extending 200nm around Svalbard) remains contentious—Norway asserts regulatory 

authority, other states question legal basis.[37] These disputes create persistent low-level 

tensions and potential escalation risks if Norway enforces restrictions against Russian or 

other vessels aggressively. 

Sámi rights require consultation and potential development restrictions. Constitutional 

provisions and ILO Convention 169 establish consultation duties potentially delaying or 

preventing resource projects.[38] Wind farm controversies illustrate tensions—renewable 

energy development conflicting with reindeer herding rights, Supreme Court ruling 

development violated Sámi rights, requiring government response balancing climate goals 

with Indigenous rights.[39] 

IV. POLICY OPTIONS 

Option A: Enhanced Deterrence Through NATO Integration 

Substantially increase Norwegian defense spending (toward NATO 2% GDP guideline from 

current levels), expand NATO presence (permanent bases replacing rotational deployments, 

heavy equipment pre-positioning, enhanced air and naval presence), intensify exercises 



demonstrating capability to defend Norwegian Arctic, and reduce economic engagement with 

Russia (comprehensive sanctions support, petroleum cooperation termination, severing most 

bilateral ties). 

Assessment: Maximizes deterrence and alliance solidarity demonstrating Norwegian 

commitment to collective defense. However, risks: provoking Russian escalation creating 

precisely the tensions Norway seeks to avoid; alienating northern Norwegian communities 

economically dependent on Russian relations; abandoning successful cooperative frameworks 

(fisheries commission) without clear alternatives; and potentially encouraging militarization 

of Arctic contrary to Norwegian interests in maintaining regional stability. 

Option B: Arctic Neutrality and Bridge Role 

Reduce NATO military integration, pursue Nordic defense cooperation excluding NATO 

elements, maintain robust economic and scientific cooperation with Russia despite Ukraine 

crisis, and position Norway as neutral mediator in Arctic affairs facilitating dialogue among 

competing powers. 

Assessment: Potentially reduces tensions and maintains cooperative frameworks. However, 

fundamentally unrealistic and dangerous: Norway cannot defend independently against 

Russian threats; NATO membership provides existential security guarantee irreplaceable by 

Nordic cooperation; neutrality would alienate Western allies while failing to guarantee 

Russian restraint; and Ukraine demonstrates limits of assuming Russian respect for neutral 

states. Option contradicts 75 years of Norwegian security policy based on NATO 

membership and transatlantic ties. 

Option C: Balanced Engagement Through Selective Cooperation 

Maintain strong NATO membership and defense cooperation while preserving selective 

engagement with Russia on specific shared interests (fisheries management, search-and-

rescue, environmental monitoring); continue Arctic Council participation despite challenges; 

manage Svalbard through pragmatic interpretation balancing sovereignty assertion with treaty 

obligations; pursue sustainable resource development with enhanced environmental 

protections and Sámi consultation; and position Norway as responsible Arctic steward 

demonstrating environmental leadership while defending economic interests. 

Assessment: Balances competing imperatives avoiding binary choice between confrontation 

and accommodation. Maintains security through NATO while preserving functional 

cooperation where mutual interests exist. Demonstrates sovereignty assertion while managing 

treaty constraints pragmatically. However, requires sophisticated balancing increasingly 

difficult amid polarized geopolitical environment and may satisfy neither security hawks nor 

cooperation advocates fully. 

V. RECOMMENDED COURSE OF ACTION 

Strategy: Option C – Balanced Engagement Through Selective Cooperation 

Implementation should prioritize: 



Defense and Security: Increase defense spending toward NATO guidelines; maintain NATO 

integration through exercises and rotational presence while avoiding permanent foreign bases 

absent dramatic threat changes; enhance northern Norway infrastructure (roads, airfields, 

ports) enabling rapid reinforcement; invest in surveillance and domain awareness (satellites, 

maritime patrol aircraft, coastal radar); maintain clear communication with Russia on military 

activities reducing miscalculation risks through existing channels despite broader tensions. 

Resource Management: Continue petroleum development in proven areas (Johan Castberg, 

other Barents Sea fields) while implementing strict environmental standards and transitioning 

toward renewable energy; maintain fisheries cooperation with Russia through bilateral 

commission as long as functional, developing contingencies if cooperation breaks down; 

enhance Arctic research and environmental monitoring demonstrating scientific leadership 

and responsible stewardship. 

Svalbard Governance: Assert Norwegian sovereignty while pragmatically managing treaty 

obligations: enforce environmental and safety regulations justifiable under sovereignty; avoid 

gratuitous provocations on issues where treaty interpretation ambiguous; maintain dialogue 

with Russia on practical management issues; and ensure Norwegian permanent presence and 

infrastructure demonstrating effective control. 

Sámi Partnership: Implement genuine consultation meeting constitutional and ILO 

Convention 169 requirements; develop benefit-sharing frameworks ensuring communities 

gain from resource projects; support cultural preservation and traditional livelihoods; and 

balance development imperatives with Indigenous rights through negotiated solutions rather 

than unilateral impositions. 

This approach positions Norway to defend vital interests while maintaining Arctic 

cooperation frameworks, demonstrates alliance commitment while preserving necessary 

Russian engagement on shared challenges, and balances resource development with 

environmental and Indigenous responsibilities.[40] 
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