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This thesis assesses the potential success of the United States’ newly assumed role as chairman 

of the Arctic Council in light of its own record of development in Alaska, its only Arctic 

territory. Using primary and secondary qualitative research, perspectives from multiple 

stakeholders are analyzed to assess the United States’ current capabilities in the Arctic versus its 

rhetoric and responsibilities. To gauge this more effectively, the theory of problem-solving 

capacity is used to analyze the United States’ potential capacity in the Arctic Council, while the 

theory of environmental security is used to analyze the United States’ level of investment and 

commitment to Alaska. With development in Alaska minimal at best and local communities at 

risk from environmental impacts, the ideal tool for addressing these deficiencies is identified to 

be icebreakers operated by the United States Coast Guard. Impediments to acquiring sufficient 

icebreaking capacity are explored, with the conclusion that if the United States is to take 

effective action on the Arctic stage, investment in icebreakers and therefore the environment and 

inhabitants of the Arctic is necessary. Not doing so reveals the USA’s agenda to be empty 

rhetoric and consequently this lost opportunity for leadership may lead to catastrophic results for 

the region. 
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1. Introduction

“The decisions that we make today and in the next two years, the actions that we come together to 

take, will determine the future of this region for generations to come. So we have to be ambitious, 

we have to honor the responsibility that each of our nations has for the Arctic, we have to make 

sure the opportunities that we explore help to preserve the sustainability and the vitality of this 

region and by extension the rest of the world. And we all know the clock is ticking and we actually 

don’t have a lot of time to waste.” 

– Secretary of State John Kerry, Arctic Council Ministerial Meeting, Iqaluit, April 28, 2015.

That the Arctic is melting is a foregone conclusion. Sea ice levels reached their lowest point on 

record in March 2015, following the last decade’s trend of steady decline. This melting is 

instigating an environmental state change in the region for which neither the inhabitants nor the 

nations that administer the area are completely prepared. As the environment shifts radically with 

the loss of both sea ice and permafrost, the effects will be difficult to deal with for those who have 

adapted to the ice and need it for their livelihood – whether this be the subsistence hunters among 

the Inuit, or the bearded seals which use the ice for resting and giving birth. However, it is 

important not to label this melting as strictly negative. The melting of the ice opens the region to 

a host of newcomers. Southern species of fish are moving further north to feed and, following 

them, commercial fishermen are finding a bounty in the previously hostile and dangerous waters. 

So, too, are energy companies and, as businesses from the south move northwards, the balance 

between risk and reward becomes ever more acute for the residents of the High North. 

The Arctic Council is the highest level international forum for addressing the issues that arise with 

the changing Arctic and has, in the last 20 years since its founding, moved from being a forum 

devoted purely to scientific facilitation and coordination to a critical organization with a 

secretariat, facilitating binding agreements between Arctic states. In April 2015 Leona Agluqqak, 

the Canadian Minister for the Environment and the Chair of the Arctic Council, handed over her 

role in the Council to Secretary of State John Kerry to begin the United States Chairmanship of 

the Arctic Council. Under this chairmanship the triad of priorities put forth by the United States is 

as follows: addressing the issue and impacts of climate change, promoting ocean safety and 

security, and improving living and economic conditions among Northern communities (Kerry, 

2015). These goals are admirable, and as an Arctic nation the United States seems genuinely 

committed to them and to the sustainable development of the region. Multiple stakeholders exist 

in the Arctic at the international, national, and local levels, and all of them share a similar interest 

– development of the region in a sustainable way, ensuring peace and a respect for the environment

while advancing economic gains. 

Yet all of this is purely rhetoric. Papers and plans and policies concerning the Arctic abound, both 

officially and unofficially, and yet the situation on the ground in the Alaskan Arctic appears as if 

few people have presently taken notice of the precarious position and enormous opportunities of 

the area. As Alaska’s Senator Lisa Murkowski has pointed out, without putting resources behind 

policy, we are only paying lip service to the situation (Scully, 2014). And the situation is urgent. 

The Arctic Ocean is bordered by five nations, and all five of them are now taking steps to increase 

their presence in the area. Maritime activity is increasing every year, and commercial activity will 

soon follow. The ability of the United States to deal with these challenges can be framed in 
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reference to the theory of problem-solving capacity, which breaks down the variables influencing 

international decision making to gauge their effectiveness. 

The communities of the American Arctic are struggling against social dysfunction and cultural 

erosion, exorbitant costs of living, and a lack of basic services. The environment faces challenges 

as well, and despite measures designed to protect it, the Arctic remains a region where actions 

often transcend national borders and effects are felt far from the causes. All in all, concern with 

the state of the environment is both natural and essential to the survival of Northern indigenous 

peoples and other Northerners. The current state of the Arctic ecosystem, with all the pollution and 

various other risks and threats, such as climate change, provides a concrete example of 

environmental security in general (Loukacheva, 2013, p.41). Environmental security, presented as 

the utmost variable affecting the United States’ capacity to act in the Arctic, allows us to gauge 

the problem solving capacity of the United States, and therefore gauge its effectiveness at pursuing 

its agenda as head of the Arctic Council. 

1.1. Structure 

In this essay, I will focus on the United States Chairmanship of the Arctic Council. This 

thesis aims to answer one simple question: Can the USA effectively lead the Arctic Council, 

considering its current state of development in the Alaskan Arctic? To answer this, I will be using 

the theory of institutional problem-solving to explain why the Arctic Council, and thus the USA’s 

leadership of it, is an appropriate subject for analysis. I will then use the theory of environmental 

security to detail why the environmental security of the Arctic should be the underlying barometer 

of success of the Chairmanship’s goals, and thus where the most resources should be spent. 

Additionally, I will explain my research methodology using secondary and primary sources to gain 

insight into stakeholder priorities and the broad strokes of Arctic policy today. The methodology 

is presented in section three, while the theories are explained in the beginning of section two. 

The remainder of section two is the background, where I detail the geography of the region, the 

Arctic Council’s structure and mission, as well as other international regimes and their goals. 

Additionally, I will explore national policies in the Arctic, focusing mainly on those of the United 

States. The Alaskan state policy will be presented, as well as statements from indigenous groups 

of their priorities and concerns, which serve as the ‘boots on the ground’ of environmental security 

assessment in the area. Finally, as the primary agency tasked with ensuring the safety, security and 

stewardship of the area, the United States Coast Guard’s mission and capabilities will be explained. 

Results and Analysis will be presented together in section four, where I explain the incongruity 

between policy and capability. The opinions of senior officials whom I have met are presented, as 

well as numerous articles and reports, to examine how they agree or disagree in critical areas. I 

will further explore the capabilities of the United States Coast Guard as the agency best qualified 

to spur the sustainable development of the region through icebreaker presence and supporting 

infrastructure. I will then proceed to re-examine the USA’s Arctic Chairmanship agenda in the 

light of the country’s current capacity to achieve environmental security and cooperate with other 

countries. 

It is imperative that these main issues are addressed immediately. The Arctic will not wait for 

lengthy political debates about the sources of climate change, nor will the USA’s Arctic neighbors 

sit idly by as the United States dithers about the implementation of sustainable development in the 
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High North. If the United States is not prepared to put forth its considerable resources to address 

the issues it faces during its chairmanship of the Arctic Council, it risks undermining its position 

as an Arctic nation and its sustainability goals. The solution to this is the nation’s icebreaker fleet; 

deciding to enhance it is the first step towards answering the research question posed earlier. As 

Admiral Papp, former Commandant of the USCG has said, “at some point we are going to have to 

make that decision. But we are running out of time” (O’Rourke, 2015, p.17). 
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2. Background 

In this section I will first describe the theories which will provide a general lens with which to 

view subsequent information. The theory should not be taken as a subject in itself, but rather as a 

complement to the system barriers used to narrow the scope of the thesis. That is, problem solving 

capacity and environmental security themselves are not the objects of the thesis, but rather devices 

to bind the relevant pieces of information together in order to better qualify them for answering 

the original research question. The subsequent background information is meant to provide a 

thorough, but certainly not exhaustive, picture of the basic geography of the region, the 

international organizations concerned with key aspects of the area, the national actors with a direct 

impact and interest in the American Arctic, the local government of that area, the indigenous 

perspective on development, and the United States Coast Guard’s mission in the area, as well as 

its capabilities. 

2.1. Theory 

2.1.1. Problem-Solving Capacity: 

When speaking about Arctic policy, the United States, and goals towards sustainable development, 

the Arctic Council is bound to top the list of organizations qualified to deal with these topics in a 

meaningful way. This can be inferred simply from the organization’s body of work, size, and the 

number of high level officials participating from member states. Due to this, the Arctic Council 

also stands out as the most suitable for analysis from a theoretical standpoint and as the ultimate 

platform to which the research question will be addressed. To do so, and to emphasize the primacy 

of the Arctic Council in my analysis, I will utilize the theoretical tools taken from Arild Underdal’s 

piece, “Meeting Common Challenges in the High North: The Co‐evolution of Policies and 

Practices”.  

Figure 1, presented below, breaks down the components of “problem-solving capacity”. 

Underdal explains the theory thusly: “when do regimes ‘succeed’? When problem‐solving 

capacity matches the challenge … capacity can be defined and measured only in relation to a 

certain problem or function. The most interesting question to be asked about capacity in this 

context therefore becomes how well it ‘matches’ the challenge” (p.18). The challenge, in this 

case, is executing the United States agenda for the AC Chairmanship. The measurement of 

capacity is twofold: the political and institutional willingness and ability to address and find 

solutions to challenges, and the means to carry out those solutions. This theory deals primarily 

with the former, thereby solidifying the Alaskan Arctic as a direct barometer of the US’ Arctic 

Council policy effectiveness. The latter part of capacity is the subject of the majority of the 

thesis, and will be the answer to the research question ‘Can the USA effectively lead the Arctic 

Council, considering its current state of development in the Alaskan Arctic?’ 

Figure 1 gives a compartmentalized view of the factors relating to problem-solving capacity and 

the choice of the Arctic Council as the organization most suited towards addressing regional 

challenges. The table below shows why the United States, as chair of the Arctic Council, is 

currently in the most critical position for solving Arctic issues, therefore why its policy and 

capacity will be scrutinized as a focus for this thesis. 
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Fig 1 - Problem-solving capacity: components, functions, and crude overall scores. Taken from 

“Meeting Common Challenges in the High North:  The Co‐evolution of Policies and Practices” by AlridUnderdal. 

The institution: “as an arena, an institution determines which ‘games’ are to be played under its 

auspices, and specifies rules of access, decision rules and rules of procedure for these games” 

(Underdal, 2010, p.23). Games, in this case, are the procedures and rules for decision making, 

which in the Arctic Council is done by consensus. Institutions as actors are those institutions in 

which the machinery (bureaucracy, administration, secretariat) is able to make significant input 

into the decisions taken. In the case of the Arctic Council this ability is quite low. 

Power is understood as the control over important goods, services and events. Autonomous power 

is power over goods ect, that are important to your own goals. Power over others includes having 

control over goods that are important to other parties, and thus a state can use coercive power 
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against other states (Underdal, 2010, p.23). In the Arctic, power dynamics are complex and depend 

on which issue is relevant. 

Third, leadership is “a necessary condition, although not a sufficient one, for reaching agreement 

on institutional arrangements” (Underdal, 2010, p.24). Unilateral leadership utilizes coercion or 

independence to gain consensus, often with the use of power. Intellectual leadership uses 

information or new perspectives to gain consensus, while entrepreneurial leadership often works 

on compromises and innovative political solutions to convince others to cooperate. In the Arctic 

Council all three types enjoy use depending on the issue, but Underdal reminds us that “when the 

going gets tough, power enters the equation, often as the ultimate tool” (p.25). 

Underdal summarizes his take on governance in the High North:  

“Some collective goods can be provided through a “single best effort”, i.e. by one single party with 

the capabilities required and a strong interest in having the good provided (even if it becomes 

available also to free-riders). At the other end we have collective goods that can be provided only 

through universal participation. Here, the outcome is determined by the weakest link. In-between 

these extremes we have a wide category of cooperative projects that require contributions from 

more than one but not from all parties. Most of the international governance challenges encountered 

in the High North region belong to this category” (p.20). 

The Arctic Council in this frame of reference emerges as an institution which is less imperfect than 

its alternatives. As Underdal notes, “Institutional capacity for international governance of the High 

North at large is still fragmented and weak” (p.23). Be that as it may, the AC remains the best 

candidate for analysis partly due to a lack of any viable substitute. 

2.1.2. Environmental Security 

‘Security’ is a vague concept which is generally regarded with an outdated view. When one talks 

about security theory, what often comes to the forefront is military strategy, geopolitical alliances, 

and territorial control. These issues are generally thought to revolve around the concept of national 

security and the consequent use or threat of violence. Michael Renner, writing for the Institute of 

Environmental Security, says that “the traditional focus on state (or regime) security is inadequate 

and needs to encompass safety and well-being for the state’s population. If individuals and 

communities are insecure, state security itself can be extremely fragile” (Renner, 2006, p.4).While 

military security is certainly a strong field in its own right, the concept of security has recently 

undergone an evolution to include fields such as public security, human security, and 

environmental security (p.3). None of these fields are mutually exclusive, and thus the concept of 

security overall has taken on a much more holistic dimension. IES defines environmental security 

as: The current and future availability (determined by the factors of supply, accessibility and 

management) of life-supporting ecosystem services, goods for human needs, and natural processes 

which contribute to poverty alleviation and conflict deterrence (Hecker, 2011, p.12).  

Operating from the premise that “non-military dimensions, such as social wellbeing and 

environmental integrity, are important prerequisites for ensuring security” (Renner, 2006, p.4), we 

can move on to the concept that environmental and human security must be regarded as critical 

goals in the Arctic, and that without them national security policy falls flat. Human security’s 

fundamental concept focuses primarily on protecting people from acts of violence and violent 

threats to their rights, safety, or lives — ‘freedom from fear’ (p.5). Indeed, military security may 
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even degrade human security: “The maintenance of military bases and installations, the 

production, testing, and upkeep of conventional, chemical, and nuclear arms, and the training of 

armed forces consumes substantial amounts of energy, generates large quantities of toxic and 

radioactive wastes, contributes to air pollution and global warming, and imposes a heavy toll on 

often fragile land" (p.11). 

In this thesis’ research question, ‘the current state of development in the Alaskan Arctic’ can be 

interpreted as asking whether environmental and human security needs in Alaska have been met. 

In the context of Alaska, the Inuit’s unique connection with the environment means that human 

and environmental security are linked even more strongly, and so these two concepts will 

subsequently be referred to as ‘environmental security’, a concept accepted widely enough that it 

has now “assumed a normative character” (Swain, 2013, p.33). Thus it becomes imperative that 

the current and future environmental security of the inhabitants of the Alaskan Arctic be evaluated. 

Policy initiatives can then be evaluated on the basis of whether or not it will increase environmental 

and human security in the High North. 

It is important to note that the concept of environmental security is not by its nature implying that 

environmental degradation produces conflict or violence “nor even that environmental change is 

necessarily a direct trigger of conflict” (Renner, 2006, 6). A large variety of factors, such as 

unemployment, poverty, unequal land distribution, and environmental degradation can impose 

huge stress on a community, leading to various manifestations of violence. In this way, when the 

causes of environmental degradation are regional, “a multilateral and even global approach is 

needed to deal effectively with a multitude of trans-boundary challenges” (p.4). Ashok Swain, a 

professor at the Uppsala University Peace and Conflict Research Centre, writes that “The notion 

of environmental security refers to a comprehensive, multilevel approach to security, both 

conceptually and operationally”, which “supports a trans-boundary approach because, by 

definition, an environmentally induced security threat can threaten those who live within a 

geographically proximate area that may cover more than one state" (Swain, 2013, p.33). 

While the scope and level of cooperation required is multinational, the object of environmental 

security is not the state itself, but rather the people living in it. This again marks a departure from 

traditional military security which views conflict in geopolitical, state to state terms. Swain 

explains that environmental security makes the individual “the key ‘referent’ of security, that 

which needed to be secured”, so that the concept embraces the population below the level of the 

state and the international community above it (Swain, 2013, p.13). Approaches to environmental 

security must therefore span the entire hierarchy of power. Given that the individuals living in the 

Alaskan Arctic are predominantly indigenous Inuit, the individual, base level of environmental 

security assessment must be with them. In this way, the focus of Inuit environmental security is 

maintaining “a vital, productive subsistence way of life, [which] is strongly correlated with 

measures of overall physical well-being and psychosocial health in Arctic communities” (BOEM, 

2015, p612). 

Having broadened the definition of security, accepted that many causes may contribute to the 

deterioration of human and environmental security, and established that the focus of security 

policy must span from the individual to the global level, it is worth narrowing the focus down to a 

few key issues to provide for more substantive analysis. Renner identifies energy, water 

availability, food security, and infectious disease as being among the primary concerns of 

environmental security, as well as habitability of an area in general and the impact of disasters 



8 
 

which arise from a deteriorating environment (Renner, 2006, p.7). Each of these topics are 

presented briefly below, with food security having its own subsection due to its importance in the 

context of the Inuit people, making it a key marker for evaluating the environmental security of 

the people and the area in which they live. Infectious diseases are disregarded in this thesis, aside 

from the caveat that tuberculosis rates in Alaska Natives are disproportionately high compared to 

other ethnicities, with 69% of cases in the state occurring among Natives despite them making up 

only 15% of the total population (State of Alaska, 2013, p.7). Figure 2 shows a brief flow chart of 

the various factors related to environmental security and their positive or negative connotations. 

 

Fig 2: Environmental security flow chart. Taken from envirosecurity.org 

Energy in the context of environmental security is most easily controlled when in the form of 

petroleum. Petroleum, or fossil fuels, have ignited conflict over control of many parts of the world, 

and increased militarization of areas to secure access to them. In the Arctic this sort of conflict is 

unlikely, although militarization is already taking place. Energy is a double-edged sword in the 

Arctic, as it is the sole fuel source for many isolated communities, but also pollutes an especially 

sensitive and vulnerable environment.  

Water is often conceptualized in environmental security in terms of its scarcity and the control 

over its source. While the quantity of water is not an issue in Alaska, the key consideration in terms 

of water security comes from its quality. Water sanitation systems in Alaskan villages are often 

lacking due to poor treatment facilities or inundation of groundwater by the sea due to coastal 

erosion. A lack of clean water, or contamination due to environmental degradation, is as much an 

environmental security risk as a lack of water altogether. 

Habitability is tied closely to how susceptible an area is to environmental degradation which 

cannot be mitigated. Habitability of an area is directly related to subsistence activities, services 

available, and suitability for settlement. Renner again states that “environmental degradation may 

in some cases be sufficiently extreme to undermine the habitability of a given area and to compel 

affected populations to leave in search of new homes… in effect creating flows of ‘environmental 

refugees’” (Renner, 2006, p.10). In the case of Alaska, which is warming twice as fast as the global 
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average, environmental degradation is leading to a decrease in area habitability, observed by 

erosion rates, loss of sea ice, flooding, and potential disasters. Disasters, in this case, can be 

regarded as oil spills, erosion, flooding, and increases in the negative effects of winter storms. 

Environmental degradation in the Arctic, which “is setting the stage for more frequent and more 

devastating natural disasters” (Renner, 2006, p.10), and a loss of habitability will likely result from 

a catastrophic oil spill, sudden erosion due to extreme weather, melting permafrost, and accidents 

requiring expert rescue assistance. Disasters can “undermine the long term economic viability and 

habitability of an affected area” (p.11), setting back development further and exacerbating the 

other factors contributing to environmental insecurity. These challenges “can undermine 

livelihoods, overwhelm communities’ ability to cope, and unravel the social fabric of fragile 

societies” (p.9).  

2.1.3. Food Security 

The World Health Organization’s definition of food security, also used by the United States 

Government, proclaims that “Food security is the assurance that all people at all times have both 

physical and economic access to food they need for an active, healthy life. It means that the food 

itself is safe, nutritionally adequate and culturally appropriate and that this food is obtained in a 

way that upholds basic human dignity” (BOEM, 2015, p.143). This again takes on special 

significance for the subsistence hunting culture of the Inuit, where food security is linked heavily 

to environmental conditions. This is because in subsistence hunting, food is taken from the 

environment at the rate which is required to survive and meet basic needs. Food resources may be 

used as an effective barometer of environmental degradation in many circumstances in the north, 

so close is the relationship between Inuit food security and the environment. Further, Renner states 

that “an adequate and reliable supply of food is one of the most basic determinants of how secure 

or insecure people are” (Renner, 2006, p.8). 

Inuit food security is largely different from that of southern populations. Due to the Inuit’s heavy 

reliance on hunting and the relatively high proportion of meat in their diet, agriculture is of little 

importance to their food security (BOEM, 2015, p.144). Instead, the environment - which is 

responsible for the quantity and quality of their food supply - and their access to it are the key 

factors in maintaining food security in the region. This is not purely for nutrition, either; 

subsistence harvesting is culturally significant for Alaska Natives and other rural residents (Hayes, 

2013, p.14). In light of this, the “U.N. Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples states that 

environmental degradation can violate the human rights of indigenous people and that it is the 

responsibility of governments to prevent environmental harm that threatens traditional food use” 

(p.30). 

This is the theoretical basis for evaluating the development of Alaska and thus gauging whether or 

not the United States can put its words into action. Protection of the environment, progressing  

human security, and promoting peace in the Arctic all go hand in hand, and a viable USA strategy 

for both itself and the Arctic Council must include the necessary policy to alleviate environmental 

security concerns as well as dedicating the resources to make this policy come to fruition. Swain 

reminds us that “A nation state is not capable of solving alone many of the environmental problems 

that it faces” (Swain, 2014, p.34), giving special impetus to the Arctic Council agenda. Renner 

relates one more obstacle to realizing effective environmental security: “Environmental challenges 

ignore political boundaries, require a long-term perspective, and encourage and necessitate 
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participation by civil society… Environmental protection is ultimately in everyone’s interest, but 

this is a realization that is often concealed by short-term interests” (Renner, 2006, p.16). 
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Fig 3. The Arctic - showing typical summer ice extent, AC member states, the NWP, and the various definitions of the region. 

Taken from arcticportal.org, May 6, 2015. 
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2.2.Geography 

The Arctic Ocean is the smallest and shallowest of the world’s five oceans. Its area covers over 14 

million square kilometers, making it over 50% larger than the land area of the United States. The 

underwater Lomonosov ridge bisects the Arctic Ocean, running from the middle of the Russian 

coast to the north coast of Greenland. The lowest depth is found in the Eurasian Basin near the 

North Pole, at 5450m, however the average depth is 1038m. Compared with the size of the Pacific 

and Atlantic Oceans – 165.25 million km2 and 106.4 million km2, respectively – and their average 

depths - 4280m and 3339m, respectively - combined with its unique climate and water flow make 

the Arctic Ocean stand out in its environmental and commercial capacities.  

The Arctic Ocean is surrounded by the North American and Eurasian landmasses. Five nations 

claim territory bordering the Arctic Ocean, and there are no land borders between them that are 

currently disputed. Maritime borders are similarly well established in most cases, aside from a 

minor technicality of the USA/Canada border extending north into the Beaufort Sea. While all of 

the bordering countries claim the territorial waters and exclusive economic zones guaranteed to 

them by the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, forming a perimeter around the 

ocean, the center of the ocean remains international waters; a ‘donut hole’ surrounded by the 

maritime claims of the bordering nations. This means that access to this international center of the 

ocean is through straits controlled by the Arctic countries, however the ‘right of innocent passage’, 

enshrined in UNCLOS as well, means that vessels not engaged in commercial or military activity 

may freely transit the straits. 

The Arctic Ocean is connected to the Pacific Ocean by the Bering Strait, which at its narrowest is 

82km across, however in the middle are two islands, namely Little and Big Diomede, splitting the 

navigable portion of the Bering Strait into two channels. The USA/Russia border runs between the 

two islands, meaning that the Strait falls wholly within the territorial waters of the two nations. 

The Bering Strait opens into the Chuchki Sea to the north, while it opens to the Bering Sea to the 

south, which is below the Arctic Circle but still within the July 10C isotherm, the line marking 

where the maximum annual temperature does not exceed 10C. Both of these seas are affected 

primarily by single season sea ice, making them navigable all year long with icebreaker assistance.  

Classified as a Mediterranean sea by some organizations, the Arctic Ocean has a unique water flow 

in which only the uppermost layers of lower salinity water are carried by the currents in and out 

of the narrow straits with which the Arctic Ocean connects to the Atlantic and Pacific. This means 

that the ocean does not mix and flow as vigorously as many other bodies of water and that 

pollutants tend to stay and accumulate. The low temperatures throughout the year mean that 

pollutants are dissolved more slowly than they would be at lower latitudes and are more likely to 

remain in the local ecosystem for longer. 

2.2.1. Sea Ice 

The Arctic Ocean has long been characterized by the sea ice which fluctuates in extent from season 

to season, but which is always present to some degree. This sea ice thwarted early explorers 

searching for the fabled Northwest Passage around the top of North America, preventing 

navigation for centuries. At the same time, the ice provides habitat for many animal species, among 

them polar bears, ringed seals, and walruses. Inuit also use the sea ice for hunting these same 

animals, for fishing and for transport routes between winter and summer grounds. Sea ice has 
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another property that it shares with the great glaciers on land, namely its ability to reflect sunlight. 

This so-called 'albedo effect' reflects much of the sun’s warming rays back into space, thus 

shielding the planet from additional warming. When the sun’s rays hit the open ocean, a much 

darker and absorbent surface, the heat becomes trapped in the water. 

This sea ice is now under threat, and in February of 2015 the winter sea ice cover reached its lowest 

point on record at a mere 14.54 million km2 compared to the 1981-2010 average of 15.64 million 

km^2. The maximum extent of sea ice also occurred a full 15 days earlier than the previous year. 

Meanwhile, the minimum sea ice extent in 2014,which occurs at the end of the summer, was just 

above 5 million km2 - nearly half the average minimum extent from 1981-2010 (Viñas, 2015). 

This diminishing sea ice reduces the aforementioned albedo effect and starts a cycle of melting 

ice, exposing more ocean water which absorbs heat and melts the ice further. This cycle, in 

combination with continued CO2 emissions, has caused some scientists to predict that the summer 

sea ice extent could reach zero by the year 2030 (Viñas, 2015).  

Not all sea ice is equal, however. Every winter new sea ice is formed and the ice that survived the 

previous summer gets stronger, thicker, and more dense. This multi-year ice is the core of the 

Arctic ice sheet and is found primarily north of the Canadian Archipelago and Greenland. It may 

be up to a decade old before the natural currents push it down the Fram Strait along the eastern 

coast of Greenland, where it melts in the warmer North Atlantic. This older ice is what provides 

the most stable area for humans and animals to access. It is also the most dangerous for ships and 

structures at sea. Just as the overall ice sheet has been steadily declining, so has the proportion of 

multiyear ice, at an even greater rate. It is now “relegated to a thin strip along the north coast of 

Greenland” and its decline has made the average thickness of winter sea ice 50% lower than what 

it was two decades ago (Viñas, 2013). 

2.2.2. Shipping 

The decline in sea ice makes the waters of the Arctic Ocean more navigable than ever before, and 

it exposes areas that were previously unexploited by commercial interests. According to the United 

States Geological Survey, this includes over one trillion dollars’ worth of mineral and metal 

resources, as well as over 48 trillion cubic meters of natural gas and 90 billion barrels of oil. This 

accounts for 13% of undiscovered oil reserves and 30% of undiscovered gas reserves worldwide, 

making the Arctic a massive reserve of fossil fuels. Most of these energy resources are found in 

the Barents, Beaufort, and Chukchi Seas. Russia’s Gazprom and other foreign energy companies 

have been in the process of developing the Shtockman gas field in the Barents Sea for decades, 

although no commercial grade extraction has yet taken place. In the Chukchi Sea, Royal Dutch 

Shell has drilled two exploratory wells and plans to resume exploration in the summer of 2015, 

despite fierce environmental group opposition. In the Beaufort Sea oil production onshore has been 

ongoing for decades, and two artificial islands built offshore have provided a boost to otherwise 

declining reserves. This means that the offshore oil and gas fields in the Arctic are only beginning 

to be developed, and thus national strategies for energy and mineral exploitation are becoming 

more prominent.  

In addition, this opens up the possibilities for shipping in the region. Two types of shipping exist 

in the Arctic: destination shipping and transit shipping. Destination shipping, where a ship travels 

to or from a destination within the Arctic, has gone on for some time. Transit shipping is when a 

ship travels to and from a destination outside the Arctic, but transits the Arctic Ocean for part of 
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its journey. For instance, shipping oil from Prudhoe Bay, Alaska, to Inchon, Korea, would be 

destination shipping, while shipping cars from Rotterdam, Netherlands across the Northern Sea 

Route to Beijing, China, would be transit shipping. Both of these methods of shipping are critical 

to the economy of the Arctic, but for different reasons and with different needs attached to them. 

Destination shipping requires ports to exist in the Arctic which are capable of handling cargo. 

Currently, Alaskan Arctic ports are largely unsuited for this purpose, the largest port being Nome 

on the west coast which has a short, low-draft pier for cargo ships. Barrow, in the north, is capable 

of receiving barges during the summer months, however infrastructure beyond that is sparse for 

both ports and navigation aids. This means that community resupply even with ice-strengthened 

ships is nearly impossible during the winter and a challenge even during the summer. Destination 

shipping is expected to increase as commercial activity increases in the coming years, though much 

of the increase will come from fishing vessels and service vessels destined for sea-based platforms 

and infrastructure. Nevertheless, infrastructure for support and rescue vessels in the area is largely 

undeveloped. 

Transit shipping is expected to be an even more significant factor in Arctic development. Three 

main routes exist through the Arctic. The first, the Arctic Bridge, traverses straight across the top 

of the globe from Northern Europe to the Bering Strait. This route is largely unfeasible due to the 

continued sea ice during the summer, preventing any ship without significant icebreaking capacity 

from making the voyage, thus rendering it commercially unviable for bulk carriers. The second 

route is the fabled Northwest Passage, which allows transit from the Bering Strait along the north 

coast of Alaska, through the Canadian Arctic Archipelago, and then either down the east coast of 

North America, or around Greenland to Europe. This route, too, is not currently commercially 

viable due to the lingering ice in the Archipelago and other navigational hazards, the lack of 

supporting infrastructure, and the limited amount of time and distance saved versus using the 

Panama Canal in many cases. 

The third option is the Northern Sea Route, which goes along the northern coast of Norway and 

Russia between Europe and the Bering Strait, and is considered viable by many shipping experts. 

Russia is currently developing infrastructure and supporting policy to promote its use as a popular 

international shipping route (VDC, 2014, p.40). The increase in traffic comes primarily from Asian 

market’s increasing demand for materials and energy, and while ships from Europe would 

normally be required to use the Suez Canal and then pass through the Strait of Malacca, using the 

Northern Sea Route can save vessels over 3500 nautical miles, over one third of the distance if 

using the traditional southern route. This has sparked interest in development of the Northern Sea 

Route by Asian and European nations alike, and Russia stands to benefit heavily by charging transit 

fees. In addition, due to the lower ice cover off Russia’s northern coast, the Northern Sea Route 

stays open longer during the year. Nevertheless, a paid government icebreaker escort is required. 

One thing all three of these routes have in common is their use of the Bering Strait, which is logical 

as it is the only passage from the Arctic into the Pacific, and thus East Asia and the west coast of 

the Americas. As such, the Bering Strait is poised to be a hub of maritime activity both locally and 

for transit purposes, however the level of infrastructure development in the region is poor. The 

only proper harbor in the Arctic is Nome, which is incapable of providing extensive logistical 

support to large vessels. The nearest United States Coast Guard base and deep water port is in 

Dutch Harbor, Alaska, which is located over 1500km from the Bering Strait and over 1700km 

from Barrow, Alaska’s primary settlement on the north coast (USCG, 2013, p.14).Monitoring and 
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communications infrastructure along the northern and western coasts are similarly lacking, as are 

detailed navigational and hydrographic charts of the coastal waters (p.11). Weather prediction and 

ice condition monitoring are handled well by satellite monitoring, however more detailed 

predictions are impossible without land and sea based resources.  

2.3. Icebreakers 

One key component to operating in these hazardous waters is icebreakers. Icebreakers are large 

vessels designed with reinforced hulls with which to open up channels in sea ice and access hard 

to reach areas, or to assist vessels in transit. The amount of ice that can be penetrated is a function 

of the ship’s powerplant and weight, as most icebreakers operate by forcing the bow of the ship 

over the edge of the ice and breaking it with the weight of the ship. For thick ice, the icebreaker 

may ram the ice. The most powerful icebreakers are nuclear powered and can continuously travel 

through three meter thick ice, although two meters is standard for heavy icebreakers. Medium 

icebreakers can typically break up to 1.5 meters of ice, while light icebreakers operate in thinner 

and more fragile sea ice. The USCG currently owns three icebreakers, all diesel electric: sister 

ships Polar Star and Polar Sea, commissioned in 1977, and the Healy, commissioned in 1999. The 

Polar Sea is currently in dry dock in Seattle, Washington, having been decommissioned in 2010 

after a catastrophic engine failure. Her parts were subsequently cannibalized to refit the Polar Star. 

Studies on the feasibility of retrofitting the Polar Sea for additional service are currently being 

conducted (USCG, 2013, p.9). 

The Polar Star was refitted in 2012 for an additional 10 years beyond her 30-year estimated 

lifespan. Additional retrofitting is considered impossible due to the age of the ship and the 

cessation of many of the system’s technologies being manufactured. This means that the Polar Star 

is the USA’s single heavy icebreaker, tasked with search and rescue, maritime assistance and 

interception, and vessel escort duty. It is also large enough to operate for extended periods in polar 

conditions and can serve as a command and control center for local operations, as well as having 

two helicopters on deck for deployment. It can host a team of 33 scientists and assists in data 

collection and research in the polar regions. Her home port is Seattle, due to the port’s substantial 

maintenance facilities and its proximity to the Arctic and the Antarctic, to which it is deployed 

during half the year (DeMarban, 2012). The Healy is also based in Seattle, however her mission is 

primarily in the Arctic where it fulfills the same duties as the Polar Star, but in less adverse 

conditions despite overall the Healy being a larger ship. The Healy also boasts a larger scientific 

complement and is better suited to extensive research missions. It recently won acclaim for 

breaking through to Nome when its scheduled resupply was cancelled due to storms. A Russian 

fuel tanker followed the Healy and delivered critical supplies to the community, without which it 

would have faced a potentially fatal lack of winter fuel, food and medicine (O’Rourke, 2015, p.19). 

The lack of infrastructure and icebreaking capability in the US Arctic is mirrored by similar 

circumstances in the larger Canadian Arctic and, to a degree, in Greenland. However, while the 

USA is currently bogged down in debate and a lack of funding for icebreakers and associated 

infrastructure, other countries are moving forward with Arctic development. The Scandinavian 

Arctic has long been the most well-developed region, with a solid industrial base, stable population 

centers, communication networks fully integrated into national grids, high capacity ports and a 

long history of navigation and habitation in the region. To the Nordic countries the Arctic is an 

integral part of their territory and their identities, and development can proceed on the shoulders 
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of the infrastructure and history already present. Northwest Russia also has a similar level of 

development via Arkhangelsk and Murmansk, the largest population settlement north of the Arctic 

Circle. 

In fact, Russia has been investing extensively in its Arctic infrastructure, pledging to reopen old 

Soviet bases above the Arctic Circle, build new airfields, radar sites, and testing ranges. In addition, 

the state-owned nuclear energy corporation, Rosatom, had ordered three new nuclear powered 

icebreakers to complement the four that are currently in operation as well as over a dozen 

conventional medium and light icebreakers. This is part of a $63 billion investment into Arctic 

control, defense and development of the Northern Sea Route (Stavridis, 2013). While this may 

have strong military undertones to it, it is also invaluable for search and rescue, shipping 

monitoring, and environmental awareness. The importance of the route in shipping is highlighted 

not merely by Russia’s interest in developing it, but in outside nations’ desires to invest in projects 

along the route as they see the potential of a much shorter shipping route from Europe to Asia.  

2.4. The Arctic Council 

As interest and activity in the Arctic has increased, the need for broad strategy in the region was 

recognized as early as 1987 when Mikhail Gorbachev, Premier of the Soviet Union, declared that 

the Arctic should be a “zone of peace” (Gorbachev, 1987). In 1996 the Arctic Council was formed 

by the Ottawa Declaration as a forum to promote cooperation, coordination, and interaction among 

Arctic States, which were defined as any nation with territory above the Arctic Circle. Such a 

grouping might seem inevitable, given Swain’s observation that “By realizing the dangers and 

threats of environmental scarcity, groups and countries may come together to collaborate in pursuit 

of a common goal” (Swain, 2013, p.31). This brought together the Russian Federation, Norway, 

Finland, Sweden, Iceland, Denmark, Canada, and the United States for the first time to discuss 

Arctic issues. Unique among international fora, the AC also includes six indigenous groups as 

permanent participants who sit at the table with the permanent member states, although they do 

not have voting rights. Additionally, there are permanent observer nations and organizations, the 

number of which has grown substantially over the last decade. These include China, Italy, 

Singapore and the UK, among others, as well as organizations such as the World Wildlife Fund, 

Nordic Council of Ministers, International Arctic Science Committee, and the United Nations 

Development Program, and more. 

The Arctic Council operates on a two-year rotating chairmanship among the permanent member 

states, the current 2015-2017 term being held by the USA. It administers six working groups which 

carry out research and reporting on various Arctic priority areas such as sustainable development, 

conservation of flora and fauna, and contaminants action program, etc. Since its inception the 

Arctic Council has moved beyond being a forum for communication and scientific coordination. 

In 2011 the Arctic Council Secretariat was established in Tromso, Norway. At the same time, the 

first legally binding agreement between the permanent members was signed, establishing the 

Arctic Search and Rescue Agreement which divides the Arctic area into eight sectors. These 

sectors run roughly from a country’s territory northwards to the North Pole, and within those 

sectors a country’s relevant search and rescue agency is responsible for responding to distress calls 

(Arctic Council, 2012).In 2013, in Kiruna, Sweden, the eight Arctic nations signed on to another 

binding resolution, this time detailing oil spill preparedness. The Agreement on Oil Spill 

Preparedness and Response outlines requirements to take responsibility for oil spills within marine 
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territorial and economic zones, including having sufficient equipment, a competent organization 

dedicated to clean up, and communicating the nature of the incident with all Arctic states (Ulmer, 

2015). In addition, the Arctic Council has produced a huge body of work about various aspects of 

Arctic environment, society and pollution. Its attendance by senior government officials of its main 

meetings, its broad scope and history of accomplishment, and the inclusion of all Arctic nations as 

well as indigenous groups and observers, make it the highest level organization for addressing 

international Arctic issues. 

Other Arctic fora exist as well, such as the Arctic Circle, a forum based in Iceland that meets once 

a year and encourages participation by all countries and groups, not limited to those with Arctic 

territory. The Northern Forum brings together the heads of sub-national groups and regions in the 

North, including some East Asian regions. The North Atlantic and North Pacific Coast Guard 

Forums discuss cooperation and best practices in icy waters. The Euro-Arctic Barents Council 

carries out similar work to that of the Arctic Council, and with a similar structure, but with the 

focus limited to the Barents Sea and with membership restricted to four neighboring nations. The 

International Maritime Organization, the UN affiliate body responsible for upholding the legal 

regime in international waters, has just released the Polar Code, which sets out guidelines for ships 

operating in polar waters. Numerous scientific organizations are dedicated to Arctic research, and 

indigenous groups have a relatively loud voice in Arctic affairs as compared to other areas of the 

world.  

2.4.1. The United States Chairmanship Agenda 

As the highest level Arctic body, it is the Arctic Council that most influences the norms and 

dialogue in the region. The chairmanship is currently held by the United States, and the chairperson 

is John Kerry, the US Secretary of State. The American agenda for the Arctic Council is called 

‘One Arctic: Shared Opportunities, Challenges and Responsibilities’. The agenda rests on three 

pillars, namely 1) improving economic and living conditions for Arctic communities, 2) 

maintaining Arctic ocean safety, security and stewardship, and 3) addressing the impacts of climate 

change (Kerry, 2015). Scientifically, it is placing special emphasis on the measurement and study 

of the impact of black carbon emissions and implementing an agreement on mitigating these and 

methane emissions. Ocean acidification, often overlooked as an area of climate change impact, 

will be examined more fully under the US Chairmanship, in addition to other climate change 

impacts on hydrography and marine life. Marine protected areas and regional seas management 

are put forth as potential policy priority areas as well. 

The first pillar, improving economic and living conditions in Arctic communities, focuses on the 

current lack of services and infrastructure, and the perilous social state of many communities in 

the north. Europe excluded, the communities in the north suffer from a lack of clean water and 

sanitation, from thawing permafrost and erosion, from high food prices, from expensive, unreliable 

and polluting energy sources, and from a lack of communications infrastructure (Rogoff, 2015). 

Additionally, social problems plague the community, including an abysmally high rate of 

alcoholism, domestic abuse and suicide. The US program aims to mitigate that, and in this sense 

is continuing the main theme of the previous Canadian Chairmanship program whose theme was 

‘Development for the People of the North’. Advancing mental wellness programs, improving 

telecommunications, installing better utilities, and promoting renewable energy will be the main 

focuses of this program, as well as tying it in with the black carbon research previously mentioned. 
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In promoting ocean security and stewardship, the United States is interested in upholding and 

strengthening the implementation of the search and rescue and oil spill response agreements 

mentioned above. Implicit in this is holding joint exercises, communications, acquiring S&R and 

oil spill cleanup and monitoring equipment, and strengthening relevant organizations. In addition, 

it means promoting safe and sustainable shipping which respects and does not damage the marine 

environment.  

The depth of these goals, their broad range of topics, and the professed urgency of implementation 

when they were presented at the Arctic Council Ministerial Meeting in Iqaluit in April, 2015, 

makes this chairmanship one of the most ambitious yet, and a strong departure from the USA’s 

perceived lack of interest in the Arctic and lack of enthusiasm for the Arctic Council. The United 

States has been accused of being a “reluctant Arctic power” (Huebert, 2009) and the 2009 Bush 

Administration’s National Arctic Strategy was both sparse and vague. In 2013, however, the 

Obama Administration released another Arctic Strategy which bore all the aspects of a 

comprehensive and holistic approach, and signaled a renewed interest in the USA’s Arctic 

possessions.  

2.5. National Interest 

2.5.1. The United States 

The 2013 National Arctic Strategy also falls on three pillars, though these are somewhat different 

from those the USA is promoting within the Arctic Council. The three principles are presented 

here in full, as these will be the most important guiding features of the discussion in later sections: 

1. Advance United States Security Interests – We will enable our vessels and aircraft to operate, 

consistent with international law, through, under, and over the airspace and waters of the Arctic, 

support lawful commerce, achieve a greater awareness of activity in the region, and intelligently 

evolve our Arctic infrastructure and capabilities, including ice-capable platforms as needed. U.S. 

security in the Arctic encompasses a broad spectrum of activities, ranging from those supporting 

safe commercial and scientific operations to national defense.  

2. Pursue Responsible Arctic Region Stewardship – We will continue to protect the Arctic 

environment and conserve its resources; establish and institutionalize an integrated Arctic 

management framework; chart the Arctic region; and employ scientific research and traditional 

knowledge to increase understanding of the Arctic.  

3. Strengthen International Cooperation – Working through bilateral relationships and multilateral 

bodies, including the Arctic Council, we will pursue arrangements that advance collective interests, 

promote shared Arctic state prosperity, protect the Arctic environment, and enhance regional 

security, and we will work toward U.S. accession to the United Nations Convention on the Law of 

the Sea (Law of the Sea Convention). (White House, 2013, p.2) 

These three pillars are informed by four guiding principles listed as: safeguarding peace and 

stability, making decisions using the best possible information, pursuing innovating arrangements, 

and consulting and coordinating with Alaska natives (White House, 2013, p.2). The strategy 

mirrors the Arctic Council strategy with its focus on indigenous communities, environmental and 

maritime protection, and international cooperation. Indeed, it emphasizes its work in the Arctic 

Council as its preferred vehicle for presenting international policy and holding dialogue. This dual 

emphasis on international cooperation and maritime safety, awareness, and environmental 
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protection makes it a key player in the Arctic, at least insofar as setting priorities and instigating 

discussion.  

In January of 2014, following the NSAR’s release, the United States released a longer follow-up 

document, the Implementation Plan for the National Strategy for the Arctic Region. This reiterates 

all of the NSAR goals, but also goes into greater depth about how to accomplish them. It sets forth 

multiple priorities for the maritime domain, including accession to UNCLOS, maritime awareness 

and freedom of navigation. Additionally, it calls for relevant agencies to improve S&R capacity, 

oil spill response, illegal fishing interdiction, environmental monitoring, and assist in a wide range 

of scientific pursuits (White House, 2014). 

Further, in 2015, in preparation for the US assumption of the AC chairmanship, the White House 

released a presidential directive bringing together the heads of 22 federal agencies and departments 

to form an Arctic Executive Steering Committee, tasked with implementing the goals of the NSAR 

and to monitor its progress (White House, 2015). 

2.5.2. The Russian Federation 

One key player the United States will have to coordinate with is the Russian Federation. Russia’s 

Arctic strategy places a firm emphasis on economic and resource development. This is quite 

rational considering Russia’s vast Arctic territory, which contains resources similar to those of 

Alaska, but across a larger area. The Barents, Kara, and Chukchi Seas are sources of large amounts 

of energy, and Russia’s interest lies in exploiting those to the fullest.  

Another key item in the Russian strategy is upholding peace and stability in the region. This is, 

after all, required for the full economic development of the area (VDC, 2014, p.47).  Russia also 

cooperates with western energy companies to bring in expertise and technology to the Arctic, thus 

making up for the lack of infrastructure, human capital and investment in northern Siberia (p.7). 

This represents a concerted effort to create a strategic resource base for the country, and Russia’s 

policy has steadily been moving away from viewing the Arctic as a burden or a colony to viewing 

it as “a national priority for the 21st century” (p.10). Russia’s development in the region has been 

called “unmatched by any other seafaring Arctic nation” (O’Rourke, 2015). 

Concurrent with that is the development of another economic asset - the Northern Sea Route. This 

shipping lane along Russia’s north coast will allow for the resources extracted from the region to 

reach markets in Europe and Asia. It will also allow for transit shipping between the two 

continents, for which Russia currently charges a fee comparable to that charged for using the Suez 

Canal, as well as a long administrative process and mandatory paid icebreaker escort (Carmel, 

2013). Given the estimated savings of eight hundred thousand dollars each way in fuel costs alone, 

these fees are designed not to be prohibitive, but still give a substantial boost to the Arctic 

economy. In this Russia partners with other countries as well, despite recent tensions and sanctions 

due to the crisis in Ukraine.  

An issue raising some ire in the Arctic community is Russia’s submission to the International 

Seabed Authority, claiming a wide swath of the continental shelf. This would give it rights to all 

the mineral resources contained therein, including the North Pole, which Russia planted a flag on 

in 2007 using a submarine. This claim overlaps with the claims of both Canada and Denmark (via 

Greenland), and represents one of the most serious territorial boundary issues in the region. 
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2.5.3. Asia 

Four of East Asia’s largest economies are keen to develop the Northern Sea Route as well, all of 

them having been approved as permanent observers on the Arctic Council. Singapore, a country 

located just 140km north of the equator, has a keen interest in the development of the Northern 

Sea Route(VDC, 2014, p.58). Lying along the overburdened and strategically valuable Strait of 

Malacca, Singapore gains substantial revenue from maritime and port services and is well poised 

to make strategic and knowledge-intensive investments in the Northern Sea Route (p.22). Japan’s 

interest lies in that it benefits most from the reduction in transit distance from Western Europe, 

and it is eager for easily accessible energy resources. Korea is interested for similar reasons, as 

well as being one of the world’s foremost manufacturers of cargo ships. Korean shipyards are 

already building ice-strengthened cargo ships for Arctic routes and thus have a vested interest in 

the viability of them. Environmental stewardship also makes an appearance in Korea’s Arctic 

strategy (p.57). China, as the largest Asian economy, has the largest resources and greatest interest 

in the Arctic. It is estimated that up to 15% of China’s shipping could use the Northern Sea Route 

once it is fully developed (p.55). It currently operates an icebreaker dedicated to Arctic research 

and is building a second to complement it, meaning that it will soon have an icebreaker fleet to 

match that of the United States and Norway (Kuersten, 2015). China has also grown more assertive 

in its Arctic policy, arguing that as an international ocean with substantial resources, all nations 

should have a say in how it is governed (Kuersten, 2015). It has also made strategic investments 

in Iceland’s ports and Greenland’s mines, while trying to become more heavily involved in 

Russia’s development of its Arctic resources.  

2.5.4. Canada 

On the other side of the Pacific, Canada has been pursuing a robust Arctic strategy as well. 

Canada’s Northwest Passage is unlikely to experience heavy traffic for several decades, and due 

to this its strategy deals more with improving the livelihood of those living in the North (USCG, 

2013, p.20). Canada has extensive legal regimes tied to indigenous rights; negotiations for control 

and sovereignty are ongoing in some areas. Nunavut comprises the majority of the Canadian Arctic 

Archipelago, is wholly managed by indigenous native corporations, and is the only province with 

an indigenous population majority. It also contains most of the Northwest Passage’s waterway, 

which Canada claims to be its internal waters. This contradicts the United States’ position that it 

is an international waterway, similar to the Strait of Malacca and the Strait of Hormuz, because it 

links two international oceans. While Canada and the United States have taken an ‘agree to 

disagree’ approach concerning this matter, Canada has also implemented an environmental 

regulatory regime in these waters to protect the ecosystem and inhabitants. Canada is also bringing 

into service its first heavy icebreaker, the John G. Diefenbaker, to be its coast guard’s flagship. 

Additionally, port facilities will be constructed for up to six Arctic patrol ships to police the 

Archipelago (Bird, 2015). 

2.6. Alaska 

The United States has recently taken to heart something which Alaskans have been saying for 

years, which is that Alaska “is what makes the United States an Arctic nation” (AAPC, 2015, 

p.12). Alaska has been called America’s third coast, since its coastline is roughly the same length 

as all the other states' coastlines combined. As the USA’s longest contiguous coastline and its only 

Arctic state, Alaska bears the brunt of US policy in the region, especially when it comes to 
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maritime affairs. Alaskans are well aware of this, as well as the enormous economic potential of 

their position, and relations with the federal government have not always been smooth. In early 

2015 when President Obama restricted drilling for oil and gas in several protected areas, as well 

as creating a new one in the Chukchi Sea, Alaskan Senator Lisa Murkowski called it “a stunning 

attack on our sovereignty” (Bourne, 2015) while Alaska’s Congressional representative called 

Obama a “wacko” (DeMarban, 2015). This is hardly surprising, considering that Alaska’s oil 

production has fallen by one third since its peak, while still making up 90% of the state’s revenue. 

Furthermore, 35% of Alaskans are employed in the oil and gas sector, with a disproportionate 

amount of indigenous communities depending on it (Bourne, 2015). 

Alaska has been hit inordinately by climate change, having warmed twice as fast as the continental 

United States (USCG, 2013, p.18). This means that Alaska faces greater challenges arising from 

climate change than the rest of the country, as well as greater opportunities due to its location. 

These opportunities come primarily through resource extraction, but the challenges are more 

varied. As the land has warmed, permafrost is thawing. In communities built on permafrost, this 

means that structural integrity is impacted and infrastructure may need to be replaced as the ground 

becomes less stable beneath it. Erosion happens more frequently as the ground thaws, and has put 

many communities at risk (as explained later). The State of Alaska assembled the Alaska Arctic 

Policy Commission in order to formalize and publicize their priorities and strategies by consulting 

with representatives from native villages and large cities (AAPC, 2015, p.2). The final report 

issued by the commission is a lengthy expose of why Alaska is best positioned to influence Arctic 

policy due to its location, decades of experience, its reliance on Arctic resources for its economy, 

and its need for investment in development and infrastructure. Line five of the Alaskan 

government’s Arctic Policy declaration states quite plainly that “the development of the state’s 

natural resources in an environmentally and socially responsible manner is essential to the 

development of the state’s economy and to the well-being of the residents of the state” (AAPC, 

2015, p.12). 

Alaska’s policy recommendations fall along four lines of effort, all of which reiterate themes 

already discussed. They are, in order: promoting economic and resource development, addressing 

the response capacity gap, supporting healthy communities, and strengthening science and 

research. These are all tied together, and the focus ultimately revolves around the wellbeing of the 

communities and development of the economy. They are quick to point out, however, that many 

of the communities continue to use the environment for subsistence, and this must be taken into 

account (AAPC, 2015, p.6). Alaska is well aware of the fact that there are, in essence, two Arctics. 

One is the European Arctic with its well positioned infrastructure, high human capital, and stable 

economy. The other is Alaska and the adjacent regions, which lag behind in the push towards 

making full use of its potential (Paulin et al. 2011).  

Further recommendations in the vein of sustainable development and icebreaking capacity are: 

 Developing the port infrastructure along the coast to support exports, development and

emergency response. This means increasing the economic growth of maritime activity and

associated benefits to the community.

 Increase maritime domain awareness by improving nautical charts, hydrographic maps,

communication and navigation infrastructure.
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 Increasing private and public investment in oil spill response, S&R, and making sure that

relevant programs have adequate resources and expertise for response.

 Strengthen partnerships with Canada and Russia to meet regional challenges.

 Increase job opportunities for coastal communities and increase their participation in

wildlife and biodiversity management programs.

 Increase collaboration and coordination in scientific research, focusing on more accurate

mapping of resources and prediction of Arctic weather, ice and sea conditions. (AAPC,

2015, p.16-23)

Additionally, it advocates several priorities for the federal government: 

 Increasing funding for the USCG to enable it to execute all of its essential missions in the

Arctic, including funding replacements for its Polar-class icebreakers.

 Ratifying and acceding to UNCLOS.

 Adopting the IMO Polar Code and vessel routing in the Bering Strait, as well as oil spill

contingency plans.

 Streamlining regulations and approval processes for offshore drilling permits and

operations, and promoting “Integrated Arctic Management” to account for near miss

incidents and safety and success goals.

These goals set out fairly straightforward desires for development, although with the current state 

of Alaska’s coastal infrastructure they are also ambitious. Clearly, Alaska is trying to take 

advantage of the US Chairmanship of the Arctic Council by reminding the federal government 

that, as the only Arctic state, it must be listened to and consulted with. One example of Alaska’s 

proactive approach is its legislative vote to recommend that an Alaskan be appointed head of the 

Arctic Economic Council, a wish that was soon turned into reality with the appointment of Tara 

Sweeny (DeMarban, 2015b). The AEC is a group established by the Canadian Chairmanship of 

the Arctic Council and has representatives from governments and business working together to 

produce recommendations on how to better foster business development and investment in the 

region. Figure 4 shows the infrastructure present in Alaska today, as well as the projected change 

in permafrost melt, which adversely affects the food security of the indigenous people that make 

up the majority of residents in the north. 
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Fig 4 – Alaska’s Arctic: ANWAR is just below Prudhoe Bay. The small red squares represent communities. The large red hub in 

the southeast is Fairbanks. Dutch Harbor, the nearest full service port, is off the map to the southwest. 

2.7. Indigenous 

Much of Alaska’s policy is aimed at increasing the quality of living, or at least the economic returns 

to its residents. This especially includes the primarily indigenous inhabitants of the sparsely 

populated north, who often live in small villages without road access. Supplies must be flown in 

or, for some coastal villages, they can be delivered by sea in the summer. Because of this 

remoteness, many indigenous peoples still rely on subsistence hunting for their food, since food 

prices in stores for anything shipped in from the south, even in the larger settlements like Nome, 

are often more than twice the price as the national average and higher for perishable items (Robert, 

2013). This means that protecting the environment holds a very practical value to the Inuit. Julie 

Kitka, President of the Alaska Federation of Natives, says that “What we now call subsistence is 

not a relic from the past— a holdover from previous times that will inevitably disappear as market 

conditions take over—it continues to be the foundation of Alaska Native society and culture.” 

(Hayes, 2013, p.15). Inuit diets consist mainly of meat, and the animals which they hunt are at an 

increased risk of accumulating toxins in their bodies (Hayes, 2013, p.,27). This is because toxins 

accumulate in the Arctic environment since they break down more slowly due to the lower 

temperatures and because the ocean does not significantly mix with other bodies of water. Sea ice 

is also required for hunting the sea mammals that make up a large portion of the Inuit diet, and 
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thus climate change, in causing the melting of sea ice, impacts food security as well (Arctic 

Council, 2015, p.2). 

In the international arena, the Inuit are represented on the Arctic Council by the Inuit Circumpolar 

Council. Other Alaskan native groups are the Gwich’in Council International, the Aleut 

International Association, and the Arctic Athabaskan Council. These bring indigenous issues to 

the forefront of international policy making. Thus, the indigenous people are represented from 

many different perspectives. Firstly, they are acknowledged time and time again as the first 

inhabitants of the area, with a culture that stretches back thousands of years (AAPC, 2015, p.12). 

Secondly, they are regarded as communities that must be ‘taken care of’ due to their dire economic 

and social situation. Alaskan communities face a myriad of social problems, such as high suicide 

rates and domestic violence, and have sparked the need for mental wellness programs and 

intervention to combat further social deterioration (Arctic Council, 2015, p.2). Thirdly, they are 

accepted to be increasingly independent agents, having negotiated land claims agreements and 

formed representative bodies. It is seen as necessary to maintain an open dialogue with indigenous 

groups to explore their needs and gain input on development in the area. In all issues, indigenous 

peoples must be consulted with and their communities supported. A sustainable rate of socio-

economic development is vitally important for the Inuit because recent years have witnessed 

considerable population growth in Arctic settlements. The native communities of northern Canada 

have among the fastest rates of population growth in the world, some sixteen percent per decade. 

Without the adequate infrastructure to receive goods and services, the Inuit populations will 

develop into communities with high rates of poverty which could be difficult to overcome in the 

future (Herke, 2011, p.62). 

In addition to affecting their food supply, climate change is also having a very direct impact on 

northern communities. Erosion is becoming an increasing problem along Alaska’s coastlines 

(AAPC, 2015, p.10). Despite temporary levees and reinforcement measures, several Alaskan 

communities are at risk of becoming submerged. This is due to the retreating sea ice which 

previously acted as a buffer against winter storms (USCG, 2013, p.9). With the ice gone, waves 

are claiming large areas of low lying land and changing the shape of the coast in certain areas. Sea 

level rise contributes to this as well, and salt water is infiltrating reservoirs and sanitation systems. 

Low lying cemeteries are at risk of washing away and waste dumps risk leeching into the water 

supply. The US Army Corps of Engineers is engaged in evaluating multi-million dollar proposals 

to move these communities to alternate locations (McClintock, 2009, p.121). It is a lose/lose 

situation for many residents, and some have called the inhabitants of these villages the first 

American climate refugees (AAPC, 2015, p.3).  

However, relocating and redeveloping communities may have a silver lining. Renewable energy 

is slated to become the dominant power source for many villages, replacing expensive and 

polluting diesel generators (Tomsen, 2009, p.216; Kerry, 2015). Additionally, as the Arctic opens 

up to commercial development, so will employment opportunities for those who live in the High 

North. Much of this is expected to be based along the Bering Strait or near the oil and gas fields, 

and the native communities' reactions to this have been mixed. The inescapable fact that such 

development will impact the environment is not lost on the people who live there but, as they 

struggle to balance tradition with encroaching Western lifestyles, the practical need for an income 

is well understood. As Edward Itta, former mayor of the North Slope Borough in Alaska has said,  
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“Oil brought a lot of changes – some good and some bad – but most of our people believe the 

benefits have outweighed the challenges. Oil provided us with a tax base, which in turn gave us the 

foundation for a regional economy…So we do not reject oil development. We welcome it if it is 

conducted onshore with adequate safeguards and local participation in all phases, from 

environmental planning to production to restoration after the field is played out.” (2009, p.207) 

The position, then, is much more lukewarm towards offshore drilling than it is towards onshore. 

This is due to the proportion of Inuit livelihood that comes from the sea, including bowhead 

whales, which is the lodestone of Inuit culture and subsistence (Huntington, 2009, p.77). 

Therefore, Inuit are particularly sensitive to the changes happening in the Arctic Ocean and 

demand to be respected and fully participatory members of policy discussions. As laid out in the 

Circumpolar Inuit Declaration on Sovereignty in the Arctic, “Inuit and Arctic states must, 

therefore, work together closely and constructively to chart the future of the Arctic” (ICC, 2015). 

2.8. United States Coast Guard 

With all of the emphasis on maritime development and Alaska’s coastline, it is worth exploring 

the strategy and mission of the United States Coast Guard. In its simplest iteration, “the Coast 

Guard is responsible for ensuring safe, secure, and environmentally responsible maritime activity 

in U.S. Arctic waters” (USCG, 2013, p.9). As a branch of the Department of Homeland Security, 

its job is not strictly military, nor is it civilian, but it operates within the domains of both. Its 

mission is further broken down into ensuring the safety, security, and stewardship of US waters. 

Safety is defined as the capacity to respond to emergencies with search and rescue, for which it is 

the “lead Federal agency” (p.21). Further, it must prepare and enhance navigational safety through 

charts, mapping, and traffic coordination. In terms of security, its job is to patrol and monitor the 

200 nautical mile Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) and prevent illegal fishing, cargo, or waste 

dumping, as well as upholding the principle of freedom of navigation. In its role as steward, the 

USCG will enforce environmental regulations and draft plans for responding to environmental 

emergencies (p.21).  

The USCG’s Arctic Strategy proposes three objectives for their future activity in the region. First 

is ‘Improving Awareness’: “accurate awareness requires greater collection and sharing of maritime 

data, as well as increased cooperation in analyzing and disseminating near-real-time information” 

(USCG, 2013, p.22). This means building better shore infrastructure to assist in real-time 

monitoring and an active presence in the area. Second, ‘Modernizing Governance’, is the active 

strategy to involve all levels of government in maintaining a safe, secure, and stewarded maritime 

domain. This includes support for Arctic Council initiatives and accession to UNCLOS. Third, 

‘Broadening Partnerships’, is similar to the previous objective. It endeavors to make the USCG an 

expert resource for other initiatives, to support and enhance understanding of the area and facilitate 

safe activity, and to promote an integrated approach to the region. Additionally, “sustainable 

economic development in the Arctic is essential for increasing economic security” (p.34), which 

necessitates maintaining appropriate partnerships. Further aspirations include partnering with 

industry to facilitate best practices and better on-site preparedness for emergencies and spills, as 

well as placing USCG monitors and assets in the right places to monitor compliance and activity 

(p.35). 

Despite these simple, straightforward objectives and goals, the USCG faces many challenges in 

making them a reality. Foremost among them is its ability to operate effectively in the area, 
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something which is hampered by a combination of sea ice, weather, and a lack of infrastructure.  

The closest USCG base to the Arctic Ocean capable of serving larger vessels is in Dutch Harbor, 

in the south west of Alaska. In the summer of 2012, the USCG deployed one cutter (a large patrol 

vessel), two helicopters and support personnel to Barrow, Alaska as part of Operation Arctic 

Shield, however in the fall they had to leave due to a lack of support facilities for operability in the 

harsh Arctic winter. This sort of mobile presence, supplemented by shore infrastructure, is the 

preferred operating strategy in areas of high activity (USCG, 2013, p.36), however a lack of 

Alaskan infrastructure limits this to seasonal deployment. 

The USCG readily acknowledges that “the Nation must plan for ice capable assets that can 

effectively carry out year-round search and rescue, environmental response, charting, scientific 

research, and other Arctic operations” (USCG, 2013, p.36), and that the “most capable surface unit 

would be a polar icebreaker. Polar icebreakers can transit safely in a variety of ice conditions and 

have the endurance to operate far from logistics bases" (O’Rourke, 2015, p.26). It also notes that 

the icebreaking capacity of the Coast Guard is limited. This is because the Polar Star, the nation’s 

only all-season heavy icebreaker, is already beyond her service life, and is using outdated 

technology. The USCG maintains that the ship is currently meeting their minimum capacity to 

fulfill essential missions (p.15), however it is slated to be retired before a potential new icebreaker 

could be built. It also splits its time between the Arctic and Antarctic and must dock for periodic 

maintenance in Seattle. To fill this gap is the Healy, though it is only a medium icebreaker. This 

leaves the USCG with a limited and occasionally nonexistent capacity to operate in the Arctic 

during the winter. The lack of icebreakers, as compared to Russia’s large and modernizing fleet 

and Canada’s small but increasingly capable fleet, is simply due to a lack of funding.  

In 2013 the federal budget allocated millions of dollars towards research on how to procure a new 

icebreaker. Unfortunately, the Coast Guard’s Fiscal Year 2014 budget submission “significantly 

reduced the total amount of funding included for the ship over the five-year window, and the Coast 

Guard’s FY2015 budget submission essentially maintained this reduced funding profile while 

deferring it one year” (O’Rourke, 2015, p.15). Thus procurement is underfunded, and acquisition 

delayed. In the meantime, it is estimated that reactivating the Polar Sea and extending the life of 

the Polar Star for 25 years would cost $400 million per ship (p.12). The USCG acquisitions budget 

for FY2015 is just over $1.08 billion, and of this only $6 million are designated for “pre-acquisition 

activities”. A new heavy polar icebreaker is estimated to cost between $800 million to $1 billion 

to produce, however the cost already has to compete with “procuring Offshore Patrol Cutters 

(OPCs) at an eventual rate of two per year. If each OPC costs roughly $400 million (a current 

estimate), procuring two OPCs per year in an AC&I account of about $1 billion per year would 

leave about $200 million per year for all other AC&I-funded programs” (p.18). Admiral Papp, 

formerly the Commandant of the Coast Guard and now the US Special Representative to the 

Arctic, has advocated for a $2 billion budget for acquisitions to be able to recapitalize properly, 

however predictions are such that the budget will remain similar in the years ahead. In short, “the 

Coast Guard does not have the necessary budgetary control over its [polar] icebreakers, nor does 

it have a sufficient number of icebreakers to accomplish its missions in the Polar Regions” (p.28). 

Other ways of securing funding are clearly required, and much of the delay has been due to 

debating the best way to go about it. The Healy, commissioned in 1999, was funded in large part 

by the United States Navy’s acquisition budget, and it is widely accepted that multiple government 

agencies will have to contribute to building a new ship (O’Rourke, 2015, p.1). Leasing a ship is 
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also under consideration. If the USCG were to contract a private company to build a ship and then 

lease it, the ship would likely be done much more quickly due to a lack of bureaucratic meddling 

(p.21). However, it is estimated that leasing an icebreaker may be more expensive in the long run, 

and after the lease period is over the USCG is still left without an icebreaker (p.23). The Alaska 

State Government has floated the idea of assisting in procuring an icebreaker for the USCG as 

well, fearing that the continued delay may begin to have serious consequences (Epler, 2011). 

Nevertheless, the USCG is in talks with shipyards in Canada and Finland about potential 

technology to be integrated into a new icebreaker. 

Complicating the funding issue is the fact that building a single icebreaker is both inefficient and 

ineffective. It is estimated, by a 2011 USCG report submitted to the US Congress, that it will 

require three heavy icebreakers and three medium icebreakers to “satisfy Arctic winter and 

transition season demands and provide sufficient capacity to also execute summer missions” 

(O’Rourke, 2015, p.29). Due to economies of scale, it is highly inefficient to spend the time and 

money on research and development for a new generation of polar icebreakers and then only build 

one. As Admiral Papp explains, “it inevitably raises the cost when you're ordering them in smaller 

quantities… Plus, it almost creates a death spiral for the Coast Guard because we are forced to 

sustain older assets—older ships and older aircraft—which ultimately cost us more money, so it 

eats into our operating funds, as well, as we try to sustain these older things” (p.20), a prime 

example of this being the $400 million price tag for getting another 25 years out of the Polar Star. 

After the emergency in Nome when the Healy was required to save the community, it became 

obvious that “no matter how technologically advanced or efficiently operated, a single polar 

icebreaker can operate in the polar regions for only a portion of any year. An icebreaker requires 

regular maintenance and technical support from shipyards and industrial facilities, must 

reprovision regularly, and has to affect periodic crew change outs. A single icebreaker, therefore, 

could not meet any reasonable standard of active and influential presence and reliable, at-will 

access throughout the polar regions” (p.31). Regardless of funding issues, the consensus among 

politicians, policy makers and the USCG is that Polar icebreakers are essential instruments of U.S. 

national policy in the changing polar regions (p.33). 

The USCG is not the only agency with icebreakers operating in the Alaskan Arctic. The National 

Science Foundation also owns an icebreaker, the Palmer, however it is configured to assist with 

scientific research and is classified as a ‘light’ icebreaker (O’Rourke, 2015, p.5). Royal Dutch 

Shell, which has invested $6 billion into their Alaska Arctic drilling ambitions, now operates two 

icebreakers; a medium named ‘Aiviq’ and a light named ‘Nanuq’, each costing over $200 million 

and possessing the latest technology (Epler, 2011). These are invaluable for oil spill preparedness 

and response; however they are also not all-season icebreakers, nor are they obligated to assist 

Alaskan communities. They are both configured primarily to service oil rigs, to deal with oil spills, 

and to recover losses. In the opinion of Shell’s vice president, Pete Slaiby, "The Coast Guard can't 

help… The role of the Coast Guard is not to recover oil. That burden falls on the operator and the 

responsibility for industry is simple: We must invest in new equipment” and that “especially when 

it comes to an oil spill, Shell is essentially on its own and is responsible for responding to and 

cleaning up a spill” (Epler, 2011). Regardless, drilling is scheduled to begin in the summer of 2015 

and has been given pre-approval by the Obama administration. Whatever the status of those who 

live and work in the Arctic, the ball is rolling on its development. 
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Fig 5: USCG Budget–Dates in the future are the estimated budget requests, which substantially vary from the actual budget in 

some cases. See Appendix for a breakdown of the FY2015 budget. 

 

3. Methods 

This thesis is designed to be a qualitative exploratory piece in which basic arguments are reinforced 

by multi-stakeholder inputs contrasted against official documentation. In conducting a qualitative 

analysis of the United States’ goals and ambitions in the Arctic Council versus its development 

and capabilities in its own Arctic, both primary and secondary research was used. Source material 

was selected so as to provide an extensive range of perspectives, and to address multiple 

stakeholder concerns. Material was also selected on its basis of fitting into the hierarchy of 

international, national, state, and local, so as to ensure perspectives were diverse in terms of the 

scope of interest as well as the specific issue at hand. Material was gathered via internet searches, 

library searches, lectures and correspondence.  

 

3.1. Secondary Research 

Relevant secondary sources were selected primarily due to how recently they were published, with 

issues therein highlighted according to their topicality. The perspectives of multiple stakeholders 

in Arctic matters were sought after, making the scope of this research global. Therefore, due to 

location and budget constraints, gathering secondary sources via internet interfaces was considered 

the logical course of action (Markham, 2011, p.115). As, according to Prior (2011, p.96), however, 

"interest in document content is rarely sufficient to 'understand' what is, indeed, 'going on'", all and 

any materials were considered in accordance with their purpose so as to take into account any 

national, local or individual interests that may have influenced the tone of the source's message.  

In this case it was important to filter bias, which is easy to come by in a sensitive area like the 

Arctic. Not only is there bias between environmental groups and business, but there are national 

biases as well. In this I tried to find balanced perspectives on contentious issues such as oil drilling, 

cooperation with Russia, and indigenous attitudes towards the environment. A geographical bias 

is present as well, and this was accepted as a limitation in the scope of my research.  
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According to Markham (2011, p.116), "Although the term ‘global’ might imply a planet-wide field 

site for research or the application of universal principles in the interpretation of our social 

behavior, social problems and interactions themselves always occur at the local level. This is where 

qualitative research remains strongest". Most of the material refers to Alaska, as it is the only US 

state in the Arctic. This was the case with my secondary research and also with my primary 

research, as many of those I talked with or corresponded with were from Alaska. While 

perspectives from actors with global reach are incorporated, it is the local perspectives which offer 

the strongest basis for drawing conclusions. 

 

3.2. Primary Research 

Two events and a small bit of correspondence formed the basis for my primary research. The 

information was filtered and analyzed in a similar way as the secondary research, however the 

collection of data was obviously quite different. For one thing, aside from opportunities to ask 

direct questions, the two events did not adhere strictly to the topics that I wanted to research. 

Furthermore, as no transcripts of the talks given are available, information was sometimes lost due 

to difficulty in recording the full breadth of what was said. Nevertheless, important points were 

taken and points of view were summarized so as to provide a qualitative perspective on an issue 

rather than a hard statement. The two events are summarized below: 

In 2011 I was a part of a group of students who travelled to Ottawa, Canada in order to conduct 

interviews with officials at embassies, government offices, universities and indigenous 

organizations. These interviews formed the basis for a publication entitled “Melting Boundaries: 

Rethinking Arctic Governance”. Much of the research conducted was relevant to the current topic 

of icebreakers, and so I re-read previous notes on the interviews to re-contextualize them so as to 

provide valuable insight into the theme of this thesis.  

In 2014 I attended the first ever Arctic Encounters Symposium at Seattle University. This served 

as a preliminary basis for my interest in the topic, but, because my subject was not yet narrowed 

down, at the time little material from that conference was recorded in a way so as to be useful. The 

second AES, in 2015, yielded a speaker lineup of officials from nearly every relevant stakeholder 

in the Alaskan Arctic and included senators, lawyers, State Department officials, indigenous 

representatives, and industry experts. The talks given by them yielded valuable insights into 

current events that could not be derived from secondary sources, and gave a better sense of the 

interest groups to which stakeholders often belonged, allowing me to identify bias in my primary 

material as well.  

Additionally, I have corresponded with several people to request information about specific 

programs, as well as for more general guidance on the direction to go with my thesis. 

Hearing so much input from so many sources, my research question evolved through several 

different iterations. It was clear that the state of the Alaskan Arctic lagged behind much of the rest 

of the Arctic, a situation somewhat ironic for the largest international economic power. In trying 

to find a way to explore the need for infrastructure and development along Alaska’s Arctic 

coastline in-depth, it proved to be timing that was the ultimate deciding factor for my research 

question. As the United States’ assumption of the Arctic Council Chairmanship grew nearer, a 
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flurry of information was released on Arctic policy, and my chance to link this major Arctic event 

together with the perpetual lack of interest in Alaskan development had come. My research 

question thus became:  

Can the USA effectively lead the Arctic Council, considering its current state of development in 

the Alaskan Arctic? 

In order to answer this, perspective and documentation of the current state of the USA's Arctic 

capabilities could be researched concurrent with the bevy of responses to the USA’s ambitious 

Arctic agenda. As Winship states, “Conflicts over policy ends are ubiquitous. Most obviously, 

different groups give different priorities to alternative goals. Some may see economic growth as 

deserving precedence, others, a clean environment. Some may prefer safer streets, others greater 

protection of human rights” (2008, p.109). Balancing so many points of view in the context of the 

United States acquiring the loudest voice on Arctic policy matters would prove to be a much larger 

issue than I had anticipated. 
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4. Results and Analysis 

”'Local knowledge’ forms the expertise about their own lives that they have in the case at hand, 

the expertise they bring as perceptive people having lived and worked where they have, having 

had problems and meaningful experiences that they uniquely and particularly have had. We should 

explore this knowledge not as an either-or alternative to the specialized, professional knowledge 

that others might bring to bear, but as an additional source of insight, suggestion, suspicion, or 

consideration, as an additional source of relevant enquiry and research. To miss this local 

knowledge would assure our blindness to the particular cases in front of us. Listening only to the 

special knowledge of professionals, we might find ourselves generally correct but particularly, in 

this specific case, irrelevant" (Corburn 2005 in Forester, 2008, p.133) 

Mirroring the background section of this thesis, which worked from the most broad and regional 

level down to the individual inhabitants, the results will work the opposite way. Topics that arose 

from primary research will be discussed and presented in a qualitative fashion, and will at times 

be supplemented by secondary source material corroborating these points of view. By establishing 

a firm narrative on certain critical subjects, I will then move into analysis to discuss what it means 

to take a multi-stakeholder approach to these issues, how they are being resolved and what their 

current and future status means vis-a-vis the United States Arctic Council Chairmanship agenda. 

By analyzing the research in this way, it is hoped that a clear picture of development and priorities 

in Alaska’s Arctic will emerge, and by establishing this backdrop we can then make 

recommendations to the United States for actions that would bolster its mission in the Arctic 

Council and give credibility to its mission to be “ambitious, to honor our responsibility” (Kerry, 

2015). 

The Arctic Encounters Symposium took place in 2014 and 2015, and the latest iteration included 

a speaker list1 ranging from indigenous leaders to admirals to senators, scientists, and oil men. 

Several themes emerged from the AES. The conference was, understandably, dominated by 

Alaskans, who seemed to find it a useful platform to air grievances and advance policy priorities. 

One could roughly divide the speakers’ perspectives into five groups: The Alaskan perspective, 

the Coast Guard perspective, the federal perspective, the indigenous perspective, and the academic 

perspective. The findings are presented here in addition to comments made in 2011 by embassy 

officials interviewed in Ottawa, Canada.  

4.1. Indigenous 

The indigenous perspective contains several key elements; firstly, the balance between modernity 

and tradition. As indigenous people become increasingly integrated into the structures and culture 

of western society, the benefits of such must be weighed carefully against potential alienation from 

tradition and loss of livelihood. Furthermore, the indigenous perspective can be more nuanced than 

the western perspective, which tends to gravitate more towards paternalistic and parochial notions 

of eschewing development in favor of natives carrying on as they have for thousands of years. 

Inuit have recently found a voice among local government and internationally through the ICC. At 

the AES the primary voices were Edward Itta and Reggie Joule, former mayors of the North Slope 

Borough and Northwest Arctic Borough, respectively.  

                                                           
1 Complete program available at arcticencounter.com 
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One main point made by both was the nuanced approach to take to energy resources. Itta favors 

onshore drilling, remaining skeptical that offshore drilling can be done safely and effectively 

enough to offset potential risks. For him the risks are especially personal as he is also a certified 

whaling captain, and a major oil spill off Alaska’s north coast has the potential to wipe out 

development for the entire region for years (Mered et al. 2015, p.11). Itta also spends significant 

amounts of time in organizations dedicated to protecting subsistence activities and promoting the 

use of Inuit languages. He is also an advocate of traditional knowledge, citing when whaling 

activities were restricted until the scientific community agreed with what the Inuit elders already 

knew: that whales could be harvested sustainably by paying attention to the health of the pod and 

their migration patterns. He enjoyed telling stories about the marvel of the first flushing toilet he 

encountered when his family moved to Barrow in his twenties. To him, development has been fast 

already, in moving from a small isolated cabin to an active town and watching as Arctic 

development becomes more and more prominent in international discussions (Itta, 2015). 

Nevertheless, despite his dedication to preserving Inuit culture and subsistence activity, he says 

that his people cannot simply say no to drilling, due to the economic benefits. If drilling is to take 

place, however, it must be using the best technology and observing the strictest operational 

guidelines. Energy companies should also extensively fund independent research to assess risks 

and opportunities. Itta makes the observation that the Inuit must be the most concerned with 

drilling because “indigenous people have the most to lose from mistakes that are made in Arctic 

waters” (Itta, 2009, p.210). He echoed this sentiment by adding that Inuit cannot simply move on 

if the environment is ruined, as the Arctic is the only place in the world that they and their culture 

‘fit in’ (2015).  

Joule added that the Arctic is not an emerging frontier for those who live there. People who live 

there are already dealing with huge changes to the environment and human activity. But he 

emphasized that there are opportunities in the Arctic as well, in tourism and fishing, as well as 

energy resources (Joule, 2015). He also talked about how the US cannot be late to the party, 

however serious work needs to be done before it is prepared to embrace the opportunities of the 

Arctic. Establishing northern Coast Guard bases and doing better environmental risk assessments 

of the Bering Strait are a start and a necessity, in fact, considering that “almost the entire western 

Arctic population of bowhead whales travels through the strait twice a year” (PEW, 2014, p..1). 

Subsequent development must respect Inuit culture and communities (Joule, 2015). 

Another voice recently raised is that of Charlotte Brower, the current mayor of the North Slope 

Borough, through her letter to Washington Governor Jay Inslee, in which she admonishes his view 

of the Arctic as a pristine wilderness not to be disturbed. She says that the Arctic “is not an area 

that is untouched… the majority of our nearly 8000 residents are Inupiat Eskimos who continue to 

be stewards of the land and sea much as their ancestors had been for millennia” and that “your 

concerns for the environment and the natural resources of the Arctic, while laudable, fail to 

acknowledge the reality of the world we live in today" (Brower, 2015). She thanks the foresight 

of Inuit elders in developing the region’s resources, citing this development as the reason why 

hunters have S&R available to them, why healthcare is now available, and why Inuit culture can 

now have programs to preserve it. She calls the view of preserving the Arctic ‘romantic’ and 

‘parochial’, stating that shipping in the Bering Strait means that Alaska is already at risk from an 

oil spill, and that “by not investing in long-term infrastructure for Arctic production, as your 

comments espouse, our homelands will be more at risk from oil spills” (Brower, 2015). In terms 
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of climate change, her opinion is that it is not drilling for oil that fuels it, but rather personal 

choices, and that other nations will take advantage of the situation while the USA is paralyzed by 

environmental ethics considerations (Brower, 2015). Lisa Murkowski takes a similar stance on 

southerners' views on the Arctic, pointing out that in the Federal Arctic Policy Group there are 40 

agencies represented, and almost no indigenous participation (Murkowski, 2015a). Craig Allen, 

director of the University of Washington Arctic Law and Policy Institute, has said that one issue 

facing the Arctic is that it has not been properly ‘humanized’. People have to understand that all 

decisions about the region affect the people who live there, not just the polar bears (Allen, 2015a). 

The Inuit are largely dependent on the oil and gas industry for jobs and tax income, and Shell, in 

part of their bid to tap the oil of the Chukchi Sea, recently created a joint venture with the Arctic 

Slope Regional Corporation. This is the Inuit-owned entity responsible for Inuit land claims and 

management in the North Slope Borough. The joint venture allows the corporation to buy into the 

Chukchi oil leases, reaping revenue from successful drilling in the area (Bourne, 2015). 

This leads into statements made by several others about the importance of investing in 

communities and infrastructure. Mead Treadwell, former Lieutenant Governor of Alaska, has said 

that the first priority of Alaskan policy must be to foster investment in the North in order to 

strengthen communities. This will increase employment in northern communities by building 

infrastructure and basic health and sanitation services (Treadwell, 2015). Alice Rogoff, publisher 

of the Alaska Dispatch News, echoes this sentiment, saying that infrastructure and community 

strength go hand-in-hand (Rogoff, 2015).  

In the same vein, it is asserted that due to the long history of Inuit living in Alaska, they are in fact 

best-suited for performing the jobs that need to be done in that climate, and thus training programs 

and employment ought to be made more available so as to spur development both inclusively and 

sustainably (Christiansen, 2008, p.78). In the event of an oil spill, it is posited that “before 

professional oil spill responders or the Coast Guard arrive, community members will be the first 

on scene and should have access to and be trained to use equipment to protect their coastline or 

offer assistance to a person in distress” (PEW, 2014, p.5). The North Slope Borough and Northwest 

Arctic Borough, which represent the majority of Inuit in Alaska, recently released a list of concerns 

about environmental security and subsistence related issues: 

• Assessment of areas important to subsistence use 

• Climate change and changing bowhead whale hunting practices 

• Deflection of subsistence resources by noise and development 

• Mitigation measures to protect subsistence practices and bowhead whale health 

• Concerns related to Arctic food security issues and human health 

• Vessel transits and effects on bowhead whales and subsistence activities 

• Discharges near areas where food is taken or eaten directly from the water 

• Impacts of oil spills and oil-spill responses on resources, subsistence activities, and Iñupiat 

physical and cultural well-being, and 

• Concerns related to increasing scientific and traditional knowledge as they inter-relate  when 

analyzing sensitive habitats having multiple uses (BOEM, 2015, p.148). 

The Inuit serve as both an investment and are investors in the region. Their needs must be balanced 

carefully, as discussed in the Analysis section.  

4.2. Oil 
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The appetite for oil in the global economy is unlikely to abate for some time, and “demand is 

pushing development of new extraction technologies that work in extreme conditions” 

(Christiansen, 2008, p.75). This demand for oil and gas will continue to drive Arctic development, 

which will drive innovation to solve some of the unique technical issues and logistical 

impediments to Arctic hydrocarbon recovery (Paulin, 2011). Energy is a hot topic in the Arctic, 

and the eye-popping statistic that 90 billion barrels of oil and 30% of the world’s gas reserves are 

under the sea floor means that sooner or later they will be pulled out and link the Arctic even more 

strongly with the global economy (Bourne, 2015). At the AES, the energy industry was widely 

accepted as inevitably expanding operations in the Arctic, and as the main economic driver of 

development for Alaska. 

Mary Heiman, director of the PEW Charitable Trusts Arctic Program, advocated for ‘world class 

drilling standards’ to ensure that the ecosystem is not contaminated by careless drilling or faulty 

equipment (Heiman, 2015). State senator Lesil McGuire, who co-chaired the Alaska Arctic Policy 

Commission, contends that oil is the lifeline of Alaska. ANWR, he contends, should be drained 

before moving on to offshore drilling, although that has been complicated by the recent presidential 

order to ban drilling there (McGuire, 2015). To this, Senator Murkowski has asked how Alaska 

can prepare for the increase in activity and the future requirements for development if the 

government is not only restricting oil exploitation in the face of declining yields from existing 

fields, but also not sharing revenue from drilling on federal land. However, Murkowski remains 

optimistic about revenue sharing (Murkowski, 2015b). In Obama’s strategy of ‘give a little take a 

little’, he opened up the coastline along the Eastern Seaboard to drilling, and has allowed revenue 

sharing with those states. Alaska may benefit from a similar deal.  

Fran Ulmer, chair of the Arctic Research Commission, weighed in on the issue as well, saying that 

the ANWAR decision was only valid until Congress removed it (Ulmer, 2015a), and that the 

president could have issued an executive order with a more permanent result, but did not (Bourne, 

2015). Additionally, it has been reported that the single exploratory well drilled in ANWAR was 

a ‘dry hole’, leading one to wonder whether the controversy is more political than policy-based 

(Bourne, 2015). Linda Priebe, former Deputy General Counsel and Agency Ethics Official to the 

White House, has said that an oil spill remains the biggest federal concern in energy policy in the 

Arctic, and explains a good deal of reluctance on throwing the doors wide open to petroleum 

extraction (Priebe, 2015).  

Comparisons were made to the 2010 BP Deepwater Horizon oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico which, 

despite being in much more hospitable conditions with ample infrastructure and personnel nearby 

to handle such disasters, took nearly three months to stop the flow of oil. The effects of the spill 

are still being felt to this day, and cleanup continues. In the Arctic, with its lack of infrastructure, 

hostile operating conditions, and lack of expertise in cleaning up icy waters, the effects would last 

longer and be more difficult to control (Herke, 2011, p.58). 

Oil spills would affect the local environment and thus the indigenous peoples who use the area for 

subsistence hunting, as well as potentially disrupt economic development in the area for years 

(Mered et al., 2015, p.11). Even with marine protected areas designed to ensure marine mammal 

health, oil spills are likely to be spread by the currents into these areas. This means that even areas 

withdrawn from development remain at risk from drilling accidents and spills (Bourne, 2015). 
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Nevertheless, this has not stopped Royal Dutch Shell from continuing with their ambitious Arctic 

drilling program. Two rigs are destined for the Arctic this summer to drill exploratory wells 

(Bourne, 2015). The Obama Administration has given the preliminary go-ahead to begin 

operations, meaning that Shell may now apply for permits from Alaska and the federal government 

to begin operations. It will be the first concrete step in Shell's $6 billion Arctic investment to reap 

the rewards of the substantial hydrocarbon deposits there, as well as the first step in transforming 

Alaska’s offshore drilling operations from shallow water, artificial island-based rigs to floating, 

seasonal deep water rigs. A 709 page environmental impact assessment by the Bureau of Ocean 

Energy Management cleared the proposed activity, saying that Shell met all requirements to 

resume drilling operations, despite considerable concern over oil spill impacts (BOEM, 2015).  

Shell not only has to worry about the logistics of oil spill response and drilling in such a remote 

region, but also about its responsibility and image as a company. As Shell’s CEO has already said 

“The Coast Guard can’t help” with oil recovery, and new equipment is mandatory to meet its 

obligations (Epler, 2011). Given the cultural, ecological, and economic importance of the area, the 

consequences of an accident would be considerable not just for the environment and its inhabitants, 

but also for the company’s image (PEW, 2014, p.2). Environmentalists have staged huge protests 

against the resumption of drilling in the Arctic, and Greenpeace has maintained a protracted 

campaign against it, using high publicity tactics such as boarding and occupying rigs. While these 

stunts in remote areas may be a clever way for Greenpeace to garner extra-Arctic financial support, 

the slightest miscalculation “could result in a human disaster” (Mered et al. 2015, p.13). The USCG 

may need to invest in S&R to handle these sorts of activists as well. 

Shell also follows a sordid history of oil drilling in Alaska, partly perpetuated by Shell itself. In 

late December 2012, Shell’s oil rig Kulluk was towed from Dutch Harbor, Alaska on short notice 

to undergo repairs in Seattle. It encountered severe storms shortly after, and faulty towing shackles 

broke, allowing the rig, with over 550,000 liters of fuel onboard, to run aground in the Aleutian 

Islands. The rig was floated afterwards after being rescued by the USCG, and was eventually 

scrapped after repairs were deemed unfeasible. The reason for the sudden departure in poor 

navigating conditions was the avoidance of Alaska’s tax on energy equipment docked in harbor 

(Demer, 2013). 

Noble Drilling, on contract by Shell to drill exploratory wells in the Arctic in 2012, was recently 

fined $12.8 million for falsifying records, illegally dumping waste, and operating with faulty 

propulsion systems while operating in the Chukchi Sea. They also illegally discharged oily bilge 

water while in Dutch Harbor, and operated with faulty engines that leaked substantial amounts of 

fuel into the operating environment (Dlouhy, 2014). This was exposed primarily through a 

whistleblower on board, signaling the USCG’s lack of ability to monitor and oversee these drilling 

operations. The allegations were only confirmed when the USCG inspected the rig after it had 

returned south following the drilling season (Priebe, 2015). 

A final example of hydrocarbon negligence is the 1989 Exxon Valdez oil spill, the biggest in US 

history before the Deepwater Horizon. This occurred when the Exxon Valdez oil tanker ran 

aground, and was attributed to poor training, a lack of ice navigational equipment, and a lack of 

USCG inspection. The resulting spill dumped 42,000 cubic meters of oil into the water, and 25 

years later scientists are saying that the environment is only just recovering. 
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The CEO of Total, France’s oil multinational, has predicted that if his company were to become 

responsible for an oil spill in Arctic waters the share price of his company would fall so far that it 

could be split up and bought by competitors. Unlike Russian and Chinese companies operating in 

the Arctic, Western companies “know they must engage in true corporate responsibility” to be 

successful (Mered et al., 2015, p.11). Shell’s only competitive option, therefore, is to push ahead 

with plans, despite the lack of effective infrastructure for oil spill response, the protests of 

environmentalists, and the huge gamble it plays with the fallout from a major accident - something 

which could cost it not only its Arctic operations and investments, but also potentially its future as 

a company. 

To mitigate this, of course, it is essential to build oil response infrastructure. To meet national 

requirements, ideas have been floated that include assessing vessel fees and having more stringent 

requirements for equipment carried onboard. A system like the one used in Washington State, 

which charges a modest fee to transit its waters in order to fund a network of emergency response 

tugboats and equipment, has been suggested (PEW, 2014, p.5). As activity in the region increases, 

in order to ensure the wellbeing of inhabitants and the environment, disaster preparedness is 

essential in light of the simple fact that “even under the most stringent control systems, some tanker 

spills, pipeline leaks, and other accidents are likely to occur from equipment leaks or human error” 

(Couser, 2011, p.111). Indeed, the USCG already responds to minor spills and incidents near 

Glacier Bay National Park due to drilling and shipping activities nearby, and this scenario is likely 

to be repeated once development in the Arctic gets underway (Blaszak, 2015). 

4.3. Domestic Policy and Development 

As the AES was dominated by Alaskans, the development of Alaskan coastal infrastructure 

became a common theme. The reasons for infrastructure development were numerous, yet 

foremost was the notion that current infrastructure was lacking and that a model to strive for was 

Scandinavia’s Arctic development. Additionally, it was well recognized that the hazards and risks 

of operating in the Arctic are indeed both resultant from and exacerbated by a lack of infrastructure, 

most notably navigational aids, communications, ports, and community services.  

Given the increasing human activity, allowing the Alaskan coast to remain hazardous and 

inhospitable is entirely irresponsible. At the same time, policy decisions cannot simply be handed 

down from above; Swain relates that “it is crucial to engage the local people and civil society in 

order to infuse ownership for appropriate formulation and implementation of these projects and 

initiatives” (Swain, 2013, p.143). 

Rogoff has identified port infrastructure as being a game changer in the Arctic, allowing for an 

increase in commercial activity, heightened safety and services, and employment for locals 

(Rogoff, 2015). Treadwell has deemed the present “the era of Arctic construction”, however it 

desperately needs more investment, scientific analysis, and, most of all, political will (Treadwell, 

2015). It was continuously emphasized by most Alaskans that Alaska could not develop its 

coastline on its own for two reasons. Firstly, it lacks the financial resources for such a large scale 

project and, secondly, it is not responsible for much of the necessary infrastructure. Coast Guard 

bases have to be funded by the DHS, as does emergency response equipment. Navigational aids 

and communications will have to be maintained by the federal government for use in maritime 

navigation, since the lack of infrastructure continues to be the main challenge for safe Arctic 

shipping and oil and gas development (Collins et al. 2015, p.3). Revenue sharing, however, will 
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allow much more money to be put into communities, who will be the ultimate beneficiaries of a 

well thought out infrastructure development plan.  

The United States has signed on to this as well, stating in the NSAR that “We will proactively 

coordinate regional development. Our economic development and environmental stewardship 

must go hand-in-hand. The unique Arctic environment will require a commitment by the United 

States to make judicious, coordinated infrastructure investment decisions, informed by science” 

(White House, 2013, p.11). The strategy presented in “Growth from the North”, a Scandinavian 

strategy document, states that since “large infrastructure projects take years, and drive economic 

growth as well as enable it, prioritizing plans cannot be left waiting indefinitely for growing traffic 

volumes or transport needs” (Prime Minister’s Office, 2015, p.29). This means that the United 

States cannot take a ‘wait and see’ approach, but rather that investment must begin now and run 

concurrently with the increase in activity. The Alaska National Parks Service is already conducting 

workshops to address climate trends and anticipate future challenges, so as to better assess 

necessary operating procedures and infrastructure developments in the interior (Blaszak, 2015). 

For communities, designing long-lasting infrastructure is key, especially related to water and 

sanitation (ARC, 2013, p.12). This can be coupled with Kerry’s statement that renewable energy 

must be one of the key forces in modernizing communities (2015). As evidence that ports and 

infrastructure are key to community development, Arteau related that during the Cold War many 

indigenous people in the north settled at and stayed near bases and installations built to monitor 

the High North (Arteau, 2011). Rather than military assets, however, communities can now be the 

driving force behind maintaining USCG bases and port infrastructure to assist in the safe and 

responsible development of the whole region. Additionally, these communities need qualified 

administrators to deal with the current system of ‘nested federalism’ that lets indigenous people 

have so much legal autonomy. This should prompt further investment in education and training. 

For shipping, infrastructure is crucial. One big challenge faced by mariners is the lack of basic 

telecommunications, necessary for safe transit of sea lanes, and for informing locals of potential 

disturbances (Papp, 2015). Infrastructure and ports can also reduce the “response gap”, which is 

the period of time when oil spill response is not possible or is too inefficient to be realistic because 

limiting factors prevent an effective response (ARC, 2013,p.12). These factors include distance to 

the incident, weather conditions and equipment availability. The BOEM estimates that the 

response in the Chukchi Sea to an event like the Deepwater Horizon could take 39-74 days before 

it could be stopped, depending on the availability of relief vessels and supplies (2015, p.466). 

Improving infrastructure would directly reduce that amount of time. 

4.4. Icebreakers and the USCG 

Admiral Papp, Special Representative to the Arctic, has said that “wherever human activity thrives, 

governments have a responsibility to uphold the rule of law and ensure the safety and security of 

its people” (Papp, 2015). At the AES, the topic of icebreakers arose time and time again, and many 

of the speakers have been advocating for increased icebreaker presence in the Arctic for years. 

One of the most outspoken is Senator Murkowski, who has said that in order to assume effective 

leadership of the AC, The United States must have the icebreaking capacity to assist those in the 

Arctic who need it (Murkowski, 2015a). Treadwell has put it even more bluntly, saying that “if we 

can’t protect our oceans, we don’t deserve to be there”, making a link between security and 

sovereignty that has been strongly echoed by the Canadians. He additionally asked the question 
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“why are we letting the Russians control everything?” which, while smacking of Cold War 

nostalgia (an icebreaker gap), is also a pertinent thing to consider (Treadwell, 2015). Russia, with 

its icebreaker fleet of some 40 vessels and its developing shipping route, is in more of a position 

to dictate activity and policy in the Bering Strait than the USA. Russia is already building three 

new nuclear-powered icebreakers, budgeted to cost about $1.2 billion each. Once the first one is 

ready in 2017, the ship will grant Russia extra capability to ensure safe shipping along the Northern 

Sea Route (Bennet, 2012). 

Brigadier General Guy Hamel of the Royal Canadian Air Force, Deputy Director of Strategy, 

Policy and Plans, North American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD), has echoed the 

sentiment that awareness and presence in the Arctic is lacking. He identified a lack of 

communications infrastructure and domain awareness as increasing security risks, especially given 

that illegal activities and shipping will likely only increase (Hamel, 2015). Fran Ulmer has already 

said that the chairmanship could “lead to benefits for Alaska if heightened awareness causes U.S. 

leaders to invest in icebreakers, ports and airstrips in Alaska” (Ulmer, 2015). Other countries are 

increasing efforts in the Far North as they prepare to extract oil, gas, and minerals, or prepare for 

increased shipping (DeMarban, 2015b). In this sense, the United States risks falling behind the 

capacity of other nations in their Arctic activity while simultaneously trying to take the lead in it. 

The USCG is well aware of its shortcomings, and as Ulmer has said, its mission continues to grow 

in the Arctic while its funding is diminished (Ulmer, 2015a). The USCG’s Arctic Mission as it 

stands can be summarized as follows: 

• conducting and supporting scientific research in the Arctic; 

• defending U.S. sovereignty in the Arctic by helping to maintain a U.S. presence in U.S. territorial 

waters in the region; 

• defending other U.S. interests in polar regions, including economic interests in waters that are 

within the U.S. exclusive economic zone (EEZ) north of Alaska; 

• monitoring sea traffic in the Arctic, including ships bound for the United States; and 

• conducting other typical Coast Guard missions (such as search and rescue, law enforcement, and 

protection of marine resources) in Arctic waters, including U.S. territorial waters north of Alaska. 

(USCG, 2013, p.1) 

Community resupply, like the emergency mission to deliver fuel and supplies to Nome, is a perfect 

example of the social responsibility of the state, and a mission that, even if left to private agencies, 

will ultimately be the purview of the USCG should other agencies fail (VDC, 2014, p.46).The 

most capable surface unit to execute these missions would be a polar icebreaker. Polar icebreakers 

can transit safely in a variety of ice conditions and have the endurance to operate far from logistics 

bases [and] assures access and assertion of U.S. policy in the Polar Regions. The current demand 

for this mission requires continuous icebreaker presence in both Polar Regions. Without the 

continued use of icebreakers, the United States will lose its ability to maintain a presence in the 

Polar Regions, the Coast Guard’s expertise to perform ice operations will continue to diminish, 

and missions will continue to go unmet (O’Rourke, 2015, p.29). Currently four at-risk missions 

have been pinpointed: Defense Readiness, Ice Operations, Marine Environmental Protection, and 

Ports, Waterways, and Coastal Security. This lack of mission readiness means that the environment 

is at risk, thus diminishing the environmental security of Arctic inhabitants. This is compounded 

by the direct lack of security for the coast and ports. Not to mention the lack of ‘ice operations’, 

which simply means an inability to perform necessary S&R and patrol. This lack of capacity is 
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critical in answering the question of the future of Alaska’s development. It also begs the question 

of why this is the case. Furthermore, one can draw connections between human security and civil 

security, which is intertwined with food safety and supply (Loukacheva, 2013, p.45). 

The USCG has made many statements about this lack of capacity. Captain Jason Hamilton, U.S. 

Coast Guard District 13 (Seattle), has said that the USCG was still assessing how to best maintain 

sufficient icebreaking capabilities with budgetary restraints. He also reminded us that the first 

generation of US heavy icebreakers was commissioned due to World War II, and that without such 

a sense of urgency it is difficult to procure large enough budgets to build such large assets 

(Hamilton, 2015). Rear Admiral Daniel Abel, Commander of the 17th Coast Guard District, has 

echoed this sentiment, saying that the USCG is still assessing how best to integrate new icebreakers 

into the service and what specific mission goals they would fulfill, meaning studies had to be 

ongoing on design requirements. Some missions he identified as crucial, however, were 

enforcement of the Polar Code and harmonizing shipping lanes with subsistence activity (Abel, 

2015). This signals at least the USCG’s acknowledgement of its central role in ensuring 

environmental security for the inhabitants of the area. 

At this point both Congress and the USCG seem to believe it is inevitable that more icebreakers 

will be built to meet strategic, commercial, and scientific goals in the Arctic. The reason for the 

delay, according to Admiral Michel, is that the service would need to start from scratch in 

designing one, a process that could take years (McGwin, 2015). Admiral Papp has said that the 

USCG simply does not have the “wherewithal” to begin the procurement process, but that 

preliminary work must be done to “inform decisions three, five, ten years from now” (O’Rourke, 

2015, p.16). Again, leasing is not an option. Not only are there no heavy icebreakers for rent, but 

leasing is at best a costly short-term solution (Allen, 2015b,p.37). Furthermore, the existing 

icebreaker Polar Star has an uncertain future ahead. The USCG has said that even with proper 

engine repairs and refurbishment, they are not sure how many more years she will be operational 

(O’Rourke, 2015, p.4).  

Despite these worries about current capacity, budgetary difficulties continue to be the main 

impediment towards starting procurement on a new generation of heavy icebreakers. The cost is 

prohibitive for the current USCG budget, all the more so because a single icebreaker would still 

be insufficient to fully meet USCG mission objectives. As stated in the background, three heavy 

and three medium would be required for a full presence in the Arctic due to crewing and 

maintenance switches, resupply requirements, and their continued basing in Seattle until an all 

year, deepwater, full service port is established on the Arctic coast (O’Rourke, 2015, p.31). This 

is something that the Federal government should be eager for given its assumption of the global 

stage for Arctic policy. Nevertheless, budgets for the USCG have declined in recent years, and 

while an inter-agency funding plan is attractive, and worked for the Healy, it does not seem to be 

a near-term possibility despite many agencies relying on icebreaking to carry out Arctic 

responsibilities (O’Rourke, 2015). Kevin Donegan, a Navy rear-admiral and the acting deputy 

chief of operations, plans and strategy, made it clear that ice-breaking, and the cost of acquiring a 

new icebreaker, rested with his colleagues in the Coast Guard (McGwin, 2015), meaning the US 

Navy’s acquisition budget, which is several times larger than the USCG’s, was not open to fund 

an icebreaker. The United States Congress seems to have ruled out funding icebreaker 

replacements in the current budgetary climate as well (Allen, 2015a 37) and, in the DHS budget 

for FY2016, the DHS secretary neither mentioned icebreakers, nor the Arctic in general. In 
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essence, the USCG does not have enough control over its budget, nor does it have the capability 

to fulfill its future missions in the current acquisitions situation (Ulmer, 2015). 

This signals a disconnect with the NSAR, as well as the USCG’s Arctic strategy. “The NAS2014 

required DHS, as the department in which the Coast Guard operates, to develop by the end of 2014 

a document that lists the capabilities needed to support federal activities in the polar regions and 

emergent sovereign responsibilities over the next 10 to 20 years. Moreover, by the end of 2017, 

the secretary must develop long-term plans to be able to physically access the Arctic with sufficient 

capability to support US interests” (Allen, 2015b, p.37). Despite that, no concrete proposals have 

been submitted for acquiring an icebreaker, and the United States risks undermining the 

environmental security of the area not simply due to bad policy, but also because of inaction in 

acquiring the necessary assets to operate in the area. Should the necessary appropriations be 

deferred yet again, President Obama and Congress risk undermining American credibility as an 

Arctic nation, and further eroding the identity of the stalwart maritime service that prides itself on 

being “Always Ready” (Polefka, 2015, p.7). Rear Admiral Abel has called the USCG “the Swiss 

army knife of the sea” in reference to its wide mission set and its multipurpose assets (Abel, 2015). 

Without action on icebreaker capability and funding one of its most important vessels will soon be 

insufficient, with dire consequences for the USA’s global Arctic agenda, and for the people who 

live and work in the North. 

4.5.Shipping  

One of the main activities as the Arctic warms and the sea ice diminishes will be shipping. The 

cost savings from transit and the shipping of resources from the Arctic to southern latitudes cannot 

be ignored, and so the only option is to make shipping in the Arctic safe, environmentally friendly, 

and efficient. Some of the major barriers to shipping that currently exist are the lack of navigational 

charts and aids, the uncertainty of ice conditions, and the new IMO Polar Code, which requires 

certain training, equipment specifications, and vessel design to be allowed to operate in Arctic 

conditions. While the Northern Sea Route is the most promising shipping lane for the near future, 

several obstacles remain. Container ships make their money by shipping in bulk. Current container 

ships are unsuitable for Arctic conditions and thus only smaller ships would be able to make the 

journey up north. This is further complicated by uncertain depths along some of the route, creating 

safety hazards and also limiting larger vessels. The icebreakers, in addition to being expensive to 

hire, are also generally smaller than cargo ships, and the path through the ice that they clear cannot 

be smaller than the width of the ship it is escorting (generally 30m or less). Russia is building 

larger icebreakers to alleviate this issue, but the biggest ships are unlikely to make the transit any 

time soon (Carmel, 2013). Time efficiency and reliability are also major factors in shipping routes, 

as many destinations count on extremely punctual delivery to operate ports smoothly. This will 

necessitate a large investment in infrastructure to accurately predict conditions and provide 

constant clearing of hazards and obstacles to make the route predictable (VDC, 2014, p.73). 

Nevertheless, there can be no doubt about the route's potential. This is an example to be used by 

the United States in its care for the Bering Strait, which will also inevitably see a large increase in 

vessel traffic. Norway, for instance, has made use of the Northern Sea Route to increase its trade 

with Asia (VDC, 2014, p.58). More concerning, however, is that this traffic may come all at once. 

It is hypothesized that as soon as one shipping company decides that the Arctic is a viable shipping 

option, all of its competitors will follow suit and the traffic volume could dramatically increase in 
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a single year (p.73). Technology is expected to help improve navigation ability in the area through 

satellites and improved on-board equipment, however nothing can substitute for an active presence 

and infrastructure (Christiansen, 2008, p.77). This means that in addition to developing coastal 

infrastructure and icebreaking vessels to patrol, interdict, and assist in the area, it is essential that 

navigational charts and aids be improved. According to Fran Ulmer, only 10% of the navigable 

area around the Bering Strait has been mapped to modern standards (ARC, 2013, p.17). PEW puts 

the amount of the navigable waters in the region which have been mapped with modern equipment 

at 1%, the rest of the charts relying on data that is outdated and incomplete (PEW, 2014, p.3).  

Former Alaska Senator Mark Begich has said that “we face greater risks from the increasing traffic 

we're seeing along Russia's Northern Sea Route and later through Canada's Northwest Passage, 

than we do from oil and gas drilling in the Arctic” (2013, p.24), due to the probability of an accident 

in the uncharted and hazardous waters around the Bering Strait. This could result in loss of human 

life as well as spilling the oil that will be travelling via the Northern Sea Route and the Chukchi 

and Beaufort Seas. Additionally, larger vessels can be very disruptive to marine life due to their 

engines, sonars, and exhaust (Heiman, 2015). This, in turn, impacts the environmental security of 

the inhabitants of the area. Several proposals have recently come to the forefront on how best to 

deal with this increase in shipping. It is widely acknowledged that the United States must begin 

developing appropriate regulations and ‘rules of the road’ for vessels, and begin enforcing 

jurisdiction on vessels that are not using the ‘right of innocent passage’ (PEW, 2014, p.3).  

Stricter environmental regulations are under consideration. While the Polar Code did not ban 

heavy fuels, which pollute considerably more than cleaner marine diesel, the Environmental 

Protection Agency is considering enacting its own rules to ban the fuel in US waters (Heiman, 

2015). This has the potential to take effect much more quickly than the exhaustive process of IMO 

negotiations (Carmel, 2013). Banning Sulphur emissions is also in the works, not just for ships but 

also for facilities in US waters. This is a move opposed by many in the shipping industry and 

Alaska itself, but it is necessary for the specific circumstances of the Arctic Ocean’s inability to 

flush out, recycle, and disperse pollutants quickly (Priebe, 2015). All these regulations should help 

to advance environmental security in the area without seriously impairing the potential of the route 

(VDC, 2014, p.73). 

4.6. International Cooperation 

Cooperation on Arctic policy and maritime monitoring and safety must be done with the 

cooperation of the USA’s neighbors, not only because of the “One Arctic” theme of the US 

Chairmanship of the Arctic Council, but also for the very practical reasons of sharing the 

Northwest Passage with Canada and the Northern Sea Route with the Russian Federation - both 

through the Bering Strait. Nearly all of the issues presented by increasing activity in the region 

must have some level of cooperation to solve, whether it is environmental regulation, navigational 

charting, search and rescue, or oil spill response. However, cooperative solutions often require 

relatively high levels of integration of physical and organizational resources in order to produce 

efficient solutions. This may raise issues of trust, costs and sovereignty, but it is still the most 

efficient way to tackle larger organizational challenges (Underdal, 2010, p.16). As the world 

begins the “Pacific Era”, it is widely thought that a measure of global power is the exposure to the 

Pacific, namely the American and Asian economies (VDC, 2014, p.9). Exposure to the Pacific for 

many may come through the Bering Strait. 
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Cooperation with Canada has long undergirded the United States’ security policy, and the same 

holds true in the Arctic (Allen, 2015a). Alaska has many agreements with Canada as well, 

especially around Prudhoe Bay and the McKenzie River Delta (McGuire, 2015). NORAD already 

contains a very high level of security integration, and Hamel supports the idea of expanding 

NORAD’s role in the Arctic, though that will require a high degree of cooperation with other 

Arctic countries (Hamel, 2015). Officials at Foreign Affairs and International Trade Canada have 

expressed the desire to see NORAD coordinate Arctic security organizations, be active in 

deflecting terrorists, step up marine monitoring, while also coordinating defense, police, and 

security (Fawcett, 2011). This should not be seen as a military deployment, and while security 

cooperation is ultimately beneficial as well, the scope of this thesis is to focus on public and 

environmental security.  

Russian cooperation takes on a different dynamic. Mutual distrust turned into a severe cooling of 

relations as the West imposed sanctions on the Russian economy during the crisis in Ukraine. 

However, on the opposite end of Eurasia, cooperation with Russia in the Arctic remains a goal and 

is essential for a healthy development of the region. While much has been made of Russia’s 

military buildup in the area, Ekaterina Klimenko, a scholar at the Stockholm International Peace 

Research Institute, has said that the “Russian government has repeatedly stated that there are no 

problems in the Arctic which require a military solution”(2015). Indeed, peace and cooperation in 

the region are a “key condition for Russia to fully be able to use its positions in the Arctic” (VDC, 

2014, p.47). Border security is another legitimate use of military assets, and an area of critical 

concern for the Coast Guard. Border security is identified by the Russians and Canadians 

specifically as threats that are emerging as the Arctic becomes more navigable. The Russians have 

brought up the issue at a recent meeting of the Arctic Five, the moniker given to the Arctic Ocean’s 

coastal states, and are currently creating a border security unit to operate in the Arctic (Avdoshin, 

2011).  

Without peace and stability - which is also enshrined in the USA’s Arctic strategy - development 

in the region risks leaning towards a military footing while the interests of the environment and 

inhabitants risk receiving a lower priority. Cooperation with Russia is therefore required to 

maintain a sustainable development of the region, both in efficiency as environmental and 

commercial goals. The Beringia Heritage Program is an example of a program spanning the 

US/Russia divide, incorporating indigenous voices and encouraging cultural exchange (Blaszak, 

2015). Despite the cooling of relations, the program has continued unabated.  

Russia recognizes the need for cooperation at the highest levels, although the population and local 

elites may still view cooperation with the USA with some distaste (VDC, 2014, p.57). Russia has 

traditionally given Western companies preference in developing the more technically sophisticated 

energy reserves it possesses, remaining distrusting of Chinese companies in particular to abide by 

the rules and run effective operations (Kuersten, 2015). Despite this, Russia boasts of cooperation 

in several areas: joint search and rescue cooperation with Canada and Norway (Fawcett, 2011), 

close cooperation with the Canadian and US Coast Guards (Avdoshin, 2011), and the agreement 

on the Barents Sea maritime border with Norway are examples. Russia was also the primary 

sponsor of the S&R Treaty from the Arctic Council, and is responsible for by far the largest area. 

Russia’s desire to maintain a firm hold on Arctic policy is also reflected in its desire to more solidly 

set out guidelines and rules in the AC for the role of permanent observers, so as to emphasize 

Arctic Unity and the AC as the primary forum for the area (Kuersten, 2015). Russia cooperates 
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with Alaska on a variety of issues, and Gazprom the Russian energy conglomerate, is looking to 

Alaska as its next entry point into the North American market (Christiansen, 2008, p.77). Russia’s 

tanker, Renda, was responsible for bringing precious emergency fuel to Nome when fall storms 

prevented the regular delivery. Russia’s presence in the Bering region will only grow, and the 

opportunities for collaboration and cooperation will multiply. 

Adrianna Muir, the Deputy Senior Arctic Official, has said that cooperation with Russia in the AC 

continues, but it is ‘rocky’, and tensions due to sanctions have been felt already. Nevertheless, 

cooperation continues, as all parties understand its necessity (Muir, 2015). Thus far, Gorbachev’s 

dream that the Arctic be a pole of peace seems to be realized. The only question now is whether 

cooperation will continue given the United States’ lack of maritime assets. Currently the United 

States remains a limited partner in Russia’s Arctic strategy, and certainly not a leader. 

4.7. International Law 

 

Fig 6: Various legal extents of maritime control defined under UNCLOS. The legal continental shelf extent is determined by ISA 

after reviewing a scientific submission by the petitioning nation. This gives the nation legal authority over the seabed, but not the 

water column beyond 200nm. Taken from envirosecurity.org, May 20, 2015. 

If the United States’ physical assets in the Arctic are questionable in their effectiveness, its legal 

standing internationally arouses both concern and promise. Two international legal regimes make 

a large impact on the maritime Arctic. The first is UNCLOS, which governs the legal claims on 

the ocean and sea floor. UNCLOS has been signed and ratified by 166 countries worldwide, 

including every Arctic Council member, except for the United States. Despite UNCLOS being a 

largely USA-directed initiative, Republicans have blocked ratification on the basis of infringement 

on the sovereignty of the country. Despite this, the Obama administration and every administration 

before, as well as the Department of Defense and Department of State have advocated for 

ratification (Muir, 2015). Not ratifying the convention weakens the voice of the United States in 

Arctic affairs, especially when it comes to the ISA (Collins et al., 2015, p.2). The ISA reviews 

submissions of party states to extend their jurisdiction over the continental shelf adjoining their 

territorial waters. While Russia, Canada and Denmark have all made submissions, the United 

States cannot until it has ratified the convention (Christiansen, 2008,p.77). Despite this, the United 

States and its military continue to operate along the convention’s guidelines, and has even used 
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the Healy to carry out extensive mapping of the continental shelf for preparation to submit a claim 

to ISA should the UNCLOS ever be ratified (ARC, 2013,p.17). 

The second is the Polar Code, adopted by the IMO in 2014 and currently in the process of being 

presented for international approval. This would require vessels to be classed according to their 

ability to navigate in icy waters, and would set forth guidelines for equipment to be able to operate 

in the icy climate. Additionally, it requires extensive training of officers onboard ships to be able 

to effectively navigate the hazardous waters. This is supported by the Obama Administration as 

well, which has expressed a desire to see the Polar Code adopted as quickly as possible once it 

comes into force (Ulmer, 2015). Unlike UNCLOS, the Polar Code is supported by a majority in 

Congress and will likely be passed, strengthening the United States’ position as an Arctic maritime 

power (Allen, 2015b, 37). The Polar Code has been met with some criticism for being too soft on 

pollution requirements. Another concern is that certification procedure is unclear, as is the 

authority of who would issue certification (Priebe, 2015).  

At the AES, the vote was unanimous for accession to both of these regimes, with Senator 

Murkowski advocating for the passage of UNCLOS by the United States Congress (Murkowski. 

2015a). Fran Ulmer has also expressed the need for ratification, as has State Senator McGuire and 

Professor Craig Allen of the University of Washington Law School. Statements come out often in 

favor of UNCLOS, however the continued intransigence of several key members of Congress has 

proved to be a stumbling block for decades. Unless the public expresses a similar urgency as Arctic 

officials about the matter, the issue will likely remain unresolved and the United States’ position 

as an Arctic leader will further be weakened. 

4.8. United States Arctic Council Chairmanship 

Admiral Papp has said that “No one country can manage the Arctic alone” (Papp,2015). The 

United States seems well aware of this, adopting the policy of “One Arctic”. Whether this policy 

comes from a true sense of cooperation and a holistic approach to regional stewardship, or a sense 

of weakness where other nations will have to pick up the slack as the United States continues not 

to meet the needs of commercial and indigenous organizations, is not entirely clear. What is clear 

is that the United States has set an ambitious agenda for the Arctic Council, and whatever its 

physical capacity to operate in the Arctic may be, its rhetoric is right on point. The chairmanship 

comes at a critical time for the Arctic, as activity increases every year and public awareness of the 

Arctic grows concurrently. The United States has awareness-building as a key facet of its national 

strategy, and wants to use its time to demonstrate the value of the region and the USA’s position 

within it, as well as the links it has with the rest of the world (Kerry, 2015). 

The USA also recognizes that many of the most significant challenges – oil spills, maritime traffic, 

S&R and research – can only be tackled with an integrated management approach, with all Arctic 

countries working together (White House, 2013, p.7). This means that a primary responsibility of 

AC leadership will be guiding consensus and cooperation and keeping all members engaged in 

mutually beneficial pursuits (Collins et al., 2015, p.1). If the United States can succeed at that, 

even with its own capacity being negligible, its leadership may be seen as a success.  

The United States wants to strengthen the Council itself as well, leaving it stronger than when it 

left (Muir, 2015). Kerry has already said that maintaining it as the premier intergovernmental 

forum for Arctic issues is a key tenet of the agenda, one which agrees with the Scandinavian view 
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that the organization should be transformed into an international treaty-based organization (Prime 

Minister’s Office, 2015, p.33). Keeping the AC relevant has the potential to transform it into a 

platform to advance interests within the Alaskan Arctic as well, as policy makers are more inclined 

to build on well-established and consensual knowledge than more abstract, scientific assertions 

(Underdal, 2010, p.19). In this way, the United States may be able to put the climate change debate 

to rest, making way for more engagement and environmental awareness (Rogoff, 2015). 

The other Arctic nations are eager to take advantage of the opportunities provided by the opening 

up of the Arctic, and will look to the United States with great expectations (Murkowski, 2013). To 

fail these expectations is to both diminish the importance of the AC and potential for cooperation 

on a range of issues, and weaken the resolve at home to become an active player in the region. 

Without meeting these expectations and obligations, the United States cannot be taken seriously 

as a leader, and development, including the maintenance of the environmental security of the 

inhabitants of the Arctic, will falter. The United States’ record thus far has not been spectacular, 

especially considering federal investment in the region, and this year will be when “we will finally 

know if the US is ready to dare be an Arctic leader, or keep playing their somewhat comfortable 

waiting game” (Mered et al., 2015, p.1). 

Concerns have been raised, however, that the Arctic Council has been turning away from 

indigenous issues and towards commercial ones. Tony Penikett, former Premier of the Yukon 

Territory, has said that business interests are increasingly getting their concerns on the agenda, 

while permanent participant groups lack the resources to engage with the AC at all necessary levels 

(Penikett, 2014). As Fran Ulmer reminded us, “now more than ever, America’s Arctic needs 

increased American attention and investment” (Ulmer, 2015). Security starts first with the 

community, and if this is ignored the rhetoric of the United States and other Arctic nations will 

end up turning the region into an insecure, poorly managed area without the tools to properly 

address environmental concerns. It will, in other words, be a failure of the developed nations of 

the world to properly exercise stewardship over this last frontier. 

 
 
4.9. Analysis 
 
“The remote and complex operating conditions in the Arctic environment make the region well-

suited for collaborative efforts by nations seeking to explore emerging opportunities while 

emphasizing ecological awareness and preservation” –United States National Strategy for the 

Arctic Region (White House, 2013, p.9) 

4.9.1. Local 

Framing the indigenous inhabitants as the ‘referent object of security’ means several things. 

Firstly, it redefines national security in the Arctic in terms of the environmental security of the 

inhabitants of the area. Given the indigenous peoples’ special connection to the environment, 

environmental stewardship is directly related to individual well-being. Environmental 

stewardship must be preserved as a central theme in US policy, both nationally and 

internationally. Not doing so risks turning the Arctic into an area rife with exploitation, 

degradation, and human suffering. Secondly, among the primary concerns of environmental 
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security for indigenous people is food security. Much of indigenous food comes from subsistence 

hunting, and thus preserving clean waterways and access to hunting grounds is key. Without 

these things, not only the nutritional but also the spiritual and cultural health of the communities 

is at risk, and the United States cannot truly claim to be operating under the principle of an 

inclusive, holistic ‘One Arctic’.  

Oil spills are the primary cause of concern in terms of environmental protection. Edward Itta 

already expressed concern for the amount of oil spill preparedness in the Arctic, as have many 

other agencies (Itta, 2015). Indigenous people have the most to lose in the case of an oil spill, 

and examples can already be drawn from the Exxon Valdez spills when the scale of the 

environmental destruction was so great that “many members of small communities were on the 

road to sobriety before the spill. After the spill, some people began drinking again, leading to the 

re-emergence of numerous alcohol-related problems (child abuse, domestic violence, and 

accidents) “(BOEM, 2015, p.614). Oil spill preparedness and search and rescue operations are 

critical to preserving the health of Arctic communities, and these can only happen with the 

consultation and consideration of indigenous interests.  

An important caveat to this is the fact that indigenous people are not entirely opposed to drilling 

for oil and gas; in fact, some of them favor it quite strongly. This is due to the potential economic 

benefits, but this support means treading a fine line between the risk of poisoning the 

environment which gives them their food and cultural identity, and the development that will 

surely follow the utilization of their wealth of natural resources. This can only be done with the 

full cooperation and understanding of the local and national government, as indigenous groups 

lack the assets and legal authority to properly regulate and monitor potentially harmful 

commercial activity. What can be used to drastically reduce risks in case of a disaster - whether it 

is an oil spill, supply shortage, stranded vessel, or anything else in the frozen waters of the Arctic 

– is an icebreaker. 

4.9.2. National 

The federal government of the United States will have to partner with Alaska, as it is the only 

state with Arctic territory in the country. It also represents the inhabitants which the United 

States is responsible for protecting and ensuring their rights and livelihoods are upheld. A good 

place to start with this is revenue sharing, i.e. allowing money gained from energy and mineral 

exploitation in the Arctic to be cycled directly back into the area for development, coordinated 

through local, state, and federal agencies. This is a necessity not only due to issues of fairness, 

but also because without proper investment, governments cannot meet their obligations to 

safeguard the communities there. Investing in icebreakers and appropriate port infrastructure 

lowers the risks of continued economic activity in the region, while at the same time ensuring the 

continued community and environmental security of the inhabitants. A deepwater port in the 

Arctic, and multiple monitoring, weather, supply and emergency response stations along the 

coast, would provide an opportunity to boost community income and invest in renewable energy 

and sanitation systems. The infrastructure required would also necessitate training and jobs to 

maintain it, providing another valuable source of income and livelihood to otherwise isolated 

communities. 

If security is to be redefined as referring to both the individuals below the national level and the 

international system above it, the most suitable assets to demonstrate this approach to security 
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are icebreakers. Icebreakers will enable individuals to feel safer as they know that, should 

disaster strike, they and their communities will be met with a swift and capable response. 

Resupply, search and rescue, and environmental stewardship are all undertakings that 

icebreakers excel at and, as a consequence, they can foster the development and preservation of 

northern communities. If oil spills are the largest environmental concern, icebreakers are the 

most effective way of dealing with them. Additionally, icebreakers can rescue and monitor 

stranded vessels and enforce regulations to prevent accidents from becoming disasters. 

Furthermore, icebreakers are critical to scientific research and charting the Arctic maritime area, 

both of which contribute not only to regional understanding, but to safety in general. Icebreakers 

further sovereignty and security in the area, and are able to respond if any overtly criminal acts 

are being conducted in national waters, such as illegal fishing, smuggling or dumping waste.  

In that regard, the stumbling blocks still in place for acquiring new icebreakers must be done 

away with. USCG funding for procurement has to be sufficient to enable conducting a fast and 

detailed study of the exact requirements for a new vessel. Upon completing this, multiple 

agencies will likely have to be involved, unless Congress demands a drastic increase in the 

USCG acquisitions budget. The State of Alaska may be able to contribute either directly, or 

indirectly by funding infrastructure development in relevant areas. Considering the amount of 

wealth in the region, it is no stretch to say that tax income should easily pay for acquisition of a 

new icebreaker fleet. Not only that, but without icebreakers to ensure that resource extraction is 

done safely and legally, tax revenue will suffer, especially in the likely event of an accident. If 

Congress continues to be the main obstacle, it would behoove us to remind them that it is the 

safety and well-being of the people of Alaska that is at stake, not to mention the United States’ 

international standing as an Arctic leader. 

4.9.3. International 

With an icebreaker fleet operating in the Arctic, the United States would be able to claim 

effective and responsible maintenance of environmental security as the USCG fulfills all of its 

required missions in the area. The United States would also be able to participate fully in the AC 

treaties for search and rescue and oil spill response, and would be an effective and committed 

partner in future regional initiatives. International cooperation is universally recognized to be the 

key to peace and stability in the region, and peace and stability are essential to maintain a climate 

of safety for the environment, residents, and commercial activity. Increased presence in the 

Arctic and the infrastructure which is required to support it would show that the United States is 

serious about its Arctic responsibilities and is willing to invest in engaging with its neighbors in 

the area. Geopolitically speaking, it would allow the United States to gain leverage in trying to 

dictate Arctic policy and, more importantly, it would signal that the USA takes its 

responsibilities to its citizens seriously, granting it the moral authority to exercise Arctic 

leadership.  

With the environmental security of the residents of the North secured, their food security a top 

priority of Arctic policy, and with partnership and engagement with indigenous organizations 

and the state of Alaska to coordinate development and investment in the region, the United States 

would be able to prove that serious Arctic development is not just rhetoric. Consequently, 

countries will be inclined to follow the USA’s strategic lead (Mered et al., 2015, p.11). 
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This would enable the United States to harness the power of the Arctic Council to muster 

sufficient problem-solving capacity and tackle a variety of issues. The United States is a country 

with significant economic might, a high level of development, effective diplomacy, a spirit of 

innovation, and a rich civil society. It should be able to leverage those strengths to address the 

challenges in the Arctic today, and the first step towards that is engaging relevant stakeholders to 

make sure that sooner rather than later icebreakers are carrying out their duties in the High 

North. Such an asset is invaluable to ensuring environmental security, national interests, and 

assisting international initiatives and policy.



49 
 

5. Conclusion and Recommendations 

“There’s a great expectation for us as a nation to assume the roles, the responsibilities, the 

obligations as an Arctic nation. But, it’s kind of tough to do that when you can’t move when you 

need to, whether it’s research and rescue operations, whether it’s to help our maritime commerce 

moving through waters that are now more open. And it comes down to our icebreaking capacity 

as a nation” – Senator Lisa Murkowski, US Congress 

 

The research and information presented in this thesis may seem expansive, but it is designed to 

answer the central research question identified in the introduction: Can the USA effectively lead 

the Arctic Council, considering its current state of development in the Alaskan Arctic? To answer 

this question, several other questions had to be asked. First, from the vantage point of problem 

solving capacity, we had to consider what effective leadership entails. According to our theory, 

we had to discover if the United States had the institutional willingness and the capacity to address 

the challenge of taking leadership in the North. The research presented suggests that the answers 

are maybe and no, respectively. While a serious commitment has been made to steering Arctic 

policy in a sustainable and responsible direction, the United States lacks the capacity to operate 

and to develop the communities which make up the USA’s Arctic population. 

This brings us to the second question, which is what, exactly, would constitute proof that the 

United States has the willingness and the capacity to address the challenge of Arctic leadership 

seriously. This willingness and capacity must be demonstrated in the areas of concern, which are 

the Alaskan Arctic communities. With the theory of environmental security, we can evaluate the 

state of Alaskan Arctic communities, specifically their safety and food security. We find that these 

communities are underdeveloped, and are poised for tougher times ahead due to climate change. 

To address this, the United States must develop its capacity for Arctic operations and development. 

To do this, the most essential tool is an icebreaker.  

This thesis is designed to analyze policy from a sustainability perspective, while contrasting it with 

current capabilities and then making recommendations to fill the gaps. The target area was 

confined to the Alaskan Arctic, as it provides a critical case study in Arctic sustainable 

development in general, and highlights some of the largest issues at stake. 

Through the lens of environmental security it becomes clear that the situation in the Arctic is dire. 

Alaska is an area with a lack of services and increasing commercial activity, with multiple 

stakeholders that are feeling the impacts of climate change more personally and intensely than 

most people in the southerly latitudes. Utilizing multiple stakeholder perspectives taken from 

official documents, media reports, presentations, and correspondence (both primary and 

secondary), a holistic picture of the Alaskan Arctic emerges that does not simply take a stance of 

realpolitik, where national governments move pieces as on a chess board to counter one another, 

or the time-honored, parochial view of the indigenous inhabitants as victimized, nature-bound 

noble savages, but rather acknowledges that they are political actors in their own right with 

nuanced views and interests.  

As the target area is a region, specifically the Alaskan Arctic and more loosely the Bering Strait 

area, the topics which may be explored are myriad and complex. Further research must be done on 
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the best ways to move forward with turning climate data into actionable policy, how best to 

combine views on the ground with views from the satellite to create actionable policy initiatives, 

how to bridge the gap between scientific and traditional knowledge, and how to precisely gauge 

the effects of development of commercial activity and coastal infrastructure on the native 

population and the environment. 

What becomes abundantly clear throughout the research is that an icebreaker is required for nearly 

all of the activities occurring or soon to occur in the Arctic. Whether it is search and rescue, oil 

spill response, maritime traffic monitoring, community supply and development, infrastructure 

development, navigational assistance, joint cooperation drills, border security, communication, 

environmental regulation enforcement, or simply maintaining a visible presence, icebreakers are 

“a frontline Coast Guard capital asset, if you will, a capital ship that’s going to be doing frontline 

government missions projecting U.S. sovereignty” (O’Rourke, 2015, p.24), and are indispensable 

to the goals set forth by all levels of stakeholders on the US Arctic. This improves US security, 

but utilizing a security model for a new era, “in which international, national, and human security 

are intertwined parts of any comprehensive approach to security in the future” (Swain, 2013, p.18). 

The USA’s neighbors in the Arctic agree – policing and security assets must be discussed in the 

Arctic Council if it is to stay the most relevant forum for years to come (Thordardottir, 2011).  

The characteristics of the ocean, the priorities of nations, states, and locals all intertwine with 

different interests, concerns and capabilities. The most visible plan of action, the strategy of the 

United States Arctic Council Chairmanship, is broad and general. While its heart may be in the 

right place, addressing the specifics of executing its goals, as well as satisfying the demands of all 

relevant stakeholders, remains elusive without the physical assets to do so. The question posed in 

the beginning of this thesis, ‘Can the USA effectively lead the Arctic Council, considering its 

current state of development in the Alaskan Arctic?’ can now be answered. It cannot lead 

effectively without leading by example. To lead the highest level international Arctic organization, 

it must invest in its own Arctic area, by building the icebreakers that are required for nearly all 

development activities to take place. Without them, sustainable development will give way to 

unsupervised commercial chaos, and the communities which depend on the Arctic for survival will 

suffer. In such a scenario, US leadership of the Arctic Council will be viewed as two years of 

empty rhetoric and a missed opportunity to take a step in the right direction as the region begins 

to give way to global pressures. 



51 
 

6. Acknowledgements 

This thesis was only possible thanks to the support of a large group of people who believed in me 

and encouraged me every step of the way. Without them, this paper would be just a concept 

bouncing around in the back of my brain. 

Thanks goes first to Ashok Swain who took time from his busy schedule to give me guidance and 

had the patience to see my project through to the end.  

Also thanks goes to my evaluator Eva Friman who gave inspiration in more ways than one. 

Thanks goes to my family who never stopped believing that I could come through with this, who 

encouraged me and gave me feedback and support the whole way.  

I want to express my profound gratitude to the Oberc family as well, especially Barbara, who made 

me believe in myself and work hard to prove her right. 

Professors Nadine Fabbi and Vincent Galucci, who sparked my interest in the Arctic to begin with, 

and the University of Washington for being an invaluable resource. 

 

 
 



52 
 

7. References 

Abel, Daniel – Rear Admiral, Commander, 17th Coast Guard District. 2015. “Semper Paratus: 

Military Presence in the Arctic Frontier” Presented at the Arctic Encounters Symposium. 

University of Washington. Jan 31. 

Alaska Arctic Policy Commission, 2015.Final Report of the Alaska Arctic Policy Commission. 

[pdf] Alaska Arctic Policy Commission. Available at: <http://www.akarctic.com/wp-

content/uploads/2015/01/AAPC_final_report_lowres.pdf> [Accessed on 18 May 2015]. 

Allen, C. 2015. 113th Congress Addresses Arctic Maritime Transport Needs. Pacific Maritime 

Magazine. February. Pp 36-37. Available at www.pacmar.com [Accessed 1 February 2015]. 

Allen, Craig. Professor of Law; Director, UW Arctic Law & Policy Institute. 2015. “Semper 

Paratus: Military Presence in the Arctic Frontier” Presented at the Arctic Encounters Symposium. 

University of Washington. Jan 31. 

Arctic Council, Ninth Ministerial Meeting of the Arctic Council. 2015. Iqaliut Declaration 2015. 

24 April. Available at: http://www.arctic-council.org/index.php/en/document-

archive/category/604-declaration-sao-report 

Arctic Council, Agreement on Cooperation on Aeronautical and Maritime Search and Rescue. 

July, 2012. Available at: 

http://library.arcticportal.org/1874/1/Arctic_SAR_Agreement_EN_FINAL_for_signature_21-

Apr-2011%20(1).pdf 

Arteau, Jean-Francois. 2011. Interview by University of Washington Arctic Task Force. Westin 

Hotel, Ottawa, ON, Canada. Jan 31. 

Avdoshin, Evgeny A. Second Secretary. 2011. Interview by University of Washington Arctic 

Task Force. Russian Embassy, Ottawa, ON, Canada. Feb 1. 

Begich, M. 2013. Alaskans Should Lead America’s Activities in the Arctic. Alaska Business 

Monthly. Pp 24. Available at: <akbizmag.com> [Accessed 5 February 2015]. 

Bennett, M., 2012. New icebreaker bolsters Russian supremacy in Arctic. Alaska Dispatch News, 

[online] 19 September. Available at: <http://www.adn.com/article/new-icebreaker-bolsters-

russian-supremacy-arctic> [Accessed on 21 May 2015]. 

Bird, Michael. Making Waves: The Navy’s Arctic ambition revealed. The Globe and Mail, 

[online] 15 March, 2015. Available at: http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/national/the-

navys-arctic-ambition/article23290380/ [Accessed 18 May 2015]. 

Blaszak, M. Activities of the Alaska National Park Service Related to the Arctic [e-mail] 

(Personal Communication May 5, 2015) 

Bourne, J. K. Jr., 2015. What Obama's Drilling Bans Mean for Alaska and the Arctic. National 

Geographic, [online] 5 February. Available 

http://www.arctic-council.org/index.php/en/document-archive/category/604-declaration-sao-report
http://www.arctic-council.org/index.php/en/document-archive/category/604-declaration-sao-report
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/national/the-navys-arctic-ambition/article23290380/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/national/the-navys-arctic-ambition/article23290380/


53 
 

at:<http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2015/02/150205-obama-alaska-oil-anwr-arctic-

offshore-drilling/> [Accessed 21 May 2015]. 

Brower, C., 2015. OPINION: Open letter to Washington Gov. Jay Inslee. The Bristol Bay Times, 

[online] 17 April. Available at: 

<http://www.thebristolbaytimes.com/article/1516open_letter_to_washington_gov_jay_inslee> 

[Accessed on 21 May 2015]. 

Bureau of Ocean Energy Management (BOEM), Alaska OCS Region, 2015.Chukchi Sea 

Planning Area.  [pdf] Bureau of Ocean Energy Management, Alaska OCS Region. Available at: 

<http://www.boem.gov/uploadedFiles/BOEM/About_BOEM/BOEM_Regions/Alaska_Region/L

easing_and_Plans/Leasing/Lease_Sales/Sale_193/2015_0127_LS193_Final_2nd_SEIS_Vol1.pdf

> [Accessed on 18 May 2015]. 

Carmel, S. M., 2013. The Cold, Hard Realities of Arctic Shopping. Proceedings Magazine of the 

U.S. Naval Institute, [online] Available at:< http://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/2013-

07/cold-hard-realities-arctic-shipping> [Accessed 22 June 2009]. 

Christiansen, P. 2008. Alaska-Russian Ties Tighten Around the Arctic. Alaska Business Monthly. 

October. Pp 74-79.  Available at <akbizmag.com> [Accessed 5 February 2015]. 

Collins, J. F., Sfraga, M., Virginia, R. A., and Yalowitz, K. S., 2015.Arctic Council Initiatives to 

Sustain Arctic Cooperation. [pdf] UArctic Institute for Arctic Policy via Dartmouth College. 

Available at: <http://arcticjournal.com/sites/default/files/arctic_initiatives_4.pdf> [Accessed on 

21 May 2015]. 

Couser, G. 2011.Reevaluating the Role of Arctic Security. Halliday, S., Barret, K eds. 

2011.Melting Boundaries: Rethinking Arctic Governance. Seattle: University of Washington 

Libraries. Ch. 5. 

DeMarban, A., 2012. Arctic icebreaker funded in Obama 2013 budget. Alaska Dispatch News, 

[online] 13 February. Available at: <http://www.adn.com/article/arctic-icebreaker-funded-

obama-2013-budget> [Accessed on 18 May 2015]. 

DeMarban, A., 2015. Alaska stands to benefit as US takes reins of Arctic Council. Alaska 

Dispatch News, [online] 23 April. Available at: <http://www.adn.com/article/20150423/alaska-

stands-benefit-us-takes-reins-arctic-council> [Accessed on 21 May 2015]. 

DeMarban, A., 2015. Arctic Ocean may be next as Alaska officials seethe over ANWR move. 

Alaska Dispatch News, [online] 26 January. Available at: 

<http://www.adn.com/article/20150126/arctic-ocean-may-be-next-alaska-officials-seethe-over-

anwr-move> [Accessed on 21 May 2015]. 

Demer, L., 2013.Kulluk left Dutch Harbor to avoid taxes, Shell official testifies. Alaska Dispatch 

News, [online] 25 May. Available at: <http://www.adn.com/article/20130525/kulluk-left-dutch-

harbor-avoid-taxes-shell-official-testifies> [Accessed on 21 May 2015]. 



54 
 

Dlouhy, J. A., 2014. Noble pleads guilty to violations involving Arctic drillship. The Houston 

Chronicle, [online] 8 December. Available at: <http://fuelfix.com/blog/2014/12/08/noble-pleads-

guilty-to-violations-involving-arctic-drillship/#28997101=0> [Accessed on 21 May 2015]. 

Epler, P., 2011. Should Alaska build its own Arctic icebreaker? Alaska Dispatch News, [online] 

21 June. Available at: <http://www.adn.com/article/should-alaska-build-its-own-arctic-

icebreaker> [Accessed on 21 May 2015]. 

Fawcett, Peter. Deputy Director – US Relations, North America Policy and Relations Division. 

2011. Presentation to University of Washington Arctic Task Force. Presented at Foreign Affairs 

and International Trade Canada, Ottawa, ON, Canada. Feb 2. 

Forester, J. 2008. Policy Analysis as Critical Listening. In Goodin, R. E., Moran, M., and Rein 

M., eds. The Oxford Handbook of Public Policy. New York: Oxford University Press. Ch. 6. 

Gorbachev, M., 1987.Mikhail Gorbachev's Speech in Murmansk at the Ceremonial Meeting on 

the Occasion of the Presentation of the Order of Lenin and the Gold Star to the City of 

Murmansk, 1 October (transcript). Moscow: Novosti Press Agency. 

Hamel, Guy. Brigadier General, Royal Canadian Air Force; Deputy Director, Strategy, Policy and 

Plans, North American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD). 2015. “Semper Paratus: 

Military Presence in the Arctic Frontier” Presented at the Arctic Encounters Symposium. 

University of Washington. Jan 31. 

Hamilton, Jason. Captain, Staff Judge Advocate, U.S. Coast Guard District 13. 2015. “Breaking 

the Ice: How the US Coast Guard Started a New Arctic Maritime Conversation About 

Icebreakers, Deep Draft Ports, and the Mandatory Polar Code” Presented at the Arctic 

Encounters Symposium. University of Washington. Jan 31. 

Hayes, D. Interagency Working Group on Coordination of Domestic Energy Development and 

Permitting in Alaska. 2013. Managing for the Future in a Rapidly Changing Arctic. District of 

Colombia:US Department of the Interior.  

Hecker, J. H., 2011.Peace and Sustainable Development Through Environmental Security. [pdf] 

Institute for Environmental Security. Available at: 

<http://www.envirosecurity.org/espa/PDF/IES_ESPA_ESA_Methodology.pdf> [Accessed on 18 

May 2015]. 

Heirman, Merilyn. Director, U.S. Arctic Program, The Pew Charitable Trusts. 2015. “The Race 

for Actic Resources: Risks, Rewards, and Regulations” Presented at the Arctic Encounters 

Symposium. University of Washington. Jan 30. 

Herke,  A. 2011. Shipping and Commercial Maritime Activity. Halliday, S., Barret, K eds. 

2011.Melting Boundaries: Rethinking Arctic Governance. Seattle: University of Washington 

Libraries. Ch. 2. 

Huebert, R., 2009. United States Arctic Policy: The Reluctant Arctic Power. [pdf] The School of 

Public Policy, University of Calgary. Available at: 



55 
 

<http://www.policyschool.ucalgary.ca/sites/default/files/research/sppbriefing-huebertonline.pdf> 

[Accessed on 18 May 2015]. 

Huntington, H. 2009. Connections Between Native People and their Environment. In: UNESCO, 

Climate Change and Arctic Sustainable Development. Paris: UNESCO Press. Pp. 73-79. 

International Maritime Organization. Sustainable Shipping in Polar Waters (December 2013), 

IMO Audio Podcast. [podcast]. Available at: 

<http://www.imo.org/MediaCentre/Multimedia/AudioPodcast/Pages/Default.aspxs> [Accessed 

28 April 2015]. 

Inuit Circumpolar Council, 2015. A Circumpolar Inuit Declaration on Sovereignty in the Arctic. 

[pdf] Inuit Circumpolar Council. Available at: 

<http://www.inuitcircumpolar.com/uploads/3/0/5/4/30542564/declaration12x18vicechairssigned.

pdf> [Accessed on 21 May 2015]. 

Itta, E. S. 2009. Uses of the Arctic Ocean and the Future of Indigenous Cultures. In: UNESCO, 

Climate Change and Arctic Sustainable Development. Paris: UNESCO Press. Pp. 206-222. 

Kerry, J., 2015. Remarks at the Presentation of the U.S. Chairmanship - Program at the Arctic 

Council Ministerial, 24 April, Legislative Assembly of Nunavut Iqaluit, Canada (transcript). U.S. 

Department of State, [online]. Available at: 

<http://www.state.gov/secretary/remarks/2015/04/241102.htm> [Accessed on 18 May 2015]. 

Kuersten, A., 2015. Russian Sanctions, China, and the Arctic. The Diplomat, [online] 3 January. 

Available at:<http://thediplomat.com/2015/01/russian-sanctions-china-and-the-arctic/> 

[Accessed 21 May 2015]. 

Loukacheva, N., ed., 2013.Polar Law Textbook II. [pdf] Nordic Council of Ministers. Available 

at: <http://library.arcticportal.org/1824/1/Polar%20Law%20Textbook%20II.pdf> [Accessed on 

21 May 2015]. 

Markham, A. 2011.Internet Research. In Silverman, D., ed. Qualitative Research. 3rd ed. 

London: Sage Publications Ltd. Ch. 7. 

McClintock, S. 2009. Coastal and Riverine Erosion Challenges: Alaskan Villages’ Sustainability. 

In: UNESCO, Climate Change and Arctic Sustainable Development. Paris: UNESCO Press.  Pp. 

121-130. 

McGuire, Lesil. State Senator, Co-Chair, Alaska Arctic Policy Commission. 2015. “Charting the 

Path to the Alaskan Agenda: The 2015 Policy Report” Presented at the Arctic Encounters 

Symposium. University of Washington. Jan 31. 

McGwin, K., 2015. US ice-breaking - Slow speed ahead. The Arctic Journal, [online] 20 March. 

Available at: <http://arcticjournal.com/politics/1406/many-years-until-us-gets-new-ice-breaker> 

[Accessed on 21 May 2015]. 

Mered, M., Dobbels, O., Wade, J. 2015.Top Polar Risks - Arctic/Antarctic 2015. [pdf] Polarisk 

Group. Available at: 



56 
 

<http://static1.squarespace.com/static/5389998be4b047723f046137/t/54b3c71ce4b03795e3a556

33/1421068060078/POLARISK+-+Top+Polar+Risks+2015+-+web.pdf> [Accessed on 21 May 

2015]. 

Muir, Adrianna. Deputy Senior Arctic Official, U.S. Department of State. 2015. “Taking the Chair: 

US Leadership and the Arctic Council” Presented at the Arctic Encounters Symposium. University 

of Washington. Jan 30.  

Mukowski, Lisa. Senator, United States Senate – Alaska. 2015. “The Future of the Arctic” Moving 

Forward Together” Presented at the Arctic Encounters Symposium. University of Washington. Jan 

31. 

Murkowski, L. 2013 Letter to Secretary John Kerry requesting the U.S. prioritize it's 

engagement in the Arctic. [letter] Sent to John Kerry. Available at: 

http://www.scribd.com/doc/128389935/Sen-Murkowski-Letter-to-Secretary-Kerry [Accessed 16 

May 2015] 

Murkowski, Lisa. Statement to the Homeland Security Subcommittee Meeting. Hearing, FY2016 

Department of Homeland Security Budget. April 29, 2015. (Available at: 

http://www.appropriations.senate.gov/webcast/homeland-security-subcommittee-hearing-fy16-

department-homeland-security-budget) [Accessed May 10, 2015] 

O'Rourke, R., 2015. Coast Guard Polar Icebreaker Modernization: Background and Issues for 

Congress. Congressional Research Service. Available at: 

<https://fas.org/sgp/crs/weapons/RL34391.pdf> [Accessed on 21 May 2015]. 

Papp, R. J. Jr., Admiral USCG (Ret), U.S. Special Representative to the Arctic, 2015. Arctic 

challenges. [Online].16 January, Swedish Institute of International Affairs, Stockholm.[Accessed 

21 May 2015]. Available from: http://www.ui.se/play/#-uM1IAVUV_yl_Kus9SwiMw 

Paulin, M., DeGreer, D., Lanan, G. 2011. Technology Evolves for Arctic Drilling. Offshore. 

[online] Available at: <offshore-mag.com> [Accessed on 2 February 2015]. 

Penikett, T. 2014. Artic Insecurities: Arctic Population, Northern Security Issues, and Emerging 

Forms of Governance. Presented at the Future of Ice. University of Washington. Jan 16. 

PEW Charitable Trusts. (2014) Arctic Vessel Traffic in the Bering Strait. PEW Charitable Trusts. 

Available at <pewenvironment.org/arctic> 

Polefka, S., 2015.Icebreakers: Essential Assets for a Changing Arctic. [pdf] Center for American 

Progress. Available at: <https://cdn.americanprogress.org/wp-

content/uploads/2015/03/icebreakers-brief3.5.pdf> [Accessed on 21 May 2015]. 

Priebe, Linda – Former Deputy General Counsel and Agency Ethics Official in the White House.  

“The Wild, Wild Arctic. What You Need to Know About US Arctic Compliance Now!” 

Presented at the Arctic Encounters Symposium. University of Washington. Jan 31. 

Prime Minister’s Office. 2015.  Growth From the North. Helsinki: Prime Minister’s Office 

Publications. Available from: www.vnk.fi/english [Accessed 10 May 2015]. 



57 
 

Prior, L. 2011.Using Documents in Social Research. In Silverman, D., ed. Qualitative Research. 

3rd ed. London: Sage Publications Ltd. Ch. 6. 

Ramseur, D., 2015. Alaska could help thaw U.S.-Russia ice. Newsminer.com - The Voice of 

Interior Alaska, [online] 14 April. Available at: 

<http://www.newsminer.com/opinion/community_perspectives/alaska-could-help-thaw-u-s--

russia-ice/article_d6d06528-e257-11e4-960c-9b0443cf922c.html> [Accessed on 21 May 2015]. 

Renner, M., 2006.Introduction to the Concepts of Environmental Security and Environmental 

Conflict. [pdf] Institute for Environmental Security, The Hague. Available at: 

<http://www.envirosecurity.org/ges/inventory/IESPP_I-C_Introduction.pdf> [Accessed on 18 

May 2015]. 

Robert, S., 2013. $16 Breadsticks: The High Cost of Living in Nome, Alaska. National 

Geographic - Explorers Journal, [online] 6 September. Available 

at:<http://voices.nationalgeographic.com/2013/09/06/16-breadsticks-the-high-cost-of-living-in-

nome-alaska/> [Accessed 21 May 2015]. 

Rogoff, Alice. Publisher, Alaska Dispatch News; Co-Founder, The Arctic Circle. 2015. 

“Increasing Arctic Activity: Infrastructure and Investment” Presented at the Arctic Encounters 

Symposium. University of Washington. Jan 30. 

Scully, M., 2014. Russia's Arctic Grab. Senator Lisa Murkowski - US Senate, [online] 26 

September. Available at: 

<http://www.murkowski.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/innews?ContentRecord_id=272417E6-

FA8A-48C7-AC21-F0BC476DE691> [Accessed on 18 May 2015]. 

State of Alaska, 2013.Tuberculosis in Alaska 2013 Annual Report. [pdf] Department of Health 

and Social Services. Available at: 

<http://www.epi.hss.state.ak.us/pubs/webtb/TB_Report_2013.pdf> [Accessed May 18, 2015] 

Stavridis, J., 2013. High North or High Tension? - How to head off war in the last frontier on 

Earth. Foreign Policy, [online] 21 October. Available at: 

<http://foreignpolicy.com/2013/10/21/high-north-or-high-tension/> [Accessed on 18 May 2015]. 

Swain, A. 2013. Understanding Emerging Security Challenges. Abingdon: Routeledge.  

The White House, 2015.Executive Order --- Enhancing Coordination of National Efforts in the 

Arctic. Press release, 21 January 2015. 

Thomsen, M. L. 2009. Sustainable Development and Climate Change: Challenges and 

Opportunities in the Case of Greenland. In: UNESCO, Climate Change and Arctic Sustainable 

Development. Paris: UNESCO Press. Pp. 212-223. 

Thordardottir, Sigridur A. Ambassador. 2011. Interviewed by University of Washington Arctic 

Task Force. Icelandic Embassy, Ottawa, ON, Canada. Feb 1. 



58 
 

Treadwell, Mead. Lieutenant Governor of Alaska, 2010-2014; Advisor and Former Chair, U.S. 

Arctic Research Commission. 2015. “Increasing Arctic Activity: Infrastructure and Investment” 

Presented at the Arctic Encounters Symposium. University of Washington. Jan 30. 

Ulmer, Fran. Chair, U.S. Arctic Research Commission. 2015. “The Future of the Arctic” Moving 

Forward Together” Presented at the Arctic Encounters Symposium. University of Washington. Jan 

31. 

Underdal, A., 2010. Meeting Common Challenges in the High North: The Co-evolution of 

Policies and Practices. [pdf] Geopolitics in the High North programme. Available at: 

<http://www.geopoliticsnorth.org/images/stories/attachments/underdal_2010.pdf> [Accessed on 

18 May 2015]. 

United States Arctic Research Commission.2013. Report on the Goals and Objectives for Arctic 

Research 2013-2014. Washington D.C.: Arctic Research Commission.  

United States Coast Guard. 2013. Always Ready – United States Coast Guard 2015 Budget in 

Brief. Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office. Available at <uscg.mil/budget> [Accessed 

16 May 2015]. 

United States Coast Guard.2013.United States Coast Guard Arctic Strategy. Washington D.C.: 

Government Printing Office. Available at: <uscg.mil> [Accessed 5 May 2015]. 

Valdai Discussion Club, 2014.Toward the Great Ocean - 2, or Russia's Breakthrough to Asia. 

[pdf] Valdai Discussion Club. Available at: <http://vid-

1.rian.ru/ig/valdai/Twd_Great_Ocean_2_Eng.pdf> [Accessed on 21 May 2015]. 

Viñas, M.-J., 2013. Arctic sea ice minimum in 2013 is 6th-lowest on record. NASA, [online] 23 

September. Available at: <http://climate.nasa.gov/news/986/> [Accessed on 18 May 2015]. 

Viñas, M.-J., 2015. 2015 Arctic sea ice maximum annual extent is lowest on record. NASA, 

[online] 23 March. Available at: <http://climate.nasa.gov/news/2256/> [Accessed on 18 May 

2015]. 

White House, 2014. Implementation Plan for the National Strategy for the Arctic Region. 

Washington DC: Government Printing Office. Available at: < 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/docs/implementation_plan_for_the_national_strat

egy_for_the_arctic_region_-_fi....pdf> [Accessed on 18 May 2015].  

White House. 2013. National Strategy for the Arctic Region. Washington D.C.: Government 

Printing Office. Available at: 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/docs/nat_arctic_strategy.pdf. [Accessed 15 April 

2015]. 

Winship, C. E. 2008.Policy Analysis as Puzzle Solving. In Goodin, R.E., Moran, M., and Rein 

M., eds. The Oxford Handbook of Public Policy. New York: Oxford University Press. Ch. 5. 



59 
 

8. Appendices 

Appendix A  

 

Fig 7: The USCG Icebreaker fleet – From left: sister ships USCGC Polar Star (WAGB-10)and USCGC Polar Sea (WAGB-11), 

USCGC Healy (WAGB-20). Taken from uscg.mil, May 18, 2015. 

Appendix B 

 

Fig 8: Icebreaker comparison. Taken from popularmechanics.com, May 21, 2015. 
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Appendix C 

Fig 9: ’The Donut Hole’ shows international waters surrounded by the exclusive economic zones (EEZ) of bordering Arctic nations. 

Taken from envirosecurity.org 

Appendix D 
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Fig 10: USCG FY2015 appropriations budget. Note the funding given to Polar Icebreakers vs other assets. Taken from uscg.mil/budget, May 
16, 2015. 
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Appendix E 

 

Fig 11: Delimitations of responsibility areas for search and rescue under the “Agreement on Cooperation on Aeronautical and 

Maritime Search and Rescue”. Taken from arcticportal.org, May 17, 2015. 
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