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KEY FINDINGS

 ¾ Climate change is a key driver of strategic competition 
in the Arctic and threatens human security, resilience, 
deterrence, and defense. The region is shifting from 
cooperation to competition, where hybrid/systemic 
gray zone activity is likely to increase. 

 ¾ The Arctic holds tremendous resources and presence 
is critical to ensuring future access. 

 ¾ Russia’s ongoing military modernization, China’s Arc-
tic ambitions, NATO enlargement, and Arctic eco-
nomic potential and strategic location make the Arctic 
a venue for strategic competition.

 ¾ The Arctic is facing increased geopolitical competi-
tion and outreach which must be responded to. Secu-
rity policy is the priority.

 ¾ Russia is learning and adapting, and China seeks in-
volvement in the Arctic. NATO should thus focus 
more on its Northern Flank, and the EU should also 
include the Arctic in strategic planning.

 ¾ Nations are products of their cultures, and Russia 
respects strength. NATO must be strengthened and 
present in the Arctic. 

 ¾ Investment is needed in a constant, stable presence 
with enhanced technological, information assurance, 
and military capabilities.

 ¾ Sustaining Arctic operations is difficult and expensive. 
Cooperation, collaboration, and coordination are es-
sential.

 ¾ An ice curtain is not inevitable. Consider a dou-
ble-track approach with Russia if their actions toward 
Ukraine so warrant.

 ¾ The Arctic is one aspect of the global chessboard.  
Russian and Chinese interests are global. Like-mind-
ed Arctic nations and stakeholders must also adopt a 
global perspective.

INTRODUCTION

No longer the region of “high north, low tension,” the Arc-
tic, specifically its security landscape, has undergone an 
immense transformation and is emerging at the forefront 
of strategic competition.01  Russia’s invasion of Ukraine im-
posed an inflection point in Arctic cooperation. As West-
ern cooperation with Russia freezes, Russia is increasingly 
turning to China for the funding, support, and technology 
necessary to sustain economic development of the Russian 
Arctic Zone. While Sino-Russian cooperation is generally 
considered a limited, mutually beneficial partnership, re-
cent developments include economic investment, techno-
logical transfers, military exercises, and a memorandum of 
understanding between Russian and Chinese border guard 
units.02  Meanwhile, the accession of Finland and Sweden 
into the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) has 
shifted the Alliance’s geographical center of gravity north-
ward and reinvigorated NATO’s approach to the High 
North to ensure collective defense along its Northern 
Flank.

The Arctic is increasingly divided between an emerging Si-
no-Russian relationship and the seven NATO Arctic Allies. 
This evolving security landscape serves as the foundation 
for the annual High North Security Dialogue (HNSD), 
cohosted by the George C. Marshall European Center for 
Security Studies (GCMC) and the Ted Stevens Center for 
Arctic Security Studies (TSC). This year’s Dialogue, held 
under the Chatham House Rule, brought together over 60 
regional alumni, security practitioners, senior policymak-
ers, diplomats, industry leaders, and academic experts rep-
resenting 15 Arctic nations and like-minded stakeholders. 
Previously known as the European Security Seminar-North 
series, HNSD 2024 examined the emerging Sino-Russian 
partnership, transatlantic cooperation, integrated deter-
rence, and defense of the High North. Participants assessed 
the impact of climate change, economic and societal devel-
opment, and innovative technologies on regional security 
and stability. Building upon the foundational dialogue and 
findings of previous iterations, this year’s cohort sought to 
exchange perspectives and enhance collective understand-
ing of Arctic security challenges and opportunities.

Importantly, the HNSD explored the emergence of a so-
called “ice curtain,” developing actionable policy recom-
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mendations oriented to building resilience, advancing 
transatlantic cooperation, countering hybrid warfare, 
strengthening deterrence, and defending NATO’s North-
ern Flank. 

The findings in this paper do not necessarily reflect the in-
dividual views of participants or the hosting institutions, 
but rather the consensus of the invited experts, reflecting a 
diverse array of expertise. 

BALANCING STRATEGIC 
COMPETITION AND COOPERATION

The Arctic security landscape is evolving. Climate, eco-
nomic, geopolitical, and technological trends are catapult-
ing the region to the forefront of security discussions. Rus-
sia, under President Vladimir Putin, has demonstrated an 
increasing propensity to disregard rule of law, international 
norms, and the sovereignty of other nations, reminiscent 
of the Soviet Union’s approach during the Iron Curtain era.  
Yet it is impossible to uniformly apply old deterrence the-
ories and strategic approaches to a region that has evolved 
significantly since the bipolar era of the Cold War. The 
post-Cold War collaborative unipolar world has given way 
to an emerging bipolar or even multipolar arrangement, 
with four primary actors increasingly shaping the security 
landscape of the High North: NATO Allies, Russia, China, 
and the European Union. Environmental and economic 
drivers further complicate the security situation.

Russia

Undoubtedly, Russia has significant legitimate interests in 
the Arctic—it holds about 53 percent of the Arctic coastline 
and governs just over half of the Arctic population. In April 
2014, Russian President Vladimir Putin noted at a Russian 
Security Council session that “[the Arctic] is a concentra-
tion of practically all aspects of national security—military, 
political, economic, technological, environmental, and that 
of resources.”03  Moscow continues to preserve military 
strength in the Arctic region, with key forces largely unaf-
fected despite the war. Russia is conducting malign, hybrid 
activities such as GPS jamming that deviate from adher-
ence to international customs and norms. Cutting under-

sea cables and disrupting critical infrastructure are other 
capabilities Russia is honing. For the Kremlin, the Arctic is 
both a symbolic and strategic issue; Moscow no longer sees 
its interests as being served through a cooperative relation-
ship with the West. If, however, Russia perceives coopera-
tion in the region to be in its interests, it will likely do so.

Though Russia had a history of Arctic cooperation stem-
ming from then-Soviet Union President Mikhail Gor-
bachev’s 1987 Zone of Peace speech, the illegal invasion 
of Ukraine marked a clear turning point in Russian Arc-
tic policy.04  With Western cooperation essentially frozen, 
Russia has turned eastward. The Sino-Russian partnership 
demands a closer examination, as the “no limits friend-
ship” is predominantly transactional but likely to continue 
despite mistrust and imbalance. 05 China has seized upon 
regional economic and likely security opportunities, using 
Russia’s need for financial and technological support of en-
ergy projects to gain footing in Arctic affairs, advance its 
Arctic expertise, and enhance its long-term presence there. 
The partnership is also likely one facet of China´s and Rus-
sia´s drive for a different world order.

Yet, despite a number of shared ambitions, the Sino-Rus-
sian relationship is complex and imperfect. There is no ice 
curtain…yet. Russia is focused on developing its northern 
natural resources and communities but desperately needs 
foreign economic investment and technology to do so. 
Its own domestic Arctic strategy has been stymied by the 
diversion of badly needed resources to fuel its insatiable 
war machine. China seeks to improve its scientific—du-
al-purpose—understanding of the region, exploit the Arc-
tic’s natural resources, participate in regional governance 
mechanisms, and develop the northern shipping routes. 
While China has the capacity to provide Russia with cap-
ital, infrastructure, technology, and markets necessary to 
support some of Russia’s regional objectives, a high level 
of strategic mistrust and misalignment remains. Indeed, 
some facets of the Sino-Russian relationship seem to reflect 
signaling to NATO rather than actual cooperation. None-
theless, the strengthening of the Sino-Russian relationship 
should be of concern for like-minded Arctic nations and 
stakeholders.
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In addition to the growing strategic cooperation between 
Moscow and Beijing, the US, NATO Allies, European part-
ners, and other Arctic stakeholders should be keenly aware 
of the potential for Russia’s heightened military presence in 
the North. Long the dominant actor in the Arctic, Russia 
has recently adhered to a multitiered approach, integrat-
ing hybrid and grey zone activities—illegal, coercive, ag-
gressive, and deceptive (ICAD)—as well as strengthening 
regional conventional and nuclear capabilities. Moreover, 
Russia has dismantled key arms-control mechanisms and 
avenues for cooperation and dialogue. 06 

Moscow is modernizing its military forces—including nu-
clear forces—and learning and adapting from mistakes in 
Ukraine. New weapons systems, such as hypersonic mis-
siles, have upended early warning and response mecha-
nisms. Russia has refurbished its northernmost bases and 
stationed high-end platforms there, further decreasing the 
reaction time of Western Allies and partners. For instance, 
a hypersonic missile launched from a base in Franz Josef 
Land or the waters nearby will provide far less reaction 
time than a Cold War-era missile launched from Novaya 
Zemlya. The threat of a future kinetic operation is under-
pinned by an active hybrid warfare approach, putting near 
continual pressure on Western governments, infrastruc-
ture, and populations.

NATO, EU, Arctic-Nation Partners, and Beyond

NATO and the EU play a fundamental role in the High 
North, focused on different but overlapping goals. NA-
TO’s primary focus remains on collective security, but the 
EU can employ soft power capabilities. Sweden and Fin-
land’s accessions to NATO, fueled by Russia’s aggression 
in Ukraine, have strengthened the Alliance but have also 
complicated collective defense. NATO must now defend 
along a 1,340 km (830 mile) border with Russia. However, 
Sweden and Finland bring extensive capabilities to the Al-
liance, consolidating NATO’s defense posture in the Baltics 
while elevating regional activities, deterrence, and defense 
strategies. Increasingly, the High North is no longer an iso-
lated region, but an extension of NATO’s Eastern Flank, 
with the Baltic Sea acting as a connector. The security ar-
chitecture of the High North region has fundamentally 
shifted, even as some political uncertainty persists in the 
United States’ enduring commitment to the transatlantic 

relationship. During HNSD, it was noted that while the US 
has periodic internal political discourse that questions the 
US commitment to NATO, US policy positions and associ-
ated actions to the Alliance have never faltered.

The United States has made a powerful commitment to the 
region in its new 2024 Department of Defense Arctic Strat-
egy.07  A comprehensive strategy designed for the evolving 
security environment, it highlights the need to enhance 
Arctic capabilities, particularly for domain awareness, 
communications, weather forecasting, and intelligence, 
engage with Allies and partners, and exercise to improve 
regional interoperability, particularly within the Alliance. 
The strategy seeks to preserve the Arctic as a stable region. 
Indeed, the United States and Russia share a 1,600-mile 
(2,575 km) nautical border off Alaska, driving the two 
nations to reach agreement on key fisheries and maritime 
traffic in the past. Though tensions are increasing, the US 
Coast Guard maintains professional working relationships 
through the Bering Strait in order to carry out its missions. 
Yet tensions with Russia are much higher in the European 
High North, the most heavily populated, most heavily de-
veloped, and most militarized subregion of the Arctic.

As the Arctic becomes increasingly interconnected with-
in the global chessboard, other nations are also looking 
northward. There are thirteen Arctic Council observer 
states, with nations such as Japan, South Korea, and Sin-
gapore engaging in Arctic research or formulating Arctic 
policy. BRICS nations are also showing increasing inter-
est. As these non-Arctic nations’ capabilities and interests 
grow, they may seek to further contribute to scientific re-
search, commercial maritime traffic, and economic oppor-
tunities in the Arctic, potentially impacting the security 
environment.
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Climate Change

Climate change remains a central driver of regional envi-
ronmental trends, notably cooperation and competition. 
Warming in the region is occurring up to four times faster 
than the rest of the world.08  Changes in the Arctic envi-
ronment and landscape impact local community resilience 
and defense operations. 

The climate-security nexus is highlighted as permafrost 
thawing and coastal erosion threaten regional infrastruc-
ture. Diminishing sea ice is raising global interest in trans-
polar routes. 2023 was the hottest Arctic summer on re-
cord (fig. 2), and the ice extent was measured as the sixth 
lowest since 1979, when satellite records first began. Arctic 
precipitation in 2023 ranked the sixth highest, resulting 
in wetter and more difficult terrain to operate in. Climate 
change further affects the fragile ecosystem, altering na-
tive fish stocks, reindeer grazing land, and phytoplankton 
blooms, with effects felt far beyond the Arctic region.09  In-
deed, climate change is forcing nations to look northward 
as the physical environment changes. Fishing stocks and 
thus global fishing fleets are moving northward. An in-
creasingly open Arctic will elevate maritime traffic in the 
region as well as the exploration and development of nat-
ural resources. Arctic nations must be prepared to defend 
their sovereignty, protect life and property, and uphold 

international rules and norms in a region once held to be 
largely unpassable, unless by a submarine, bomber, or bal-
listic missile. NATO must shift its thinking to adapt to this 
new reality.

CHARTING A COURSE:     
FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

BUILDING ARCTIC RESILIENCE 

Recommendations

 ¾ Boost Alliance-wide coordination. Collaboration 
should be an Alliance-wide effort, focusing on collec-
tive rather than individual strength. This necessitates 
economic cooperation, as economic strength is the 
backbone of security. Allies should determine which 
nation is the best provider of a capability, allowing a 
focus on strengths without duplicating efforts. Fur-
ther, reforming NATO’s Civil Emergency Planning 
Committee to focus on resilience can help coordinate 
all aspects of resiliency to ensure efficiency and reduce 
duplicative efforts. While an Alliance-wide effort is 

Figure 2. Temperatures across the Arctic region in 2023
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most desirable, nearer term results may likely be bet-
ter achieved via a coalition of the willing.

 ¾ Pursue engagement at the political and societal lev-
els. It is critical to reorient to the evolving strategic en-
vironment and jump-start action to improve sustain-
able economic development and strengthen societal 
resilience. All willing and capable Arctic stakeholders 
should be included in regional efforts to ensure sta-
bility and security. Transparency is important and re-
quires timely and clear communications.

 ¾ Strengthen human security. Climate change is re-
defining economic and human security across the 
Arctic subregions. Notably, local and indigenous 
communities are particularly vulnerable to the signif-
icant environmental and ecosystem changes, yet these 
communities are often absent from broader regional 
discussions. Many Arctic indigenous groups have in-
habited the region for thousands of years. Over forty 
ethnic groups with myriad cultural, historical, and 
economic backgrounds compose the indigenous pop-
ulation in the Arctic.10  Arctic states should further 
integrate indigenous knowledge, perspectives, and 
awareness into security discussions and policy.

 ¾ Enhance comprehensive security. Nordic nations 
have long embodied the comprehensive security con-
cept, which should be replicated as possible across the 
High North. With the Baltic Sea now serving as a con-
nector of the European continent to the Arctic, com-
prehensive security should be exported and adapted 
to advance national resilience.

 ¾ Invest in the defense industrial base. The defense in-
dustrial bases in Western nations has diminished since 
the early 1990s and end of the Cold War. Countries 
should reinvigorate defense industries in coordinated 
and meaningful ways to increase capacity. New tech-
nologies, such as unmanned platforms, artificial intel-
ligence (AI), and quantum computing have particular 
applicability to the Arctic environment. Governments 
and industry should work together to develop neces-
sary capabilities.

 ¾ Improve critical infrastructure redundancies. Due 
to significant vulnerabilities in undersea cables, efforts 

should be made to seek innovative solutions to ensure 
reliable communications and data exchanges. Similar-
ly, energy infrastructure is vulnerable and often lacks 
redundancies. Governments, in concert with industry, 
should enhance all-domain awareness, introduce re-
dundancies, and reduce vulnerabilities. Additionally, 
transportation infrastructure should be prioritized, 
ensuring both North – South and West – East move-
ment are possible. Faster permitting for infrastructure, 
access to private capital, and strengthening the work 
force could drive investment in this area. Nations 
should invest in their own infrastructure rather than 
providing an opportunity for China to gain a foothold.

 ¾ Improve all-domain awareness. From seabed to 
space, quantum computing may assist with the pro-
cessing of massive amounts of data to assist with in-
telligence and surveillance, improving awareness in all 
domains. 

 ¾ Ensure hotlines. Direct communications with Rus-
sian counterparts are nearly nonexistent. Enhanced 
coordinating mechanisms will reduce the risk of esca-
lation due to misunderstandings and misperceptions

 ¾ Bolster all-domain resilience. The challenges of the 
Arctic geophysical environment reduce resiliency, 
with limited options for infrastructure, logistics, and 
communications. A multifaceted approach is recom-
mended, focusing on cyber and communications as 
much as health and transportation. Cooperation in 
solving these regional challenges inherently builds re-
silience. 

ADVANCING TRANSATLANTIC 
COOPERATION

Findings 

The 75th anniversary of NATO serves as a reminder of the 
historic importance for transatlantic security partnership, 
but also, with the backdrop of changing geopolitical dy-
namics, this milestone underlines the necessity of sustain-
ing and expanding military cooperation. Both NATO and 
the EU play a fundamental role in the Arctic region, fo-
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cused on different but overlapping goals. NATO’s primary 
focus remains on collective security, but the EU can em-
ploy soft power capabilities. Enhancing interinstitutional 
cooperation is crucial to effectively and sufficiently address 
security concerns. The EU’s willingness to play a larger role 
in European security and defense policy through its Strate-
gic Compass and the third Joint Declaration on EU-NATO 
cooperation in 2023 are foundational for military collabo-
ration. 11

Like-minded Arctic nations and stakeholders should in-
tensify cooperative efforts to provide sufficient resources to 
develop key technologies, secure trade routes, advance eco-
nomic robustness, and enhance crucial research. Import-
ant cooperation has been conducted within the framework 
of the US-EU Trade and Technology Council (TTC), with 
the sixth Ministerial meeting affirming closer and continu-
ous partnership specially on critical and emerging technol-
ogies, communication, supply chains and the green energy 
economic transformations.12  Indeed, efforts must connect 
across industry, society, technology, and scientific efforts in 
order to truly be successful (fig.3).

The foundation of societal transatlantic cooperation mov-
ing forward lies in shared values and cultural ties. To 
strengthen these connections, we propose a focus on bot-
tom-up grassroots movements and the building of interper-
sonal relationships, particularly through people-to-people 
and Indigenous initiatives. 

Nordic Arctic relations with Russia have cooled and the 
evolving strategic landscape necessitates a new approach 
to trans-Atlantic cooperation. The recommendations out-
lined below are intended to replace local initiatives previ-
ously conducted under the Barents Euro-Arctic Council 
(BEAC). The Barents cooperation collapsed rapidly follow-
ing the outbreak of war in Ukraine, and the reintegration 
of Russia into these cooperative frameworks is unlikely in 
the near future. The loss of trust and personal connections 
built over decades will take at least one generation, if not 
more, to rebuild. For example, pro-Russia demonstrations 
by Russians have occurred in Kirkenes since the war in 
Ukraine began. In March of this year, Russians in Norway, 
including those in Svalbard, Kirkenes, and Oslo, participat-
ed in the Russian election, with high turnout rates in some 

areas (Barentsburg: 82.61 percent; Kirkenes: 75.38 percent; 
Oslo: 49.85 percent).13  This highlights the need for Nordic 
nations to reassess and realign cooperative efforts.

Recommendations

 ¾ Promote educational exchanges. Educational co-
operation of Arctic stakeholders should be bolstered 
by expanding programs such as Fulbright and Eras-
mus+.14  Erasmus+ concentrates on educational and 
vocational mobility, emphasizing capacity building, 
institutional collaboration, and skills development, 
while Fulbright is a US-funded program aimed at in-
creasing understanding. Given the vast geographical 
distances involved, like-minded Arctic nations and 
partner nations should promote virtual exchange pro-
grams to increase accessibility and encourage joint 
degree programs between universities. One promising 
avenue for this is the COIL (Collaborative Online In-
ternational Learning) program developed by the State 
University of New York (SUNY). This educational 
initiative, which brings students from different coun-
tries together in online seminars, is well-suited for 
like-minded Arctic nations and partners such as Japan 
and South Korea, fostering intercultural competency. 
There may even be potential to include India to broad-
en COIL’s influence.

 ¾ Increase youth engagement. It is important to engage 
emerging and future leaders, investing in the next gen-
eration through

 ¾ Transatlantic youth forums focusing on regional 
and global challenges 

 ¾ Summer camps and workshops centered on youth 
leadership and civic engagement 

 ¾ Online mentorship programs connecting youth 
with industry experts

 ¾ Organizing hackathons and innovation contests 
for transatlantic teams created through COIL,  
potentially partnering with organizations like To-
kyo Hackerspace
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 ¾ Undertake cultural initiatives. Like-minded Arctic 
nations should support arts and cultural initiatives, 
particularly through artist residency programs that 
foster creative collaborations across borders.

 ¾ Expand civil society partnerships. To strengthen civ-
il society connections, sister cities programs across the 
Arctic should be enhanced. The potential also exists 
to create sister regions. These partnerships facilitate 
people-to-people diplomacy and allow joint work 
on common social issues. This increases support for 
organizations developing transatlantic projects. Dig-
ital collaboration should be leveraged through online 
platforms. Other organizations to leverage include 
the Arctic Economic Council and the Arctic Mayors 
Forum. Indigenous, local communities, international, 
and industry voices should be included to improve co-
operation.

 ¾ Strengthen civilian-military partnerships. The Arc-
tic Security Roundtable can strengthen civ-mil coop-
eration and build linkages between various fora, such 
as the Arctic Security Forces Roundtable (ASFR) and 
Arctic Chiefs of Defense (ACHODs).

 ¾ Align efforts on critical minerals. Given the vital role 
of rare earth elements (REE), there is an urgent need 
to work more closely to identify, extract, transport, re-
fine, and produce REE to reduce strategic vulnerabil-
ities. Building on the 2023 EU Critical Raw Materials 
Act and the November 2023 EU-Greenland strategic 
partnership on critical minerals, the EU and NATO 
should cooperate to facilitate common investment 
and development of REE resources. 15

 ¾ Expand scientific cooperation.  Due to climate 
change, like-minded stakeholders should strengthen 
collaborative research efforts to improve understand-
ing of the climate-related changes in the region. Eu-
ropean nations are already shifting research efforts to 
the North American Arctic; data-sharing and access 
can enhance modeling. Cooperation with Russia and 
China should be considered where possible and nec-
essary, particularly on environmental matters, crisis 
response, and search and rescue.

 ¾ Enhance cohesion. Demonstration of unity and re-
solve is foundational to building resilience. Working 
together facilitates risk management and each nation 

must work towards the reduction of risks by being 
prepared for horizontal or vertical escalation.

COUNTERING HYBRID WARFARE 

Findings

Attacks on critical infrastructure such as sabotage and ex-
ternal interference in communications and energy infra-
structure have become an undeniable reality in the High 
North. These incidents highlight vulnerabilities of key 
security architecture. Recent examples include damaging 
communication cables between Norway’s mainland and 
archipelago Svalbard in January 2022 and between Finland 
and Estonia in October of 2023.16  Moreover, on the same 
day in October, the Baltic connector gas pipeline was tar-
geted, mirroring similar disruptions of the Nord Stream 1 
and 2 pipelines the year prior.17  These instances underline 
the susceptibility of critical infrastructure and the need 
for multilateral action by like-minded Arctic nations and 
stakeholders. NATO has responded by enhancing presence 
in the Baltic Sea and North Sea and establishing a Maritime 
Centre for Security of Critical Undersea Infrastructure. 18

In the digital sphere, nations face increased cyber inter-
ference and espionage. Following the announcement of 
Finland’s and Sweden’s intention to join NATO, cyber se-
curity attacks multiplied, targeting public and private insti-
tutions and infrastructure. 19  In response, Nordic countries 
ramped up defensive and response capabilities and are 
seeking to deepen regional cooperation in cyber defense 
with Baltic states.20  NATO has taken critical steps with the 
2016 Cyber Defence Pledge and  2023 Cyber Defence Confer-
ence, and it established an Integrated Cyber Defence Centre 
in 2024.21  Safeguarding the High North’s ability to com-
municate and exchange data is of the utmost importance 
for ensuring Arctic security.

Recommendations

 ¾ Develop hybrid deterrence. Arctic stakeholders 
should focus on deterring hybrid warfare as much as 
building resiliency. New approaches should emphasize 
the ability to deter hybrid and nonkinetic operations 
through improvements in infrastructure, societal re-
silience, redundancies, improved awareness and mon-
itoring, and clear signaling of capabilities. Like-mind-
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ed Arctic nations should establish a baseline doctrinal 
and policy approach that includes both physical and 
technical aspects to credibly deterring hybrid threats. 
Emerging technology should be engaged to attribute 
hybrid attacks, and High North stakeholder nations 
must have the political will to call out threats once dis-
covered.

 ¾ Protect critical infrastructure. The multifaceted re-
quirement to protect critical infrastructure requires 
expanding defense industrial bases, developing redun-
dancy or alternate infrastructure, protecting exposed 
assets such as undersea cables, and cataloging critical 
infrastructure to identify vulnerabilities. Multilateral 
cooperation to achieve enhanced domain awareness 
is essential to protecting data and communications 
cables. Unmanned systems may facilitate undersea 
domain awareness and solutions should be explored 
through innovative programs like NATO’s DIANA 
and the EU’s IRIS² project. 22

 ¾ Increase hybrid threat awareness. Viewing hybrid 
warfare as a holistic threat within a broader campaign 
rather than as singular events will ensure appropri-
ate resource allocation. Policymakers and society in 
like-minded Arctic nations should be educated on 
hybrid threats to better confront and deter them. 
Achieving information resilience is increasingly chal-
lenging in modern society. This requires a multitier 
approach, including 

 ¾ Educating publics (including youth) on mis/dis-
information and hybrid threats

 ¾ Countering lawfare through strategic messaging 

 ¾ Incentivizing youth civic participation

 ¾ Strengthen cyber protection teams. Arctic stake-
holders should prioritize defensive and offensive 
protection, enabling teams to hunt forward to detect 
threats as a first line of defense.

 ¾ Counter foreign influence. Governments in these 
nations should work together to regulate and moni-
tor foreign investment, attendance at universities, and 

research. Deliberate screening of investments should 
take place, and information about nefarious actors 
should be shared across borders.

STRENGTHENING DETERRENCE

Findings

Russian and Chinese cooperation in the security realm 
is increasing. The Chinese Coast Guard and Russian FSB 
Border Guard Service signed a memorandum of under-
standing in 2023 that includes collaboration within Arctic 
waters. 23 More frequent exercises between Russian and 
Chinese forces demonstrate a growing level of interoper-
ability. 24 The US National Defense Strategy25  2022 and the 
Arctic Strategy 2024 highlight the importance of integrat-
ed deterrence. NATO updated its defense and deterrence 
strategy, adopting new regional plans, a new NATO force 
model, and improving integrated air and missile defense.26 
Deterrence is key to avoiding war, and the recommenda-
tions are offered with this in mind.

Recommendations

 ¾ Engage in deterrence by denial, deterrence by 
cost-imposition, and deterrence by resilience. New 
theories must be developed to reflect the modern 
landscape, finding a balance between deterrence op-
tions. Most importantly, deterrence can only be suc-
cessful with clear capability, commitment, and com-
munication.

 ¾ Demonstrate Resolve and Unity. Resolve and unity 
are critical; failure to credibly demonstrate both will 
enable malign actors. Like-minded nations should 
increase information-sharing, technical innovation 
of equipment, and regional adaptability. It is vital to 
credibly convey the capabilities and commitment of 
the Alliance in order to effectively deter adversaries.

 ¾ Integrate forces. Training and exercising together 
ensures interoperability and interchangeability. The 
Nordic air cooperation--approximately the same size 
as the Royal Air Force--is a superb example of how 
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to maximize capabilities of smaller but highly capable 
nations. National exercises can become multilateral or 
Allied exercises. Including coast guards, interagency 
communities, and civil society is an important com-
ponent of comprehensive deterrence.

 ¾ Recapitalize key capabilities. Following the Cold 
War, many Arctic-capable assets were retired and not 
replaced. It is imperative to recapitalize capabilities, in-
cluding submarine fleets and shipbuilding programs. 
Implementing ICE Pact will be transformational in 
generating icebreaking capabilities for the Alliance.27 

 ¾ Enhance tech and military capabilities. New tech-
nologies should be examined for potential applica-
tion in the Arctic, prioritizing technology best suited 
for the difficult operating environment. For example, 
satellite capabilities can be enhanced to provide en-
hanced command and control; hybrid terminals can 
be configured to receive information.

 ¾ Cooperate closely with the EU. In areas of overlap-
ping interest, Allies should strengthen cooperation 
with the EU. For example, resilience, countering hy-
brid and cyber threats, military mobility, defense ca-
pabilities development, defense industry and research, 
and exercises all provide opportunities for coordina-
tion.

 ¾ Strengthen the Defense Industrial Base. Most West-
ern nations have a decimated industrial base and lack 
of a skilled workforce. Investing in these will improve 
abilities to bring enhanced capabilities to the theater, 
strengthen societal resilience, and act as a deterrent to 
adversaries.

 ¾ Expand force rotations. Posture matters. Rotating 
forces in the Arctic creates both a deterrent effect 
and enhanced capabilities to operate in a notoriously 
challenging environment. Like-minded Arctic nations 
and stakeholders should consider a permanent Arctic 
presence using the Joint Expeditionary Force and an 
expansion of the current Icelandic Air Policing mis-
sion. A standing NATO maritime group for the High 
North may be necessary in a blue Arctic. The Arctic 
region’s geographic expanse, limited infrastructure, 
and remote population centers make it critical to work 
together to ensure capability.

 ¾ Integrate strategic communications efforts. The 
deterrence effects of capabilities and commitment 
are wasted if they are not effectively communicat-
ed. Strategic communications must be integrated to 
successfully promote the capabilities and resolve of 
like-minded Arctic stakeholders. 

 ¾ Include additional like-minded nations. Deterrence 
is global. With the hyper connectedness of the global 
security landscape, it is important to understand how 
the Arctic intersects with global interests. No longer is 
the Arctic immune from broader security challenges; 
it should be viewed as part of the global chessboard. 
As a consequence, there is an opportunity to increase 
cooperation with partners in Asia (particularly Japan, 
South Korea, and Singapore), as well as with European 
Arctic stakeholders.

DEFENDING THE NORTHERN FLANK 

Findings

The geographical center of gravity of NATO has shifted 
northward. With renewed focus, NATO held Steadfast 
Defender 24 in January, its largest post-Cold War exercise, 
involving +90,000 military personnel.28  This included Nor-
dic Response 2024, with +20,000 soldiers, 50 ships, 110 air-
craft from 14 countries exercising in the challenging High 
North. National, bilateral, and multilateral exercises are a 
critical step in enhancing capabilities.29   Nordic states have 
collaborated to protect airspace and sovereign territory as 
detailed in Vision 2030.30  Sweden and Finland must be in-
tegrated quickly into all aspects of the Alliance, from ex-
ercises and operations to command and control. Doing so 
will enable NATO to provide a credible collective defense 
of all Allies. 

Recommendations

 ¾ Emphasize technological solutions and resource 
strategies appropriately. Innovation is key. Western 
technology and capabilities are still dominant in many 
domains, but China has a robust industrial base, with 
resourcing aligned for global aspirations. Western na-
tions are behind in industrial capacity and workforce 
capabilities. Nations must prioritize technological 
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solutions while funding strategies appropriately to en-
hance industrial base and workforce capacity.

 ¾ Meet presence with presence. Presence is necessary 
to promote safety, security, and the international 
rules-based order. Allied assets must be present in a 
manner that highlights capabilities and strength of the 
force.

 ¾ Provide the right logistical support and infrastruc-
ture. The Arctic is a difficult area to operate in. Each 
subregion has distinct characteristics that affect pro-
tocols; tactics, training, and procedures (TTPs); and 
operations. It is a demanding environment with ex-
treme cold, prolonged darkness or daylight, and harsh 
weather. Those operating in the region must have tai-
lored and relevant logistical support and infrastruc-
ture to prevail.

 ¾ Align command and control (C2). A clear com-
mand-and-control structure established before the 
onset of active conflict helps risk mitigation and man-
agement. NATO and nations should continue to stress 
C2 structures to optimize for any future scenario.

 ¾ Beware of creating a security dilemma. New capa-
bilities are undoubtedly needed to improve the Arctic 
defense posture, but leaders should seek to avoid trig-
gering an arms race. This may be achieved by focusing 
on defensive capabilities, improving critical challenges 
like domain awareness and ISR first, and ensuring di-
alogue.

 ¾ Avoid Arctic escalation. It is important to avoid un-
necessary competition in the Arctic. This requires 
transparency and clear communication of intent, par-
ticularly for exercises, infrastructure development, 
and operations. Focus should be on posture and de-
terrence, but with an eye on stability.

 ¾ Include the potential for spillover in Arctic opera-
tional planning. While the likelihood of conflict be-
ginning in the Arctic is low, it is well positioned for 
spillover conflict due to the proximity to Russia’s stra-
tegic forces and Northern Fleet. Tensions may quickly 
spread across the Baltic Sea into the North.

 ¾ Convey steadfast resolve. While capabilities and in-
teroperability are critical, ultimately resolve and pre-

paredness will determine the outcome of any conflict. 
It is crucial that NATO demonstrates unity, commit-
ment, and unwavering resolve to the Washington 
Treaty of 1949, including Article 5.

CONCLUSION

Like-minded Arctic nations and stakeholders must foster 
a long-term commitment to strengthen comprehensive 
security and defensive capabilities. This approach will en-
hance resilience in people-to-people ties, allowing them 
to withstand political challenges and counter strategic 
competitors. Active engagement in transatlantic initiatives 
across all sectors of society is a key component to enabling 
this objective. Instead of the term “soft power,” participants 
used the term “smart power” to describe such efforts. By 
investing in both human connections and physical infra-
structure, like-minded Arctic nations and stakeholders can 
build a more robust and resilient transatlantic partnership 
for the future.

It is vital to remain vigilant, advance integrated deterrence, 
and strengthen collective defense. With the accession of 
Sweden and Finland, NATO’s Eastern Flank stretches from 
the High North to the Baltic Sea to the Black Sea. This in-
terconnectedness has altered the security dimension of the 
High North. NATO’s three core tasks of collective defense, 
crisis management, and cooperative security should be at 
the forefront of those operating in the Arctic region. Cli-
mate change is increasing access and like-minded Arctic 
nations and stakeholders must be well positioned to defend 
sovereignty rights in this strategically important region.  

While the cooperation between Russia and China in the 
Arctic may continue to evolve, there are opportunities to 
keep a proverbial Arctic “ice curtain” from developing. 
Like all nations, Russia will continue to act in its national 
interests, as will China.  Russia, as the junior partner, may 
become threatened by China’s long-term objectives for the 
Arctic. When Russia’s and China’s Arctic interests diverge, 
their cooperation may dissipate. Meanwhile, like-minded 
Arctic nations and stakeholders should remain mindful 
that none of the preexisting forums for the Arctic region 
fully address the wide array of indigenous, international, 
inter-ministerial/agency, industry and scientific (4IS) is-
sues facing the Arctic Region. As a result, extensive collab-
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oration, communication, and cooperation are required to 
make informed decisions pertaining to the safety, security, 
and stewardship of the Arctic region, with the goal of shift-
ing the region back towards one of cooperation rather than 
one of competition or even worse, conflict. Above all, the 
Alliance must demonstrate the capabilities and commit-
ment to collective defense of the High North.

A NOTE ON COURSE METHODOLOGY 
AND STRUCTURE

The High North Security Dialogue (HNSD) utilized a rig-
orous academic approach that incorporated background 
readings, briefings from subject matter experts, focused 
plenary discussions, and seminars to exchange perspec-
tives. This year’s goals were to:

 ¾ Examine High North security challenges and op-
portunities, assessing the impact of an emerging Si-
no-Russian partnership and evaluating climate-driven 
regional trends; 

 ¾ Analyze integrated deterrence, collective defense, and 
cooperative security in the High North as NATO’s 
center of gravity shifts northward with the accession 
of Finland and Sweden;

 ¾ Enable dialogue and strengthen cooperative networks 
to advance mutual understanding and capacity for ad-
dressing regional security challenges; and 

 ¾ Develop actionable policy recommendations in order 
to address the implications of an emerging Sino-Rus-
sian partnership and to recommend measures to build 
resilience, advance transatlantic cooperation, counter 
hybrid warfare, strengthen deterrence, and defend 
NATO’s Northern Flank.

HNSD began with keynote addresses from senior US and 
German officials. The keynote remarks were foundational, 
providing insightful expertise to consider when develop-
ing policy considerations.  In order to achieve the course 
objectives, HNSD organized plenary and seminar sessions 
around focused themes.

Day 1: Understanding the Evolving Strategic Envi-
ronment

The dialogue first explored the development of a so-called 
ice curtain along NATO’s Northern Flank, reflecting on 

the strategic significance of the circumpolar Arctic, new 
US Department of Defense Arctic Strategy, and evolving 
Russian and Chinese relationship. The cohort discussed 
strategic approaches to the Arctic and sought to better 
understand opportunities for international cooperation in 
the Arctic. Further, HNSD highlighted the increasing in-
terconnectedness between the Arctic and global strategic 
environment.

Day 2: The Arctic as a New Frontier of Strategic 
Competition 

The Arctic is deeply affected by broader climate, geopolit-
ical, and economic trends. The region is increasingly im-
portant for energy security, with significant potential for 
oil, gas, and renewable resources. Possessing significant 
fisheries and large deposits of minerals, the Arctic is at-
tracting global attention.  Arctic communities are direct-
ly impacted by both the pursuit of natural resources and 
environmental change, such as unprecedented permafrost 
thaw, coastal erosion, and changes to the fragile ecosystem. 
The participants considered economic challenges and op-
portunities, particularly as they impact energy security and 
human security. HNSD further examined innovative new 
technologies and their potential applications to a region 
well known for extreme weather, polar anomalies, limited 
infrastructure, and vast, remote territories. With this back-
drop, HNSD discussed transatlantic cooperation between 
like-minded Arctic states and stakeholders to overcome 
challenges and advance common objectives.

Day 3: The Emerging Ice Curtain 

During the peace dividend years following the fall of the 
Soviet Union in 1989, the High North enjoyed three de-
cades of unprecedented cooperation and general adher-
ence to international norms and customs. Yet the war in 
Ukraine marked the end of the “High North, Low Tension” 
era, when circumpolar cooperation was frozen in response 
to Russian aggression. The Arctic Council currently has 
limited functionality, given the cessation of senior-level di-
alogue. Russia has increasingly turned to China to replace 
Western investment and technology necessary to develop 
its Arctic zone. The Alliance now includes seven of the 
eight Arctic nations and about half of the Arctic territo-
ry. NATO is seeking to strengthen deterrence in response 
to Russia’s aggression, and the regional security dilemma 
is becoming more pronounced, with few mechanisms re-
maining to mitigate or lessen the evolving security dilem-
ma. Day 3 discussions examined the security environment 



PB 24-02November 2024

High North Security Dialogue ‘24GCMC POLICY BRIEF

Page 13

and proposed measures to strengthen deterrence and de-
fense in the region while exploring opportunities to miti-
gate a spiraling security dilemma that may have unintend-
ed consequences of escalation. It also included experiential 
learning about the climate changes driving regional trends.

Day 4: Securing the Northern Flank

The final day of HNSD focused on the future of the High 
North, with unique insights from senior security prac-
titioners on securing NATO’s Northern Flank. Panelists 
provided an overview of the security environment. Dis-
cussions focused on the potential for hybrid warfare in the 
High North, particularly given the prevalence of critical 
infrastructure such as subsea data and power cables and 
the extensive oil, gas, and renewable energy infrastruc-
ture. Multidomain awareness and polar communications 
continue to present challenges for forces operating in the 
region. Participants presented recommendations on build-
ing resilience, advancing transatlantic cooperation, coun-
tering hybrid warfare, strengthening deterrence, and de-
fending the Northern Flank.
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