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Abstract 

 

This presentation comprises the progress of a project that explores relations between Canada and 

Russia in the Arctic within the context of the broader regional and global strategic competition 

between great powers. It considers opportunities and challenges for cooperation on bi- and multi-

lateral initiatives that have great potential to ease tensions between Russia and Canada. The 

Arctic provides opportunities for agreement and cooperation on mutual interests such as the 

status of sea routes, proposals for nuclear weapon-free zones, and collaboration on incident 

response. These areas overlap with the Arctic interests of the other Circumpolar states – the 

United States, Norway, and Denmark (Greenland). Canada’s unique middle power status allows 

it to pursue a role in fostering dialogue and cooperation on Arctic initiatives that may address 

both national interests and mutual benefits for the Arctic powers. 

 

 



Presentation 

 

This proposed project is part of a research program under the Canada-Russia Research Initiative 

(CRRI) established in the University of Victoria, Centre for Global Studies under the direction of 

Dr. Anna Tsurkan. 

 

This presentation comprises a work in progress, rather than a completed paper with a definitive 

conclusion – it makes recommendations and is still seeking a concrete avenue for how to achieve 

those recommendations.    

 

Back in September 2011 – I had the opportunity to present a paper at a RACS conference in 

Saint Petersburg titled “The Limits of Canada-Russia Arctic Cooperation”
1
 

This paper explored the cooperative nature of Arctic international relations and the intersection 

of interests between Canada and Russia, such as: 

• monitoring and enforcing sovereignty in national passages – Northern Sea Route and 

Northwest Passage; 

• cooperation on non-military matters through the Arctic Council, such as the Search and 

Rescue agreement (2011),
2
 Scientific Cooperation (2017),

3
 Marine Pollution Prevention and 

Response (2013)
4
 – these are multilateral agreements; 

• working through UNCLOS ~ that oversees continental shelf delimitation – access to seabed 

resources and control over designated maritime territory. 

 

Important issues for Arctic states involve: 

• Sovereignty ~ presence – monitoring, enforcement, response; 

• Security ~ related to sovereignty ~ requires presence to ensure security in region; 

• Economy ~ exploiting maritime and seabed resources; the economic dimension can be 

related to navigation (commercial shipping); 

• Environment ~ all Arctic and non-Arctic nations with a stake in the region have an interest 

in preserving the integrity of landscape and well-being of plants, animals, people on the land 

and maritime environment - - this contributes to the type of infrastructures required to 

operate in the High North.   

 

The analysis for that work is within the realist paradigm of national interests taking priority over 

cooperation and collaboration, if such mutual endeavors interfered with those national interests. 
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The paper acknowledged that when states’ national interests intersected with those of the other 

states, cooperation was not only possible, but favourable. 

The paper was composed at a time when relations between the West and Russia were positive, 

following US President Obama’s reset in relations with Russia and the pursuit of stability, 

reinforcing agreements such as the Prague Agenda, culminating in New START. 

East-West tensions are high now and tend to be regional in character.  The challenge is to 

prevent the spillover of such tensions into other geopolitical regions; in addition to finding 

opportunities for cooperation in other geopolitical regions and strategic issues that might 

positively encourage reductions in tensions in areas that are currently experiencing high 

competition. 

Again, we have the realist paradigm – a security dilemma – that must be mitigated through 

alternative routes of cooperation and diplomacy. 

 

The Arctic region has much potential for mutually beneficial international relations.  Among the 

Arctic 5 circumpolar nations
5
 Canada and Russia comprise the 2 largest landmasses in the 

region, and they both have similar interests in preserving sovereignty, security, environmental 

integrity, and pursuing the region’s economic potential.  

In light of updates in U.S. Arctic policy, which has great potential to affect Canadian Arctic 

interests and activity, there may be an opportunity for Canada to influence its southern neighbour 

in cooperative Arctic endeavors both within the Arctic Council, UNCLOS, and beyond. 

 

The Arctic region shares some geopolitical characteristics with outer space.  It is an area where 

many nations want to pursue scientific research, navigation, and economic exploration; and it is 

an area that needs to be pristine to ensure the safety and security of activity in the region.
6
    

Like space, the Arctic plays an important strategic role in international security involving 

military competition.  Unlike space, there is no treaty or taboo about military activity in the 

Arctic, including strategic nuclear operations, as this behaviour has been in play since the early 

Cold War.  

Strategic military activity in the Arctic includes: 

• ICBMs – over the Arctic is the shortest distance between continents;  

• ballistic missile submarines and attack submarines operate below the surface (often 

undetected under the sea ice); 

• long-range bomber patrols and fighter responses often occur in the Arctic – near (but not in) 

the airspace of other nations; 

• early warning installations to detect ICBM launches with limited BMD capabilities are 

stationed in the region. 

 

Proposals for restricting nuclear military operations in the Arctic have been promoted by a 

number of individuals and organizations in Canada and beyond.
7
  These proposals are framed 
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within the disarmament and arms control paradigm that the best way to achieve strategic stability 

between the East and West is to reduce the number of nuclear weapons and their delivery 

systems as close as possible to zero worldwide.   

 

The Arctic plays a role in such initiatives with proposals for an Arctic nuclear-weapon-free zone
8
 

that would prohibit the possession, manufacture, testing, transit, or stationing of nuclear weapons 

in a designated geographical region.   

 

According to the UN Office for Disarmament Affairs:  

 
“The establishment of Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zones (NWFZ) is a regional approach to 

strengthen global nuclear non-proliferation and disarmament norms and consolidate 

international efforts towards peace and security.
9
 

 

An Arctic NWFZ would require a shift in strategic thinking about the role of the region in the 

deterrence strategies of the US and Russia.  For the most part this kind of treaty that would be 

multilateral in conception, is essentially a bilateral initiative (like other arms control agreements 

concluded between United States and Russia). 

 

My dissertation work explored how an Arctic NWFZ (and other arms control cooperation) could 

be achieved and maintained.
10

  One of the requirements is a shift from provocative nuclear 

postures and offensive delivery systems to more defensively oriented ones, towards either MAD 

or minimum deterrence.   

The work explored both states’ receptivity to minimum deterrence and found that under 

conditions defined by a highly intense security dilemma, such as shift is not likely.  

This shift requires unilateral action in order to encourage reciprocal action in the other state. 

A number of options were put forward, including third-party encouragement on dialogue and 

negotiation on arms control involving the Arctic.  One such actor is Canada, with possible 

participation by other non-nuclear Arctic states (such as Greenland (Den), Norway, Iceland, 

Sweden, Finland, UK). 
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Canada’s Role:
11

   

 

Canada is a Circumpolar nation (like Russia
12

 and like United States) but is a middle power 

positioned uniquely in international affairs to encourage dialogue and cooperation among actors. 

The most effective forum for dialogue may be the Arctic Council to avoid the issues associated 

with an Arctic-5 forum (like the Illulissat conference) that would otherwise see four Arctic (and 

also NATO) states attempting a dialogue with Russia.  The perception might be conceived as 

four NATO states ganging up on Russia – this would be problematic under current tensions. 

Canada’s historical behaviour with respect to nuclear weapons suggests an interest in promoting 

dialogue towards an Arctic NWFZ: 

 

• Canada once hosted nuclear weapons (Bomarks) during the Cold War, but denuclearized in 

1984;   

• Canada has played a significant role in disarmament initiatives since before the Cold War and 

after; and promotes peaceful uses of nuclear energy.   

 
Canada’s role in fostering dialogue for nuclear arms reductions, could include encouraging 

retrenchment in forward deployed systems in the Arctic, specifically by pursuing NWFZs in the 

Northwest Passage and the Canadian Basin.
13

  These recommendations are accompanied by 

acknowledging the need to appeal to the national interests of US and Russia towards reducing 

warhead numbers. 

Options for these regional zones include:  

• eliminating completely military activity in the region;  

• establishing restrictions for ASW operations in the Arctic;
14

 or  

• exchanging nuclear for conventional warheads on sea-based platforms - - these are options 

to reinforce nuclear nations’ receptivity to an Arctic NWFZ. 

 

This initiative has the added benefit of reinforcing the NPT and New START; and perhaps also 

to get nations to think about behaviours that threaten the longevity of the INF Treaty.  

 

Concluding remarks:  

 

It has been stated recently that the “lights must be kept on” with regards to maintaining a 

dialogue between the East and West amidst current tensions. 
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Arctic diplomacy and initiatives to reduce nuclear behaviour in limited regions provides an 

opportunity to lower East-West tensions by maintaining and establishing new precedents for 

such cooperation in other areas.  These areas could spillover positively into the current strategic 

competition, creating conditions for mutual understanding and dialogue towards solutions and 

concessions that all parties can live with. 

 

Creating such favourable conditions is a complex and multifaceted process that must account for 

the multiple channels of interaction that can foster mutual benefits and cooperation in one 

dimension; while competition and provocation may be observed in another dimension.  The hope 

is that cooperation in one dimension will lend to more dialogue and solution-seeking approaches 

to reduce tensions in another.   

 

This work is in its infancy, but hopes to provide options and avenues for enhancing cooperation 

and stability between Russia and countries that are members of the Alliance.  The Arctic and 

arms control may prove to be the best avenues to pursue at this time.  

 

 

  

 


