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Topic 002: Shipping and Development in the Arctic Region 

 

Introduction 

In the twentieth century, the immense importance of the Arctic region has            

become increasingly apparent and immutable. In almost every respect -          

environmentally, economically, politically - the Arctic now acts as the backdrop for            

some of the most pressing issues we face as a global community, though it may be                

quite remote, geographically speaking. With this increase in interest and global           

relevance, however, comes much change to this region. Increasingly, shipping and           

other economic sectors are looking to expand to the largely uninhabited Arctic            

territory, posing several environmental risks, and having the potential to exacerbate           

the current environmental harms affecting this area. The question as to the degree of              

development that should be permitted in the Arctic is a complicated one which             

requires the consideration of a variety of stakeholders and potential impacts. It is also              
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a crucial one, however, as we must ensure that this critical region thrives sustainably              

for many years to come. 

Energy Development in the Arctic Region 

There are two primary sectors in which recent significant growth in the            

Arctic region has occurred: energy and shipping. This paper will analyze the growth             

and impacts of both of these respectively, commencing with energy.  

The Arctic’s importance to the energy sector largely lies with          

petroleum-based resources. It has been estimated that nearly one quarter of the            

Earth’s undiscovered petroleum resources can be found in this region. In addition to             

this, thirty percent of all natural gas, twenty percent of liquefied natural gas, and              

thirteen percent of oil is expected to be found in the Arctic as well. The vast majority                 

of these deposits are offshore. According to the U.S. Geological Survey, “the            

extensive Arctic continental shelves may constitute the geographically largest         

unexplored prospective area for petroleum remaining on earth.”   1

Many of the largest energy corporations have already acquired leases to drill            

in the Arctic, including Royal Dutch Shell, ConocoPhillips, and Statoil. Most of these             

leases apply to the waters off the coast of Alaska, as this is where the highest                

concentration of oil deposits, by some estimates thirty billion barrels, are believe to             

be located. Shell has invested north of four billion dollars in its Arctic projects,              2

1 Lawson Brigham, “The Emerging Arctic,” Council on Foreign Relations, 
http://www.cfr.org/polarregions/emergingarctic/p32620#!/?cid=otr_marketing_usearctic_Infogu
ide#!. 
 
2 Ibid. 
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including permit financing, and scientific investigation. Due to significant operational          

setbacks in 2012, however, Shell has since slowed their investment in the region,             

though they continue to seek development opportunities. It is estimated that in the             

next decade, over one hundred billion dollars of investment will be directed towards             

the Arctic, mostly in offshore energy development.  3

There is also an inherent political component of Arctic energy development,           

as is characteristic of most issues involving this region. Individual Arctic nations have             

each formed their own policy with regards to the degree of energy development they              

allow, and the number of drilling permits they approve. Russia has been deeply             

involved in energy investment, due to their search for new revenue to replace             

declining income in the Siberian oil fields. The Russian government has invested in             

the forty-three natural-gas fields within their nation, which has been facilitated           

primarily by state-owned firms. However it is predicted that Western corporations           

will soon become more thoroughly involved, as is suggested by the partnership            

between ExxonMobil and and Rosneft. Norway has provided twenty-six licences for           

development in the Barents and Norwegian Sea, and has plans to issue more in the               

coming months. This is largely due to declining production in the North Sea, and the               

search for economic alternatives.  4

Shipping Expansion in the Arctic Region 

3 Eurasia Group, “Opportunities and Challenges for Arctic Oil and Gas Development,” The 
Wilson Center, https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/Artic%20Report_F2.pdf. 
4 “The Emerging Arctic,” Council on Foreign Relations. 
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The second sector in which development is increasing in the arctic region is             

shipping. This is mostly due to the increase in melted Arctic sea ice, which has freed                

up a greater number of potential shipping routes; in the summer of 2007, the              

Northwest Passage briefly became ice free for the first time ever, serving as a new               

found link between the two oceans. The same process has occurred for Russia’s             

Northern Sea Route (NSR).  5

The NSR is a key location in the emergence of shipping development in the              

Arctic region; from 2009 to 2013, the number of cargo traveling through the route              

increased from five to seventy one. It should be noted that these numbers are still               

incredibly small compared to other major shipping routes, such as the Suez Canal;             

however they are a marked increase, in a relatively short period of time.             6

Additionally, the Russian government is continuing to invest billions upon billions of            

dollars into northern infrastructure and port development, pointing to even further           

growth in the coming years. Many posit that the NSR will soon become the “Suez of                

the north.” In the Northwest Passage, a record number of vessels are also passing              

through the route, including the first ever large bulk carrier, in 2013.  7

The opening of routes like the NSR and the Northwest Passage allow for             

greatly decreased shipping distances, in many cases over a fifty percent reduction.            

5 Government of Northwest Territories, “Trends in Shipping in the Northwest Passage and 
Beaufort Sea,” Northwest Territories, 
http://www.enr.gov.nt.ca/stateenvironment/73trendsshippingnorthwestpassageandbeauforts
ea. 
6 Council on Foreign Relations, “An Emerging Arctic.” 
7 Northern Sea Route Information Office, “Northern Sea Route Transit,” 
http://www.arcticlio.com/nsr_transits. 
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This, in part, helps to explain the increase in attention directed towards shipping             

routes in this region. Additionally, shipping is intrinsically related to the issue of             

energy development, as greater offshore petroleum development sites will also          

necessarily increase shipping routes from those points. 

Barriers to Arctic Development 

While the prospect of development in the Arctic is greatly promising, there            

are some tangible barriers that pose difficulties. With regards to energy development,            

a lack of infrastructure in the region poses the most significant issues. Most areas              

where petroleum and other natural resources can be found have little development in             

the way of pipelines and energy transport systems. As such, developing these            

resources would not only require the extraction investments characteristic of most           

energy developments, but also significant investment in transport infrastructure that          

would be typically preexisting.  

Shipping in the Arctic also comes with some logistical barriers. Although the            

ice has melted enough to allow for cargo and ships to pass through, this is only the                 

case during certain times of the year, and even then unpredictable ice floes and other               

weather concerns are common. To deal with this, many cargo travelling through the             

Arctic, in particular the NSR, must be accompanied by an icebreaker escort ship,             

costing around 400 000 dollars.  8

8 Ibid. 
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Ultimately, despite these barriers, the attractiveness of the Arctic for lucrative           

business opportunities is too strong; development in the Arctic is continuing rapidly            

and is only predicted to increase in the coming years.  

Environmental Impacts of Shipping and Energy Development 

The environmental impacts of increased shipping and energy development in          

the Arctic region are expected to be profound. Through oil and gas extraction,             

pollution and land degradation are predicted to increase in the Arctic. Pollutants            

largely stem from the shipping industry, however oil and gas operations, which            

discharge chemical byproducts into Arctic water and landscape, have the potential to            

be very dangerous as well. In conjunction with this, the seismic noises released by              

the “air-guns” employed by oil companies to search for natural resources, are            

deafening to Arctic marine life, and has been illustrated to cause illness, confusion,             

and death among these species. Land degradation occurs primarily through the           9

increased development of infrastructure to transport and extract oil and gas. This has             

the potential to cause great harm to almost all species who call the Arctic home, in                

particular migratory and marine life. It should also be noted that this issue has direct               

harms to humans as well; the indigenous communities of the north rely on fish and               

animals as primary sources of subsistence. Any adverse impacts on the homes of             

Arctic wildlife, will also apply to the four million people who call this region home. It                

9 World Wildlife Fund, “Oil and Gas Development,” WWF, 
http://www.worldwildlife.org/threats/oilandgasdevelopment. 
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is critical to dispel the notion that the Arctic is an empty wasteland when considering               

environmental impacts. 

An impact of particular import is that of oil spills, which have frequently             

posed threats to biodiversity and animal survival in areas where they have occurred.             

The dangers of oil spills in the Arctic region are only exacerbated, however. Due to               

the freezing temperatures, and severe weather that is characteristic of the Arctic, is it              

very easy for oil to become trapped beneath sea ice, which cannot be cleaned or               

addressed until the ice has melted. Additionally, any coordinated efforts to clean the             

spill would have to be deployed in the Arctic, posing challenges regarding the ability              

to maneuver to the site of the spill, and having sufficient trained individuals on-hand              

to respond to a spill.  10

Managing Sustainable Arctic Development 

In considering the most constructive ways to proceed with responsible          

development in the Arctic region, it is crucial to consider the relevant governing             

bodies and organizations who have the power to coordinate such development. The            

Arctic Council is chief among these. Formed in 1996, the Arctic Council is a              

high-level, intergovernmental organization that seeks to better the Arctic region          

socially, politically, environmentally and economically. The AC has eight permanent          

states (Canada, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, the Russian Federation,         

Sweden, and the United States), as well as twelve observer states (China, France,             

10 Ibid. 
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Germany, India, Italy, Japan, South Korea, the Netherlands, Poland, Singapore,          

Spain, and the United Kingdom). In addition to this, the Arctic council has six              11

permanent participants, composed of six international indigenous organizations.  12

The Arctic Council has specifically addressed the issues of sustainable          

development in the Arctic region through a variety of agreements and           

recommendations. In 2013, the eight permanent states signed the Agreement on           

Cooperation on Marine Oil Pollution Preparedness and Response in the Arctic,           

which sought to increase international coordination of drilling policy between the           

Arctic states. However, it left individual lease determination for oil and gas            13

development, to the discretion of individual national governments. Other         

recommendations include proposals to mandate that oil companies would cover the           

cost of any oil spill, as a means of increasing accountability, while other             

organizations, such as Greenpeace, propose a flat out ban on Arctic drilling. 

With regards to shipping, Arctic environmental shipping standards have yet          

to be established. The Arctic Council has supported efforts by the United Nation’s             

International Maritime Organization to adopt mandatory shipping rules and         

procedures, that would be tailored specifically to the potential risks of the Arctic             

region. This “mandatory polar code” had a draft text agreed to in early 2014, and               

could potentially be applied later this year if political will continues to be in force.               14

11 Arctic Council, “Observer States,” AC, 
http://www.arcticcouncil.org/index.php/en/aboutus/arcticcouncil/observers. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Council on Foreign Relations, “An Emerging Arctic.” 
14 Ibid. 
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Others believe that actions proposed by the International Maritime Organization do           

not go far enough, demanding higher restrictions on heavy fuel oil and black carbon              

emissions.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pertinent Questions: 
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Are calls for an all-out ban on Arctic shipping and development realistic? Should 

efforts be made to achieve such a ban? 

What would the effects of increased economic activity in the Arctic be? Would it 

benefit the inhabitants of this region? If so, how would these benefits compare to 

the environmental harms? 

What would be an ideal balance between economic development and environmental 

sustainability in this context? Can such a balance be achieved? 

How should this issue be addressed? Through international governing bodies like the 

Arctic Council, or on a federal level with discretion left to individual nations? 

Is one form of economic expansion (natural gas extraction vs. shipping) more 

harmful than the other? If so, why? Should future regulations respond to this 

difference accordingly?  
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