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The Arctic is changing and may be ice free for periods of time in the 
near future, offering both opportunities and challenges for the United 
States and other Arctic countries. The Arctic is warming at double 
the rate of the rest of the world and the melting sea ice is opening new 
routes for ships, allowing access to valuable natural resources. Today, 
Arctic and non-Arctic countries alike are vying to take advantage of 
newfound possibilities, while also grappling with the effects of the 
changing landscape. 

As the rotating chair of the Arctic Council—the international group 
created to promote the region’s peaceful and responsible develop-
ment—the United States has focused its Arctic policies on scientific 
cooperation, environmental conservation, and the protection of indig-
enous communities. Now, with the advent of a new administration and 
Congress, the United States should reevaluate the region’s geopoliti-
cal importance, assess the competition from Russia and China, take 
measures to safeguard U.S. strategic interests, and explore greater eco-
nomic development in the region. 

Despite the increasing maritime activity in the Arctic, the United 
States lags behind others in its capabilities. The United States pos-
sesses only two functional icebreaking ships that serve both the Arctic 
and Antarctic. This shortcoming limits the United States’ ability to 
maneuver in icy waters and defend its interests in the region. The melt-
ing polar ice cap is exposing the region’s economic potential, provid-
ing access to hydrocarbons and minerals beneath the ice, and creating 
new commercial opportunities that the United States has been slow to 
pursue. Alaska, America’s Arctic, does not have adequate deepwater 
ports, roads, or even reliable internet access; it needs greater investment 
in infrastructure to support its economic development. Moreover, 
what happens in the Arctic has global repercussions. Rising sea levels, 
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coastal erosion, and changing migration patterns affect far-flung areas 
and require attention and planning.

The Council on Foreign Relations (CFR) convened an Independent 
Task Force to examine current U.S. strategy toward the Arctic amidst 
the region’s unprecedented transformation. The Task Force recom-
mends several changes to U.S. policy to better protect and promote 
growing U.S. economic and strategic interests.

First, the report makes a strong case for ratification of the UN Con-
vention on the Law of the Sea in order to secure U.S. rights to resources 
on Alaska’s extended continental shelf. The report also advocates for 
funding and building additional icebreakers to improve operational 
capacity in the region. It proposes greater investment in telecommu-
nications, energy, roads, and other infrastructure to support the eco-
nomic development of the American Arctic. Building on the work of 
the Arctic Council, the Task Force recommends strengthening inter-
national cooperation on security issues with all Arctic states, including 
Russia. Finally, the Task Force urges consultation with Alaska Natives 
to ensure that development in the region benefits the well-being of 
those who live there. 

I would like to thank Task Force chairs Thad Allen and Christine 
Todd Whitman for their leadership, expertise, and dedication to this 
project. I also wish to recognize the individual Task Force members and 
observers, whose knowledge and experience helped produce a useful 
report. I am grateful to Anya Schmemann, director of CFR’s Indepen-
dent Task Force Program, for successfully guiding this project from 
its inception. Finally, I extend my thanks to Project Director Esther 
Brimmer for taking on this multifaceted issue and working closely with 
Task Force members to produce a document that reflects the Arctic’s 
enhanced importance and underscores the need for the United States to 
adjust its policies and capabilities consistent with this reality.

Richard N. Haass
President
Council on Foreign Relations
March 2017
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The Arctic is known as a remote and frozen region, but rapidly chang-
ing conditions there are opening up the previously inaccessible area to 
new opportunities—and new dangers. This Council-sponsored Inde-
pendent Task Force report, Arctic Imperatives: Reinforcing U.S. Strategy 
on America’s Fourth Coast, is the product of much work and effort by 
the dedicated members and observers of the Independent Task Force 
on U.S. Strategy in the Arctic. It was a pleasure to work with and learn 
from such a knowledgeable and varied group of individuals, and I am 
deeply appreciative of the guidance and extensive feedback they con-
tributed over the course of this project.

In particular, I would like to thank our distinguished co-chairs, 
Admiral Thad Allen and Governor Christine Todd Whitman, who 
were instrumental in leading this Task Force. It was a privilege to have 
worked closely with them over the past year. 

My gratitude extends to several individuals who lent their advice and 
expertise to this project. Of course, none of them bears responsibility 
for the ultimate content of this report. Mark Brzezinski, who recently 
served as executive director of the White House’s Arctic Executive 
Steering Committee, briefed the Task Force at its outset and was a help-
ful resource throughout. I also thank the members of the Alaska con-
gressional delegation—Senators Lisa Murkowski and Dan Sullivan and 
Representative Don Young—for sharing their perspectives on Arctic 
and Alaska issues. The report also benefited from individual consulta-
tions with a number of officials, including at the U.S. Departments of 
State and Defense, the embassies of Canada and Finland, and the U.S. 
Arctic Research Commission. In addition, the report benefited from 
the expertise and advice of Marcus D. King and Marlene Laruelle of 
George Washington University. 

The conclusions of this report were greatly informed by the Task 
Force’s research trip to Alaska in August 2016, led by co-chairs Thad 
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Introduction

The Arctic is a crossroads of international politics and a forewarning 
for the world. The United States, through Alaska, is a significant Arctic 
nation with strategic, economic, and scientific interests. As sea ice 
continues to melt, countries inside and outside the Arctic region have 
updated their strategic and commercial calculations to take advantage 
of the changing conditions stemming from the opening of the region. 
The United States needs to increase its strategic commitment to the 
region or risk leaving its interests unprotected.

The rate of warming in the Arctic region is significantly faster than 
scientists expected—almost twice that of the rest of the world—and is 
opening the once-inaccessible region to commerce, transport, resource 
extraction, and numerous benefits and ills. The warming in the Arctic 
also affects far-flung areas; Arctic ice loss and melting of the Green-
land ice sheet raise sea levels and threaten coastal communities around 
the globe. The thawing permafrost also releases carbon and methane, 
which in turn contribute to the rise in global temperature. 

Against this backdrop, the United States is chairing the Arctic 
Council—the intergovernmental forum that addresses issues related 
to the Arctic—from 2015 to 2017, allowing U.S. policymakers to set 
the agenda for regional cooperation and advance U.S. interests in the 
region. The opening of the Arctic offers economic and commercial 
opportunities, such as new shipping routes and potentially sizeable oil 
and gas resources, but also exposes local populations and ecosystems to 
climate-related risks. At the same time, an increased presence and pace 
of activities by Russia and growing interest from China raise concerns 
for the United States and other Arctic nations about Russian and Chi-
nese intentions.

To complement its long-term, integrated strategies across the Atlan-
tic, Asia Pacific, and Western Hemisphere, the United States should 
commit to a more comprehensive approach to the Arctic, which is 
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effectively its fourth sea coast. As security concerns diminished after 
the end of the Cold War, U.S. Arctic policy focused on scientific, 
energy, and environmental issues. These topics remain important, 
but increased activity by other countries necessitates a more strategic 
approach to U.S. policy in the region while continuing to uphold the 
cooperative vision of the Arctic Council. 

The Council on Foreign Relations convened this Independent Task 
Force to assess challenges and opportunities for the United States in the 
Arctic region in the face of changing conditions there. The Task Force 
finds that the Arctic is of growing economic and geostrategic impor-
tance and seeks to highlight specific actions U.S. officials should take to 
improve the United States’ strategic presence in the Arctic region. 

The Task Force has identified six main goals for the United States in 
the Arctic: 

■■ securing U.S. rights to perhaps more than 386,000 square miles (1 
million square kilometers) of subsea resources on the extended con-
tinental shelf by ratifying the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea 
(UNCLOS)

■■ funding up to six icebreakers operated by the U.S. Coast Guard and 
having at least three operational in the polar regions at any one time

■■ improving telecommunications, energy, and other infrastructure 
in Alaska to support a sustained security presence and economic 
diversification

■■ deepening work with all Arctic states, including Russia, on confidence- 
building and cooperative security measures through the Arctic 
Council

■■ supporting sustainable development for the people of the Arctic and 
further consulting with Alaska Natives to improve their well-being

■■ sustaining robust research funding to understand the ongoing pro-
found changes in the region and their impact on the globe

The United States needs to bolster its infrastructure and assets in 
the Arctic to safeguard its strategic interests, defend its national bor-
ders, protect the environment, and maintain its scientific and techno-
logical leadership.
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The Arctic region is warming at twice the rate as the rest of the planet, 
and the Arctic Ocean now experiences longer periods of open water and 
more activity than ever before in human history, which presents new 
opportunities as well as new risks. By some estimates, the region will 
be ice free for one month each year by 2040—an extraordinary develop-
ment. As the ice melts, the Arctic is changing, opening up new shipping 
routes and opportunities to reach valuable resources on and below the 
seabed. Rising sea levels, softening coastline ice, and warmer tempera-
tures are already changing the way people live and work in the region. 
In November 2016, during the season when polar night descends and 
the sun barely shines, the daily average temperature in the Arctic was a 
remarkable 36°F warmer than usual. Sea ice cover that month was less 
than the previous low level in November 2012.1 What happens in the 
Arctic does not stay in the Arctic. Indeed, the challenge in the Arctic 
foreshadows the looming challenge elsewhere.

Definitions of the Arctic vary.2 The Arctic Council member states 
are defined by their geography, either on or above the Arctic Circle, at a 
latitude of approximately 66° 33’ north of the equator. Under the Arctic 
Research and Policy Act (ARPA) of 1984, the U.S. government defines 
the Arctic region as “all U.S. and foreign territory north of the Arctic 
Circle and all U.S. territory north and west of the boundary formed by 
the Porcupine, Yukon, and Kuskokwim Rivers, and all contiguous areas 
and straits north of and adjacent to the Arctic Circle.”3 This report uses 
the more expansive definition to facilitate consideration of issues that 
span Arctic and subarctic areas.

The coastal geography throughout the Arctic varies significantly. 
The Nordic countries have rocky coastlines with deepwater areas. 
These Nordic regions, along with northwest Russia and the Kola 
Peninsula, are ice free. Russia has the longest Arctic coast, at nearly 
twenty-five thousand miles.4 Along the Arctic Ocean coast, Alaska, the 

The Arctic Region



6 Arctic Imperatives

northernmost U.S. state, features lagoons, bays, wetlands, river deltas, 
and a major coastal plain; and Canada’s Arctic includes numerous 
lightly populated, high Arctic islands. 

The Arctic Ocean sea ice cover is melting faster than predicted. 
Whereas sea ice, defined as “frozen ocean water,” can reflect up to 80 
percent of the sunlight that falls on it, dark open ocean water absorbs 
heat, speeding the melting process.5 Each month, scientists check the 
minimum extent of sea ice, and satellites observed the lowest extent of 
Arctic sea ice ever recorded in September 2012 and the second lowest 
level in September 2016 (figure 1).6 Recent analyses based on data col-
lected since 1850 indicate no precedent for such low levels.7 Some sci-
entists predict that by the 2030s there could be virtually no sea ice cover 
for a time each summer, only exacerbating the problem.

Warming conditions are more pronounced in the Arctic than in 
lower latitudes (figure 2). Observers note that the average annual tem-
perature in the Arctic region is 1.8°F warmer than was normal from 1961 
to 1990. Temperatures from October to November have reached 9°F 
above the baseline.8 The melting ice could displace local communities 
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and military bases and limit the habitat of polar bears and other Arctic 
animals, affecting the lifestyle of those who depend on subsistence 
hunting and fishing throughout the region. Warmer temperatures are 
also thawing the permafrost. Structures built on permafrost, such as 
roads, are sagging. Storms and erosion eat away at coasts no longer 
protected by extensive sea ice. Melting of the Greenland ice cap alone 
could increase global sea levels significantly, possibly by an estimated 
twenty feet.9 

These changes will have an especially significant impact on Alaska 
and Alaska Natives in that some communities may no longer be habit-
able and traditional ways of life may change. Thirty-one communities 
in Alaska are under threat from coastal erosion and twelve are already 
relocating.10 It is too late for restoration of the coastline; the adapta-
tion is to move.11 Dilemmas visible in Alaska may also be harbingers of 
challenges to come. Four thousand miles away, at the opposite end of 
the country, Miami-Dade County in Florida estimates that its coastal 
waters will rise four to seven inches by 2030.12 With shorelines on both 
the Atlantic Ocean and the Gulf of Mexico and billions of dollars’ worth 

Source: J. Richter-Menge, J. E. Overland, and J. T. Mathis, eds., Arctic Report Card 2016 (Washington, DC: 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, December 2016), ftp://ftp.oar.noaa.gov/arctic/docu-
ments/ArcticReportCard_full_report2016.pdf.

FIGURE 2:  DI FFERENCE I N ARCT IC AND GLOBAL AVERAGE 
ANNUAL SURFACE AI R TEMPERATURE FROM 1900 TO 2016
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of coastal property, Florida is deeply affected by these changes.13 Mean-
while, Norfolk, Virginia, home of the largest naval base in the world, 
already floods often, and the New York and New Jersey coastlines are 
projected to see at least one foot of sea level rise by 2050, possibly as 
soon as the 2030s.14 

Although the United States has held Arctic territory since it pur-
chased Alaska from the Russian Empire in 1867, the region has not been 
central to U.S. national identity. The frontier and the Wild West have 
been more potent images in the American story. By contrast, the Far 
North has shaped the national consciousness in Canada, Russia, and 
Nordic countries. The European Arctic regions also have more infra-
structure and inhabitants; of the four million people who live in the 
Arctic, more than 70 percent are in Eurasia.15 This is because some of 
the region is not considered an Arctic climate, but rather more temper-
ate and ice free because of the warming effect of the Gulf Stream and 
North Atlantic Drift.
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Over the past decade and across presidential administrations of both 
political parties, the United States has rekindled an interest in the Arctic 
as part of its national strategy, working to address scientific, techno-
logical, cultural, energy, and environmental issues in the region. Recent 
years have witnessed increased presidential attention to the Arctic, and 
the confluence of changing conditions and the U.S. chairmanship of the 
Arctic Council from 2015 to 2017 have occasioned a concerted effort to 
craft an ambitious U.S. policy. 

Interest in the Arctic is and has been bipartisan. In January 2009, 
President George W. Bush issued an Arctic region policy just before 
leaving office. National Security Presidential Directive 66 (also known 
as Homeland Security Presidential Directive 25) declared an enduring 
theme: “The United States is an Arctic nation, with varied and compel-
ling interests in that region.”16 In 2013, President Barack Obama issued a 
National Strategy for the Arctic Region, which elevated three goals for 
the United States: advancing U.S. security interests, pursuing respon-
sible Arctic region stewardship, and strengthening international coop-
eration; it was followed by an implementation plan in 2014.17

The Arctic Council is an important venue for U.S. diplomacy. 
Chartered in 1996 as an intergovernmental forum, the Arctic Coun-
cil is the leading organization in the region. Composed of eight Arctic 
countries—Canada, Denmark (Greenland), Finland, Iceland, Norway, 
Russia, Sweden, and the United States—the Arctic Council is a con-
sultative body that operates by consensus.18 In addition to the eight 
national governments, six indigenous groups are “permanent par-
ticipants”: the Aleut International Association, Arctic Athabaskan 
Council, Gwich’in Council International, Inuit Circumpolar Council, 
Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North, and Saami 
Council. Included as the council’s observers are twelve non-Arctic 

U.S. Policy
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states, nine intergovernmental and interparliamentary organizations, 
and eleven nongovernmental organizations (NGOs).19

During its Arctic Council chairmanship from 2015 to 2017, the 
United States has been an active chair, giving higher political priority to 
this region than it had previously. Under the rubric “One Arctic: Shared 
Opportunities, Challenges and Responsibilities,” the Obama admin-
istration outlined three priorities for U.S. chairmanship of the Arctic 
Council: “improving economic and living conditions in Arctic commu-
nities; Arctic Ocean safety, security and stewardship; and addressing 
the impacts of climate change.”20 The Task Force finds that these priori-
ties are a good first step, but they should be sustained by the new admin-
istration of President Donald J. Trump if they are to have a lasting effect. 

The United States can capitalize on strong relations with Canada and 
with the Nordic countries. The 2016 summit meeting between Presi-
dent Obama and Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau resulted in 
the “U.S.-Canada Joint Statement on Climate, Energy, and Arctic Lead-
ership,” with cooperation in the Arctic embedded in this latest expres-
sion of U.S.-Canadian amity. New Arctic initiatives include partnering 
with indigenous peoples, setting aside wilderness space, and protect-
ing fisheries.21 The Task Force agrees that U.S.-Canada cooperation 
should include these areas in addition to national security. At the U.S.-
Nordic Leaders Summit in May 2016, the United States and the five 
Nordic countries issued a joint statement affirming the importance of 
the region and their commitment to maintaining the Arctic as a “zone 
of peace and stability . . . based on universally recognized principles of 
international law including those reflected in the United Nations Con-
vention on the Law of the Sea.”22 In December 2016, the United States 
and Canada jointly announced a ban on oil drilling in their neighbor-
ing Arctic waters.23 The Task Force agrees with the U.S. State Depart-
ment’s International Security Advisory Board that Russia and other 
countries should be encouraged to associate with this agreement “to 
apply strict environmental standards and climate goals to commercial 
activities in the Arctic.”24

The United States benefits from a rules-based international order 
that enhances economic well-being, respects human rights and 
human dignity, and supports mechanisms for the peaceful resolu-
tion of disputes while providing for territorial integrity and defense 
of the United States and its allies. In the Arctic, which is in rapid flux 
due to the changing climate, no one country can manage the coming 



11U.S. Policy

challenges alone. A collective approach is needed to mitigate and 
adapt to changing realities, advance scientific understanding, and 
build resilience and capacity; the UN Convention on the Law of the 
Sea is part of this rule-based order.

LAW OF T HE SE A

Under UNCLOS, the United States is entitled to an area twice the size 
of California—more than 386,000 square miles—of possibly resource-
rich Arctic seabed along its extended continental shelf (ECS).25 How-
ever, the United States is first required to ratify UNCLOS to secure its 
claim to the oil, gas, and other resources that may be present. Absence 
from this international mechanism impedes the ability of the United 
States to defend its legal claims to the Arctic seabed. Even though it is 
not eligible to submit its claim, the United States has been developing its 
case with the UN Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf. 
Although the United States is not a treaty party, U.S. military forces 
adhere to the tenets of UNCLOS because the treaty enhances U.S. 
assertion of freedom of navigation.

More than 160 countries have ratified the treaty, but the United 
States remains an outlier. The Bush and Obama administrations both 
supported approval of the convention, but opposition in the U.S. 
Senate remains. Opponents charge that UNCLOS accession is unnec-
essary for defending U.S. interests in the Arctic and would require the 
United States to cede sovereignty to an international body.26 Yet with-
out the treaty, the United States cannot claim and use resources beyond 
its two-hundred-nautical-mile exclusive economic zone (EEZ), and 
other countries could have their overlapping claims substantiated by 
the Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf (map 1). 

Recognizing the political obstacles, the Task Force strongly urges 
the U.S. Senate to provide its advice and consent for the ratification of 
UNCLOS and recommends that the Trump administration make this 
a high priority for its work with the Senate. The Task Force finds that 
the convention would serve U.S. national security, economic, and envi-
ronmental interests. It would also codify U.S. legal rights to exploit oil 
and gas resources on the ECS off the coast of Alaska, mine valuable 
minerals on the deep seabed, and lay and service submarine telecom-
munications cables. The United States should secure these resources 
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to retain economic and strategic choices in the future. Even friendly 
neighbors are moving to claim these resources; the United States 
should not lose out.

U.S .  GOVERNMEN T

Under the Obama administration, Arctic policy was organized around 
scientific cooperation and adaptation to climate change rather than 
national security or economic analysis. Accordingly, the Arctic Execu-
tive Steering Committee (AESC) reports to the president via the Office 
of Science and Technology Policy, not the National Security Council 
or the National Economic Council. Further underscoring the Obama 
administration’s emphasis on the importance of science in the region, 
the United States hosted the first Arctic Science Ministerial on Septem-
ber 28, 2016. 

The Task Force supports the scientific focus of current U.S. Arctic 
policy. As a powerhouse in science and research, the United States plays 
to its strength by focusing in this area. Unlike the Eurasian and Nordic 
parts of the Arctic, the North American Arctic is lightly populated and 
unlikely to be a centerpiece of national economic growth. Moreover, 
scientific cooperation is relevant to many of the needs in the Arctic, 
including hydrography, telecommunications, and alternative energy. 
However, sustained budget support beyond fiscal year (FY) 2017 will be 
needed to realize initiatives launched by the Obama administration. 

In addition to ongoing diplomatic efforts to conclude a binding agree-
ment on scientific cooperation under the auspices of the Arctic Coun-
cil, the United States could also explore new initiatives, such as ways 
to enforce the new International Maritime Organization (IMO) Polar 
Code safety requirements on vessels entering national ports or the cre-
ation of a multinational joint search and rescue operations center. 

The Trump administration should consider how best to organize 
itself to manage Arctic issues after completion of the U.S. term as chair 
of the Arctic Council in May 2017. In 2014, the State Department cre-
ated a new position of special representative for the Arctic. In 2015, the 
White House created the AESC, which coordinates six interagency 
working groups. These have been useful coordinating mechanisms 
and have helped prioritize Arctic issues in the federal government. In 
August 2015, Obama became the first U.S. president to travel to the 
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Arctic Circle while in office, helping shine a spotlight on the region. 
The Task Force recommends that the Trump administration maintain 
a White House–based coordination mechanism on Arctic issues. The 
work of many federal agencies affects the Arctic and can be counterpro-
ductive without explicit coordination. For instance, the Department of 
the Interior and the Environmental Protection Agency both regulate 
natural habitat in Alaska, and the Department of Commerce manages 
fisheries and houses the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Adminis-
tration (NOAA). Both the State Department and the Department of 
Homeland Security, the parent agency of the U.S. Coast Guard, con-
tribute to international cooperation in the Arctic. 

The State Department’s Arctic diplomatic work should be headed by 
an official with ambassadorial rank who would report to the assistant 
secretary for the Bureau of Oceans and International Environmental 
and Scientific Affairs. This option for an Arctic ambassador follows the 
model of other ambassadors. For example, the ambassador to the Asso-
ciation of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) is part of the Bureau of 
East Asia and Pacific Affairs. 

FI NDI NGS AND RECOMMENDAT IONS  
FOR STRENGT HEN I NG U.S .  P OLICY  
ON T HE ARCT IC

The Task Force finds that

■■ by failing to ratify the UNCLOS treaty, the U.S. Senate has under-
mined the nation’s ability to advance its interests in the Arctic to the 
fullest extent; and

■■ Arctic policies conducted by the major departments across the U.S. 
government need a formal coordination mechanism in the White 
House. 

The Task Force recommends that

■■ the U.S. Senate provide its advice and consent on the ratification of 
UNCLOS to secure the country’s legal rights to resources on the 
continental shelf;

■■ the United States continue its robust diplomacy in the Arctic Council 
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and maintain the council’s focus on sustainable development, envi-
ronmental protection, and continued involvement of the Arctic’s 
indigenous peoples;

■■ U.S. policymakers better integrate and elevate Arctic issues in U.S. 
bilateral relations with Canada and with Nordic countries;

■■ the Trump administration maintain the role of the AESC as a White 
House–based coordination mechanism for the interagency process; 
and

■■ the Trump administration designate an Arctic ambassador report-
ing to the assistant secretary for the Bureau of Oceans and Inter-
national Environmental and Scientific Affairs within the State 
Department. This ambassador could simultaneously serve as a 
deputy assistant secretary.
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The United States needs to bolster its infrastructure and assets in 
the Arctic to safeguard its strategic interests, including defense of its 
national borders, the safety of Alaska, and relations with important 
countries such as Canada, China, and Russia. U.S. strategic choices 
guide its diplomacy in international organizations and its military 
deployments in the global commons, especially ocean navigation. The 
United States has a long-standing national security interest in the free-
dom of navigation and maritime domain control. The Task Force finds 
that a strengthened U.S. position in the Arctic—including increased 
presence, domain awareness, and capabilities—is an important national 
security imperative.

During the Cold War, the United States and Soviet Union watched 
each other across this region, and the United States, Canada, Denmark, 
and Iceland maintained a system of radar stations across the Arctic 
called the Distant Early Warning (DEW) Line. Today, Russia’s actions 
in the Arctic require close scrutiny, and rising U.S.-Russia tensions in 
other regions may affect relations in the Arctic. In the early twenty-first 
century, though territorial defense remains important, U.S. security 
concerns have widened to include issues such as access to energy and 
environmental security. 

Regardless of the mandate of the Arctic Council, which excludes 
military security, U.S. allied defense commitments include the Arctic. 
Five Arctic countries—Canada, Denmark, Iceland, Norway, and the 
United States—are North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) allies; 
Finland and Sweden are partner countries but not formal allies. Norway 
leads the annual NATO Cold Response winter warfighting exercises, 
which in 2016 included twelve NATO members along with Finland and 
Sweden.27 Although not a major issue at the 2016 NATO Summit, the 
Arctic, like the Atlantic Ocean and the Baltic and Mediterranean Seas, 
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will certainly remain an area of interest for the alliance. The alliance 
commitments among the five Arctic states that are NATO members 
can have beneficial spillover into their preparedness in the Arctic. For 
example, as part of efforts to move closer to the alliance commitment of 
spending 2 percent of gross domestic product (GDP) on defense issues, 
Norway is bolstering its expenditures, including in Arctic defense.28

The Arctic region has enjoyed a refreshingly cooperative spirit largely 
insulated from political tensions in the rest of the world. However, dis-
putes over Russian actions in Crimea, Ukraine, and elsewhere hover at 
the edge of Arctic amity. The United States has been concerned about 
Russian military activity in the region, and Russia has been alarmed by 
the expansion of NATO, the European Union’s association agreement 
with Ukraine, and fears of a Western effort to gain control over Russia’s 
resources.29 The Trump administration has signaled a new, more trans-
actional approach to Russia, and a lessening of tensions in other areas 
may help U.S.-Russia relations in the Arctic. 

RUSSIA

The countries in the Arctic region remain at peace and cooperation 
among them is significant, especially on scientific and safety issues, 
but historical collaboration in the region is threatened by U.S.-Russia 
tensions elsewhere. The United States faces one of its most critical and 
difficult strategic challenges in interpreting Russia’s intentions in the 
Arctic, and tensions from Russia’s activities in Ukraine and other geo-
political contests have seeped into the region’s politics. For instance, 
Russia no longer participates in the Arctic Security Forces Round-
table, a forum sponsored by the United States European Command 
(EUCOM). In addition, U.S. officials’ participation in multilateral con-
ferences with Russian counterparts now requires higher-level political 
approval. Nevertheless, Russia joined Canada, Denmark, Finland, and 
Norway in observing the U.S. Coast Guard and Northern Command 
(NORTHCOM) Arctic Chinook search and rescue simulation exercise 
in the summer of 2016. 

Despite reemerging rivalries, collaboration in the Arctic recalls 
another extreme environment, outer space. Even with heightened ten-
sions during the Cold War, the United States and the Soviet Union 
worked together in space and even concluded an agreement to rescue 
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each other’s astronauts. The Task Force finds that the same principles 
should apply in the Arctic.

For Russia, the Arctic is an important component of its economy. 
Before sanctions were imposed on Russia following its 2014 inter-
vention in Ukraine, products from the Arctic Circle accounted for 20 
percent of its GDP and 22 percent of its exports.30 The Arctic remains 
central to Russia’s strategy for economic growth because a large pro-
portion of the next generation of oil and gas production is expected to 
come from Arctic development, both onshore and offshore. Ninety-five 
percent of Russia’s natural gas and 75 percent of its oil is produced in 
this region.31 Most of Russia’s petroleum reserves are offshore. Drill-
ing underwater requires more advanced technology than extraction on 
land, and the recent economic sanctions have already slowed Russian 
producers’ access to the technology and capital needed for Arctic devel-
opment. In 2014, the International Energy Agency estimated Russia 
would need to invest $100 billion a year for twenty years to modernize 
its energy sector.32 

During the Soviet period, government policy encouraged people 
to move north and work in the oil and mining industries, thus Russia 
accounts for a large percentage of the Arctic population, many of 
whom live in industrial centers. Like many other parts of the country, 
Russia’s Arctic region has suffered a drop in population since the end 
of the Cold War, but is still relatively populated compared to parts of 
the North American Arctic.33Although the industrial economy of the 
Russian Arctic is not as robust as it was previously, Russian strategy 
for the long term includes eventual development of resources, as well 
as the construction of necessary port and security infrastructure to 
allow shipping of commodities to markets east and west.34 Escorting 
this traffic is a major rationale for Russia to increase the number of its 
icebreakers. Russia may also be reinforcing its capabilities in the Arctic 
in expectation of greater activity in the region by non-Arctic powers, 
especially China.

Some experts support direct U.S.-Russian military-to-military con-
tact, though the gravity of geopolitical strains may currently preclude 
such contact. Another option would be to discuss subregional, multi-
lateral issues (rather than bilateral U.S.-Russia issues) in the NATO-
Russia Council. However, the Task Force finds that, for now, the newly 
formed Arctic Coast Guard Forum provides a practical, operationally 
focused context for confidence-building with Russia on Arctic issues. 
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The Arctic Coast Guard Forum should also address cooperative mari-
time law enforcement issues. However, decision-makers should be 
aware that misunderstandings are more likely to arise from air and 
maritime military maneuvers beyond the current scope of this forum. 

A mechanism within the Organization for Security and Coopera-
tion in Europe (OSCE) could provide a model for introducing more 
confidence-building security measures into the Arctic Council. Bor-
rowing from the OSCE’s predecessor, the Conference on Security and 
Cooperation in Europe, the Arctic Council could concentrate on “bas-
kets” of issues, enabling it to address several topics of varying degrees 
of political sensitivity. One of these “baskets” could be security issues in 
which participants can exchange announcements of exercises. 

The Task Force believes that the United States should begin military-
to-military talks with Russia on Arctic issues and recommends that the 
U.S. government develop benchmarks for what military contacts on 
Arctic issues would be appropriate and under what conditions. Rus-
sia’s actions in Ukraine and elsewhere have strained the international 
fabric, and the United States, the European Union, and others maintain 
economic sanctions on certain Russian entities. The Task Force recom-
mends that the United States, while preserving the tradition of nonpo-
litical cooperation in the Arctic, continue to monitor Russian military 
expansion in the region and evaluate Russia’s intentions in that regard. 
Military-to-military talks would not be a concession, but instead would 
offer a practical channel to accomplish needed tasks while providing a 
window for U.S. interlocutors to gain a better understanding of Rus-
sian intentions in the Arctic. 

CH I NA

In recent years, China has begun staking a claim in the Arctic. China has 
invested in mines in Greenland and is now negotiating a free trade deal 
with Iceland.35 China is also enhancing its maritime presence and capa-
bilities by building ice-breaking research vessels, extending its fishing 
fleets, and increasing maritime transportation. For instance, in Septem-
ber 2015, Chinese naval ships sailed around the Bering Sea. Although 
such a voyage is considered an innocent passage under UNCLOS, it 
was of interest to U.S. observers because of concerns about China’s 
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expanding naval activity in the Pacific. Additionally, China has encour-
aged its commercial shippers to try Arctic routes. The Chinese military 
has also made progress in building its own fleet of icebreakers, includ-
ing the Xue Long and the newly unveiled Haibing 722, and is now build-
ing a third.36 

The Task Force finds that there is scope for greater inclusion of 
China, an increasingly important player in the Arctic, in regional 
cooperative mechanisms. The National Science Foundation (NSF) 
and the Chinese Arctic and Antarctic Administration are explor-
ing areas of further scientific collaboration.37 China was among the 
twenty-five countries that participated in the September 2016 White 
House Arctic Science Ministerial and signed the joint statement on 
scientific cooperation. The Task Force finds that though China is not 
yet a significant power in the Arctic, its ambitions in the region merit 
careful attention. 

CANADA

As a neighbor and close ally, Canada is well placed to work with the 
United States on Arctic affairs. The Task Force finds that coopera-
tion with Canada provides an opportunity to enhance U.S. policy in 
the Arctic. The two countries are integral to each other’s security and 
collaborate often, for example, through the deeply integrated North 
American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD) and search and 
rescue efforts. Although U.S.-Canada relations remain close, the two 
countries disagree on the status of the waters of the Arctic Archipelago. 
What the United States labels as the international seas of the North-
west Passage, Canada considers to be within its sovereignty. Neverthe-
less, these friendly neighboring countries have been able to manage this 
long-standing, bilateral disagreement in peaceful and practical ways. 
Although U.S. policymakers have legitimate concerns about setting a 
precedent for coastal countries to close international straits to maritime 
traffic, the Task Force believes that the United States and Canada should 
seek to resolve their border dispute in the Beaufort Sea. Resolution of 
this border issue through peaceful negotiation would have a worldwide 
demonstration effect and also reinforce both countries’ shared interests 
in cooperation in the North American Arctic.
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U.S .  M I LI TARY 

Within the broader context of national security, U.S. national military 
defense includes the protection of Alaska and passage of naval ves-
sels in—and often under—the ice-covered Arctic Ocean and impor-
tant straits such as the Bering Strait. U.S. military forces also protect 
U.S. economic activities and facilities in the Far North, including the 
Alaska pipeline and large mining sites such as the Red Dog Mine. The 
United States has operated submarines under the Arctic since the pas-
sage of the USS Nautilus in 1958. Both the U.S. Navy and Coast Guard 
operate in the region, the latter leading federal law enforcement in the 
region and focused on safety, security, coastal resupply, and fisheries 
enforcement in the Bering Sea and the U.S. EEZ in the Arctic Ocean. 
The Navy completed a force structure assessment in December 2016.38 

The United States needs to determine which military forces to array 
in the region and how to interpret the actions of others in the region, 
including North Korea, whose long-range missiles may be able to strike 
Alaska.

The intersection of Arctic and transatlantic issues highlights how the 
remits of the Pacific, Northern, and European Commands converge in 
the Arctic region. The U.S. Department of Defense should ensure that 
the seams between Pacific Command (PACOM), Northern Command, 
and European Command are not gaps. Under the Unified Command 
Plan (UCP), NORTHCOM is designated the advocate for the Arctic, 
but shares the responsibility of defense with EUCOM. However, the 
majority of forces in Alaska come under the operational control of 
PACOM. When NORTHCOM activates Joint Task Force–Alaska, it 
sources its manpower from those PACOM units. This possible conflict 
in control has the potential for tension between combatant command-
ers and should be resolved in the UCP. Other than Russia’s, foreign 
military presence in the Arctic is quite small. For the foreseeable future, 
most of the threats in the Arctic are derived from resource extraction 
activities (mining and oil and gas), illegal fishing, search and rescue 
challenges, and the presence of foreign commercial shipping, which 
may not be suitable for the harsh Arctic environment. Because this is 
mostly a homeland defense type of mission, NORTHCOM should be 
tasked with overall area responsibilities given its current domestic and 
homeland defense focus. 
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ICEBRE AKER S

Perhaps the most widely debated capacity issue is the U.S. need for 
polar ice-breaking ships. Although Russia and other countries have 
numerous ice-breaking vessels, U.S. policy should not be driven by 
competition but by U.S. needs—and the needs are real. Greater mili-
tary, commercial, scientific, and tourist activity in the region demands 
greater search and rescue, monitoring, and surveillance capabilities. 
U.S. polar icebreakers, operated by the coast guard, provide U.S. mari-
time and sovereign presence in Arctic and Antarctic waters as well as 
enforcement capacity. Each year, the United States uses an icebreaker 
to help resupply McMurdo Station in Antarctica. For Russia, icebreak-
ers are not only an operational necessity, but also an income-generating 
service to commercial vessels plying their Arctic waters. 

Ice-breaking capability will be required for a range of maritime mis-
sions. The federal government needs icebreakers for sovereign pres-
ence, law enforcement, response, science support, and other duties.39 
The coast guard may have additional work for an icebreaker related 
to enforcing the IMO’s Polar Code, the International Code for Ships 
Operating in Polar Waters, which entered into effect on January 1, 
2017. During the Cold War, the United States maintained up to eight 
true polar vessels, but today the United States has only one operational 
heavy icebreaker.40 Commissioned in 1976, the Polar Star has exceeded 
its planned thirty-year service life. The aging icebreaker was refur-
bished and reactivated in 2012 to operate for another seven to ten years, 
stretching its use to 2022. The companion Polar Sea was commissioned 
in 1978, but an engine fault sidelined the ship in 2010. The United States 
also operates a medium-weight icebreaker, the Healy. Whereas heavy 
icebreakers, as defined by the coast guard, can break through ice six-feet 
thick at a continuous speed of three knots, the Healy can break through 
ice four-and-a-half-feet thick at three knots.41 The NSF also leases two 
polar research ships for Antarctic operations, the Nathaniel Palmer and 
the Laurence Gould. These national roles for icebreakers differ from 
commercial operations and escorting of commercial ships.

With simultaneous, long-term commitments in the Arctic and the 
Antarctic, the United States should commit to building more than one 
icebreaker in the next decade as part of enhancing its global capabili-
ties. Difficult design decisions will need to be made to build the new 
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icebreakers. The U.S. Coast Guard Acquisition Directorate currently 
advises that the coast guard requires a minimum of three operational 
heavy icebreakers to support U.S. security, economic, and commercial 
needs.42 However, the 2010 high latitude region mission analysis report, 
affirmed by a Department of Homeland Security mission needs state-
ment in 2013, concludes that the coast guard requires three heavy as 
well as three medium icebreakers to fulfill its statutory missions.43 The 
Task Force recommends that the U.S. Congress approve funding for 
building up to six icebreakers so that sufficient capacity is available for 
active duty at both poles given maintenance schedules. After this initial 
investment, additional icebreakers can be built more easily. The Obama 
administration requested $150 million in FY 2017 funding for the latest 
tranche of icebreaker modernization. In the legislative process, the 
defense subcommittee of the U.S. Senate Committee on Appropria-
tions added $1 billion to build one new icebreaker. Even with significant 
funding, building an icebreaker takes up to ten years. If a new icebreaker 
were first funded in FY 2017 and construction began in FY 2020, the 
ship could potentially be completed in 2024 or 2025.44 

In the interim, U.S. policymakers could consider alternatives if there 
were to be a gap in coast guard polar icebreaker operations. Experts 
argue that the Jones Act, which regulates maritime commerce between 
U.S. cities, precludes leasing vessels from another country.45 The Task 
Force finds that icebreakers are a national capacity, which the United 
States should build on its own, but suggests that policymakers consider 
leasing additional icebreakers from the U.S. private sector until new 
ships can be built. Just as the National Aeronautics and Space Adminis-
tration (NASA) accesses outer space via rockets owned by private com-
panies, the coast guard could use U.S.-flagged private sector ships as an 
interim measure until new national capacity is available. 

In addition to building and maintaining its own icebreakers, the 
United States could also support a cooperative international ice-break-
ing unit. The Arctic coastal countries could create a unit with assets or 
personnel from several countries to help with ice breaking in the Arctic 
high seas. Some countries could contribute ships, and others, such as 
the United States, could contribute logistical or communications assis-
tance. Currently, the United States conducts joint ice-breaking activi-
ties on the Great Lakes with Canada, which could serve as a model for 
greater international cooperation, although this effort is easier because 
they are close allies.
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SE ARCH AND RE SCUE

Safe navigation in the Arctic is important to the United States. The 
United States, like all littoral countries, has an obligation to rescue 
those in trouble in its seas. Governments, acting together at the Interna-
tional Maritime Organization, have adopted a new Polar Code, which 
offers detailed requirements for enhanced safety standards for ship 
structure, navigation, fire safety, and other procedures for operations in 
the extreme cold in the Arctic and the Antarctic.46 All five Arctic coastal 
states are members of the IMO Council, which adopted the measure 
and have a special interest in mariners’ adherence to these standards. 
Under IMO rules, the country of registration should certify that ves-
sels meet legal standards. However, flags of convenience, in which a ship 
flies the flag of a country other than the country of ownership, may not 
be prepared to conduct the extensive examinations to confirm strict 
adherence to the Polar Code. Under the principle of port state control, 
a country can enforce standards if a ship is entering its port, thus the 
United States can enforce maritime rules on those that declare intent to 
enter a U.S. port but cannot stop transit traffic. 

The Task Force supports the Polar Code but believes that Arctic 
states need to work together to implement and enforce these new 
international maritime standards. For instance, because ships passing 
through the Bering Strait may stop at ports in Russia, the United States, 
or Canada, the U.S. government could work with its Russian and Cana-
dian counterparts, along with insurance companies, to enforce the 
Polar Code by inspecting ships entering their ports. These cooperative 
efforts may help build a climate of compliance with the code, and the 
program could later be expanded to all coastal Arctic states.

CUSTOMS AND I MM IGRAT ION

Half of the U.S. coastline is Alaskan. With 6,640 miles of coast-
line—33,904 miles including islands—Alaska has a longer coastline 
than all of the other forty-nine states put together.47 The Alaska coast-
line is both a national and state border, and the city of Nome is the first 
port of entry to the United States along the northwest coast. However, 
as of 2016, the Customs and Border Protection presence was quite 
small, which presents a potential problem because the shallow waters 
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off the Alaska coast could make it possible for individuals to leave a ship 
and enter the United States illegally. The Task Force recommends that 
the Department of Homeland Security allocate additional personnel to 
be stationed in Nome.

ARCT IC COUNCI L 

Presently, the Arctic Council excludes military security issues from its 
remit, enabling it to focus on environmental protection and sustain-
able development issues. As human activity increases in the region, 
the member states will need to work harder to preserve the coopera-
tive spirit of the body and determine whether the current governance 
architecture of the council is sufficient. Some observers assert that 
the Arctic Council’s scope should be expanded to include military and 
security issues. Its history of cooperative relations could provide a posi-
tive environment for discussing more sensitive military security issues. 
Conversely, this cooperative practice could be undermined by adding 
adversarial strategic issues to the Arctic Council’s agenda. The eight 
countries are all members of other bodies, including the OSCE and 
the United Nations. However, these entities are large and cover a wide 
range of issues that would distract from the focus on the Arctic. 

The Task Force finds that the Arctic Council addresses scientific and 
environmental issues well and facilitates effective cooperation among 
indigenous peoples. The Task Force recommends that the Arctic Coun-
cil consider greater non-warfighting security measures, such as search 
and rescue and oil spill recovery. Arctic Council members will also need 
to consider the financial structure of the organization, which operates 
on voluntary funding from its member states.

FI NDI NGS AND RECOMMENDAT IONS  
FOR ENHANCI NG U.S .  NAT IONAL SECUR I T Y 
I N T HE ARCT IC

The Task Force finds that

■■ the United States has important security and national defense inter-
ests in the Arctic;
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■■ the United States should maintain its Arctic underwater naval 
capacities;

■■ interpretation of Russian intentions will influence U.S. policy in the 
region;

■■ cooperation with Canada is an important component of U.S. capac-
ity in the Arctic;

■■ icebreakers are a national capacity; 
■■ the United States needs to invest in improved domain awareness for 

national security and economic activity;
■■ managing safe transit through the Bering Strait and near the coast is 

in the national interest;
■■ increased tourist and commercial traffic necessitates an increased 

presence of the Department of Homeland Security in the region;
■■ Alaska provides a staging point for U.S. military operations in the 

Pacific; and
■■ the U.S. chairmanship of the Arctic Council from 2015 to 2017 has 

been a useful vehicle for increasing national policymakers’ attention 
to the region and has reinforced the Arctic Council as the premier 
international organization in the region.

The Task Force recommends that the United States

■■ fund and maintain up to six icebreakers in the coming decade to meet 
simultaneous commitments in the Arctic and Antarctic;

■■ build its icebreakers in U.S. shipyards;
■■ consider creating a cooperative international ice-breaking unit with 

other Arctic countries;
■■ explore the modalities of military-to-military talks with Russia in 

conjunction with the Arctic Security Forces Roundtable;
■■ resolve overlaps and gaps among EUCOM, NORTHCOM, and 

PACOM in the UCP and task NORTHCOM with overall area 
responsibilities;

■■ complement NORAD’s air defense system with an updated land and 
sea alert system;

■■ give higher priority to resolving the U.S.-Canada border dispute in 
the Beaufort Sea;
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■■ support more confidence-building security measures in the Arctic 
Council, probably in the Arctic Coast Guard Forum;

■■ work with other Arctic countries and insurance companies to enforce 
the mandatory Polar Code on all ships entering nearby national ports;

■■ consider creating an internationally staffed joint search and rescue 
operations center with other Arctic countries;

■■ station additional customs and immigration personnel in Nome, 
Alaska; and

■■ implement the U.S. Coast Guard’s proposed initiative to publish vol-
untary routes through the Bering Strait on a chart. 
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Economic, energy, and environmental issues are entwined in the 
Arctic. Energy and natural resource extraction are the primary eco-
nomic activities, and tourism is a growing sector. U.S. economic 
interests in the Arctic include both activities in the region and pas-
sage through it, with economic possibilities including maritime trans-
portation, energy, mining, fisheries, and the development of Alaskan 
communities. Given the region’s burgeoning potential, the Arctic 
Economic Council was created in 2014 as a venue for international 
business-to-business cooperation to promote prosperity and sustain-
able development. 

Building on U.S. strengths in technology would help the United 
States bolster its economic potential across these activities. It would 
also bring benefits on the state and local level because the state of Alaska 
needs economic diversification and Alaska Native subsistence hunters 
need protected spaces. Although most of the region’s economic devel-
opment will come from private efforts, the Task Force recommends that 
the U.S. government focus public funds on infrastructure development 
and additional scientific evaluation that would benefit many residents 
and several industries, and on improving the integrity and well-being 
of disadvantaged communities, which do not have ample resources to 
grapple with changing conditions. 

OI L AND GAS

The Arctic is rich in natural resources, and oil and gas in the region are 
part of the strategic assets available to the United States. Although these 
resources are potentially substantial, they would need to be proven via 
further exploration activities. 

Economic, Energy,  
and Environmental Interests
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Containing an estimated 13 percent, or 90 billion barrels, of the 
world’s undiscovered conventional oil resources and 30 percent of its 
undiscovered conventional natural gas resources, the Arctic offers 
significant energy opportunities.48 Half of these energy resources are 
located in Alaska, and of those, the U.S. Geological Survey estimates 
thirty billion barrels of oil and 181 trillion cubic feet of gas may be tech-
nically recoverable.49 

Yet the economic drivers of the oil and gas industry have shifted. A 
2015 National Petroleum Council report to the Department of Energy, 
which had requested a comprehensive study on the research and tech-
nology opportunities that would enable prudent development of U.S. 
Arctic oil and gas resources, detailed these changes.50 Production from 
other large oil sources, such as shale oil, and the discovery of large Bra-
zilian offshore pre-salt deposits, have reduced the demand for more 
challenging hydrocarbon resources such as those in the Arctic. The 
current low-price stage of the commodity cycle further reduces the eco-
nomic incentives to pursue these resources now.

Thus, the more distant, Arctic offshore resources are not needed 
now and do not need to be pursued immediately. But the United States 
should recognize it possesses these strategic resources in the event that 
supply and demand or geopolitical events create the conditions for 
them to be developed. In this context, it is important to consider two 
factors. First, production from these resources is a long-term proposi-
tion, and considering the physical development and regulatory require-
ments, meaningful supply into the market could take fifteen to twenty 
years, following a sustained exploration program. This prospect gives 
the United States time to further develop its technologies for oil and 
gas extraction and environmental protection. Second, nearly all of the 
recommendations in this report—including on environmental science, 
infrastructure, and response capabilities, among others—would sup-
port these efforts if development of these resources were to occur in 
the future.

For decades, Alaska has been a major source of oil and gas, and the 
Trans Alaska Pipeline System (TAPS) has carried petroleum from 
the North Slope to the Valdez Marine Terminal since 1977 (map 2). 
Depletion of previously discovered resources (mainly Prudhoe Bay) 
has resulted in reduced flowrates via TAPS. TAPS is one of the world’s 
largest pipeline systems, and at its peak, the pipeline contributed signifi-
cant revenue to the state. Pipeline throughput peaked in 1988 at more 
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than two million barrels a day, and TAPS was delivering 25 percent of 
all U.S. oil production. By 2016, the pipeline was moving less than five 
hundred thousand barrels a day, only a quarter of its highest rate.51 Ear-
lier in the year, TAPS provided about 8 percent of U.S. oil production, 
which dropped to 6.4 percent in September 2016.52 Further reducing 
throughput will increase operational challenges as it becomes harder to 
keep the pipeline warm and functioning properly in very cold weather. 
If the TAPS throughput were discontinued, it would likely be difficult to 
restart, and the United States could lose a critical piece of energy supply 
infrastructure. The Trump administration should reflect on this possi-
bility and ensure the appropriate studies for options to maintain TAPS 
are being executed. 

In 2015, after drilling the first well in Alaska’s outer continental shelf 
since the early 1990s, Royal Dutch Shell, the company most active in 
exploring offshore drilling, discontinued operations, citing high costs, 
shifting global opportunities, and regulatory uncertainty. Several other 
major oil and gas firms have abandoned most of their leases in the 
Arctic. The Obama administration subsequently canceled the auction 
of Arctic offshore drilling leases for the next two years.53 The Depart-
ment of the Interior’s 2017 to 2022 lease sale schedule includes ten sites, 
with one in Alaska’s Cook Inlet but none offshore in the Arctic Ocean.54 

The United States will need to assess how and to what extent it 
might use Arctic assets to meet energy needs while protecting vulner-
able areas. In November 2016, an Alaska Native corporation, the Arctic 
Slope Regional Corporation, purchased the lease areas that Shell had 
vacated.55 In December 2016, the Obama administration banned drill-
ing for oil in the majority of the Chukchi and Beaufort Seas.56 However, 
the ban remains in effect only in federally controlled Arctic waters and 
does not affect drilling in state-controlled waters. 

Risks of catastrophic environmental damage from oil spills are 
numerous. Although U.S. companies operating offshore drilling rigs 
follow high standards for the industry, accidents can still happen. 
The TAPS also claims a long history of careful management, but risks 
remain. The AESC has tasked the Department of Homeland Security 
and U.S. Coast Guard with developing more extensive plans to prevent 
and respond to oil spills in the Arctic region. 

Moreover, adherence to high industry standards is not uniform 
across the Arctic, despite recent efforts. In 2013, via the Arctic Council, 
the ministers of the Arctic states signed the Agreement on Cooperation 
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on Marine Oil Pollution Preparedness and Response in the Arctic, a 
legally binding measure. Similarly, the 2016 U.S.-Canada joint state-
ment included commitments to enhance cooperation on clean energy. 
The recently created Arctic Offshore Regulators Forum, a suborgani-
zation of the Arctic Council, met in 2015 and again in 2016 to discuss 
safety in the oil industry. The Task Force finds that these are useful 
frameworks, but strong safety enforcement by national governments 
will be needed for such agreements to be effective. The United States 
should be a leader in setting the standard for development in the Arctic, 
giving full consideration for protecting the environment and the people 
who rely on it.

In addition to furthering efforts in science and technology related to 
protecting the Arctic environment from risks such as oil spills, alter-
native sources of energy for regions in the Arctic, including Alaska, 
remain critical to resolving energy challenges. Many Alaskan commu-
nities currently use expensive and environmentally taxing sources of 
fuel to provide the power they need. For instance, an extensive riverine 
fuel delivery system involves lightering or hoses to bring diesel fuel to 
Alaska Native communities in the Northwest Borough and the North 
Slope. The delicacy of the environment and the difficulty of energy 
delivery in the harsh conditions make the Arctic region a prime candi-
date for renewable energy.

In recent years, U.S. Arctic strategy has included clean energy mea-
sures, such as increased solar and wind generation, to displace some 
diesel demand in remote communities. The Task Force supports these 
measures but is concerned that implementation and funding will 
lessen over time. Although it would take years to recoup the investment 
costs, this burden is an inherent part of shifting to a more sustainable 
economic platform. Further, Alaska has become a leader in develop-
ing innovative, off-grid renewable energy technologies—the Alaska 
Center for Energy and Power and the Alaska Renewable Energy Proj-
ect being prime examples—and could become an exporter of knowl-
edge and know-how. The Task Force finds that the Arctic could serve as 
an incubator for energy innovation. Greater use of renewables would 
reduce dependence on costly diesel fuel, which produces harmful emis-
sions and has detrimental effects on health. New technological devel-
opments in nuclear energy, such as small modular reactors, also offer 
an opportunity for economic development in the region while reducing 
dependence on fossil fuels.
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ENVI RONMEN TAL CONCERNS	

The Arctic is a remarkable region, encompassing vast areas of intact 
marine and terrestrial habitats, some of the roughest seas in the world, 
an extreme and variable climate, diverse human cultures whose tradi-
tions are closely tied to the bounty of the land and sea, and abundant 
wildlife. The rich Arctic environment attracts significant wildlife to the 
region, including millions of birds from every continent each year, bow-
head whales from the Bering Sea, and gray whales from Mexico.

As the Arctic sea ice declines, resources that were once remote and 
difficult to access are becoming increasingly accessible, opening not 
only the way to new commerce but also new risks. For instance, ship 
hulls and holds, in addition to sewage and other discharge from these 
vessels, can carry invasive species into Arctic waters. In 2004, member 
states adopted the IMO’s International Convention for the Control and 
Management of Ships’ Ballast Water and Sediments. Having received 
sufficient ratifications, the measure enters into force on September 8, 
2017. Additionally, noise from passing ships can disorient marine mam-
mals and make them change their routes. Changing migration patterns, 
in turn, affect the animals and the Alaska Natives who harvest them. 
As economic activity in the region increases, the Task Force finds that 
the United States will need sustained policies supported by scientific 
data and evaluation to support culturally and environmentally sensitive 
economic development.

The sea is a major focus of environmental conservation efforts, 
but the air in the Arctic matters as well. Thawing permafrost releases 
carbon and methane, both greenhouse gases. A pound of methane can 
trap twenty-five to thirty-three times more heat than a pound of carbon 
dioxide.57 Norway has already developed technology for methane 
capture, and the United States should follow its example and invest in 
state-of-the-art methane capture technology as well. In 2015, the Arctic 
Council created an experts group to monitor implementation of the 
council’s framework for action on black carbon and methane by its 
members. The Task Force recommends that Arctic Council members 
urge observer states to adopt the framework.58 

At some oil and gas production sites across the world, natural gas 
is burned off or “flared,” releasing more than three hundred million 
tons of carbon dioxide annually, as well as black carbon, into the atmo-
sphere.59 The Task Force supports the World Bank’s Zero Routine 
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Flaring by 2030 initiative, which brings together governments, oil com-
panies, and NGOs and calls for natural gas to be conserved or used but 
not wasted by flaring. 

The Task Force recommends that the United States and other Arctic 
countries convene a high-level international panel of leading scientists 
and policymakers tasked with helping world leaders avert Arctic and 
other warming-related tipping points. This panel would lead an urgent 
initiative to identify the timing, triggers, and consequences of Arctic 
and global thresholds that the climate cannot cross without having 
serious implications for people across the planet. The panel would 
also identify monitoring gaps that should be filled to better under-
stand Arctic warming thresholds. Last, it would strive to recommend 
to world leaders the amount of Arctic permafrost, sea ice, glaciers, ice 
sheets, and other conditions that should be preserved to avoid unstop-
pable and dire effects. 

Even beyond the Arctic countries, global leaders are addressing how 
to operate in the Arctic. In December 2015, the World Economic Forum 
issued its “Arctic Investment Protocol: Guidelines for Responsible 
Investing in the Arctic,” which stresses sustainability and the inclusion 
of indigenous peoples.60

MAR I T I ME TRANSP ORTAT ION

The reduction in ice opens the ocean to navigation (map 3). The possi-
bility of new sea lanes is important for global trade; 90 percent of world 
trade moves by sea.61 The quest for shorter sea transportation routes 
has propelled strategy and politics for centuries. Sailing from China 
to Europe through the Arctic Ocean could reduce the distance signifi-
cantly over sailing through the Indian Ocean. Analysts estimate that 
an Arctic route from Shanghai to Hamburg would save 2,800 nautical 
miles over a Suez Canal route if the waters are ice free and operating 
conditions were much like the open ocean.62 

However, the economic viability of trans-Arctic maritime transpor-
tation is unclear. In a world of just-in-time manufacturing, shippers 
need to guarantee delivery on schedule, and mileage and ship speeds 
affect comparative delivery times. Capricious Arctic weather also 
makes planning travel time difficult. A delay of just one day could be 
too expensive for customers to bear. The economics of an Arctic route 
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MAP 3:  ARCT IC SE A ICE E X TEN T AND SE A ROU TE S

Source: F. Fetterer, K. Knowles, W. Meier, and M. Savoie, Sea Ice Index, Version 2 (Boulder, CO: National 
Snow and Ice Data Center, 2016), https://nsidc.org/data/g02135#.
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should be compared with the alternatives. Improvements in other 
routes, such as the expansion of the Panama Canal in June 2016 and 
Suez Canal in 2015, affect the calculus. The value of the commodities 
being transported and the fuel to move them also affects the economics 
of commercial shipping.

The Task Force finds that optimism about new Arctic sea lanes needs 
to be tempered by the difficult realities of operating in the Arctic. A 
melting sea ice cover does not mean an ice-free open ocean. Ships could 
encounter poor conditions in regions that previously were ice covered. 
Mariners and insurance companies—as well as the coast guards who 
conduct search and rescue—want shippers to adhere to the high stan-
dards required to operate in such a harsh environment. The IMO has 
developed a Polar Code to promote safe operations in the Arctic and 
Antarctic. Recognizing the need for greater cooperation for search and 
rescue, the Arctic Council countries adopted their first legally binding 
agreement in 2011 with the conclusion of the Agreement on Coopera-
tion on Aeronautical and Maritime Search and Rescue in the Arctic and 
the Agreement on Cooperation on Marine Oil Pollution Preparedness 
and Response in 2013. The Task Force supports these measures and 
urges Arctic states to implement and enforce them.

In addition to mariners, visitors are also venturing farther into the 
region. Cruise ship companies offer to sail adventurous tourists through 
the more open—yet still icy—waters. The Crystal Serenity, the largest 
cruise ship to traverse the Northwest Passage, successfully sailed from 
Anchorage to New York in summer 2016, and additional Arctic cruises 
are already planned for 2017 and beyond. 

Yet even a modest increase in maritime activity places pressure on 
infrastructure in the American Arctic. The Northern Sea route, the 
Northwest Passage, and even a potential transpolar route would all 
pass through the Bering Strait, which at its narrowest is fifty-five miles 
wide and at its shallowest is ninety-eight feet deep.63 Two islands in the 
Bering Strait, Big Diomede in Russia and Little Diomede in the United 
States, narrow the distance between the two countries to just two and 
a half miles.64 This region is one of the most environmentally sensitive 
marine areas in the world. Any incident in this region—an accident, 
fuel spill, or even maritime waste discharge—would affect the coasts 
of both countries. Increased transit traffic only increases the risk of 
mishap. Also, search and rescue capabilities are limited in the region, 
and it would take days or even weeks to reach a vessel in distress. To 
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address these limitations, the Task Force urges more safe harbor and 
search and rescue stations be situated along the Alaska coast.

On December 9, 2016, President Obama signed an executive order 
creating a Northern Bering Sea Climate Resilience Area of 112,300 
square miles. The executive order also provided a framework for work-
ing with Alaska Natives to protect the area’s environment and wildlife 
from the threats of increased maritime traffic in this region. Among its 
components, the framework calls for the U.S. Coast Guard to publish 
a Bering port access route study, requires the Bering task force to rec-
ommend ways to implement the IMO’s Polar Code, creates a Bering 
intergovernmental tribal advisory council, and withdraws designated 
areas on the outer continental shelf from leasing.65 The Task Force 
supports further implementation of the resilience area measures as 
a way to secure U.S. interests as international traffic increases in this 
narrow passageway.

I NFRASTRUCTURE

One of the foundations of U.S. power, prosperity, and identity is know-
how. From the Industrial Revolution to the invention of the internet, 
science and technology have been important components of U.S. lead-
ership, and this blend of strategy, science, and exploration has been a 
critical feature of U.S. activity in the Arctic for more than a century. In 
1957, three U.S. Coast Guard cutters completed the first circumnaviga-
tion of North America voyaging through the fabled Northwest Passage, 
and today the United States remains a leader in polar science. In spite of 
these achievements, the United States lags in other aspects. 

Almost no marine infrastructure is in place within the U.S. mari-
time Arctic. In some areas, infrastructure was provided by the oil and 
gas industry to support their facilities, and their departure has thrust 
public needs back on public authorities at the local, state, and national 
level. Potential commercial activity would be hampered by inadequate 
infrastructure. Deepwater ports exist in Norway, Iceland, and Russia, 
the largest of which is in Murmansk, Russia, but the North American 
Arctic has no major port to service transoceanic maritime transporta-
tion. The port at Nome, Alaska, is only twenty-two feet deep, but the 
city of Nome hopes to build out its docks to reach a draft of thirty-five 
feet deep without dredging.66 The Army Corps of Engineers defines a 
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deepwater port as forty-five feet deep.67 A possible alternative could 
be to locate a new harbor at Port Clarence, which served as a U.S. 
Coast Guard LORAN C radio navigation station until 2010, when 
the system was terminated in favor of the newer Global Positioning 
System (GPS).68 The Task Force urges policymakers to reinforce U.S. 
strategic presence in the Arctic by making a sustained commitment to 
boosting technology and building the infrastructure for safe opera-
tions in the region.

The U.S. Congress has begun to consider legislation on a port, 
with the introduction of House Resolution 5978, the Coast Guard and 
Maritime Transportation Amendments Act of 2016, and the Senate’s 
approval of the Water Resources Development Act, which includes $1.4 
billion over five years for infrastructure and a deep draft Arctic port, 
as well as subsistence harbors, including one on Little Diomede.69 It is 
not clear that a new deepwater port would cause a significant increase 
in transoceanic shipping or that vessels would be pulling into Alaskan 
ports. Arctic shipping may be mostly destination-driven, moving nat-
ural resources out of the Arctic using bulk carriers and tankers, with 
many vessels bypassing Alaska entirely. As the Arctic Council’s Arctic 
marine shipping assessment noted, half of shipping in the region follows 
the North Pacific great circle route through the Aleutian Islands.70 The 
future of Arctic shipping is more closely linked to the development of 
Arctic natural resources and their movement out of the Arctic to global 
markets.71 The Task Force urges completion of an up-to-date analysis of 
locations, first, for safe harbor ports for subsistence hunters and coast 
guard search and rescue and, second, for a deepwater port in Alaska.

If a deepwater port in Alaska were dredged, it would need to be sus-
tained by connections on land. Presently, however, northern and north-
western Alaska have few paved roads and no railroads. An important 
reason for having a U.S. Arctic port is for the export of Alaska’s natu-
ral resources, and intermodal transportation systems would be critical 
to moving these resources to ports and then to global markets. Even 
if commercial transshipment does not increase dramatically, tourism 
will. Passengers on the Crystal Serenity, for example, disembarked at 
several northern locations using ferries. The luxury cruise ship was 
accompanied by its own search and rescue and ice-breaking ship, and its 
captain was in contact with coastal authorities. As tourism intensifies, 
future cruises may not take the time or spend the money to be so well 
prepared. Even a modest increase in maritime traffic puts great pressure 
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on search and rescue capabilities. The Task Force’s recommendation of 
creating a series of safe harbor and search and rescue stations along the 
coast would be integral to improving infrastructure in the region and 
preparing for potential traffic increases, whether from transshipment, 
tourism, or both.

MAPPI NG AND WE AT HER

Further complicating the rise in maritime activity in the region is the 
reality that parts of the Arctic Ocean are not well charted. According to 
NOAA’s hydrographic services review panel, an advisory group on the 
U.S. marine transportation system, only 4.7 percent of the U.S. mari-
time Arctic is currently charted to modern international standards.72 
On land, the U.S. Geological Survey works with the government of 
Alaska on the Alaska Mapping Initiative, using high resolution data to 
update maps. In 2015, the Obama administration announced collabora-
tion among the National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency, the NSF, and 
the University of Minnesota’s Polar Geospatial Center to create digital 
elevation models of Alaska in 2016 and later of the Arctic as a whole.73 
The result is unprecedented: high resolution, frequently refreshed sat-
ellite imagery of the Arctic available to the public. 

Arctic weather prediction is also difficult despite recent interna-
tional efforts to enhance weather prediction capabilities. In 2011, the 
World Meteorological Congress launched the Global Integrated Polar 
Prediction System (GIPPS) under the auspices of the World Meteoro-
logical Organization (WMO), which is supported by the WMO’s Polar 
Prediction Project and the World Climate Research Program’s Polar 
Climate Predictability Initiative. The Polar Prediction Project has des-
ignated mid-2017 to mid-2019 as the Year of Polar Prediction, seeking to 
improve environmental prediction capabilities through a coordinated 
period of intensive observing, modeling, verification, user engagement, 
and education activities. The Task Force believes that the United States 
should invest in additional weather measurement capacity and continue 
to support international cooperation in weather prediction. 

Economic, energy, and environmental changes are interconnected in 
the Arctic. For years, oil companies drilling offshore have worked with 
Alaska Native communities to avoid sailing tankers where people are 
conducting subsistence hunting and fishing. The Task Force finds that 
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policymakers, mariners, and the public would benefit from integrated 
information. The University of Alaska or a similar research organiza-
tion could consolidate information collected by several other groups to 
create charts of animal migration and maritime traffic. Organizations 
such as the Audubon Society have been mapping the migration of birds 
and whales around Alaska, the U.S. Coast Guard tracks maritime trans-
portation, and Alaska Natives track marine mammals and fish. The 
Task Force suggests that the creation of maps in which different types of 
information were overlaid could help clarify no-go areas, which would 
help protect Alaska Natives’ economic well-being and support safe 
commercial navigation.

TELECOMMUN ICAT IONS

Improving telecommunications technology should be an important part 
of U.S. strategy in the Arctic. Telecommunications links are currently 
poor throughout parts of the Arctic. Satellites supporting the U.S. 
GPS orbit at an inclination of 55 degrees, favoring coverage for lower 
latitudes. The Russian GLONASS system provides better coverage in 
the Arctic; its satellites orbit at 64.8 degrees.74 Users in the Arctic do 
not benefit significantly from the satellite-based augmentation system 
(SBAS), which is located in geostationary orbit over the equator. The 
SBAS’s GPS correction signal is poor in the Arctic and is not receiv-
able above 81 degrees north.75 Better interconnections among GPS, 
GLONASS, the European Union’s Galileo Global Navigation Satellite 
System, China’s BeiDou Navigation Satellite System, India’s regional 
Navigation With Indian Constellation (NAVIC), and Japan’s regional 
Quasi-Zenith Satellite System (QZSS) would be beneficial. The Task 
Force finds that improved communications is crucial for navigation and 
search and rescue, as well as for contacts among residents and with the 
rest of the world.

Communications are most developed in the Nordic Arctic, next in the 
Russian Arctic, and least in the North American Arctic. However, pri-
vate companies are beginning to build new networks in the U.S. Arctic. 
For example, in 2016, Quintillion, an Anchorage-based telecommuni-
cations company, began laying a repeated submarine fiber optic cable 
that will run through the Bering Strait and along the Alaska coast, with 
lines branching to Alaska cities. Iridium, a satellite communications 
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company, provides some voice and data coverage in the Arctic region, 
but circumpolar communications links are still few. The Task Force 
believes that developing a trans-Arctic search and rescue communica-
tions network would be an important improvement that benefits both 
residents and visitors. For example, better internet or mobile telephone 
links would enable sick people in remote areas to be diagnosed via 
telemedicine links or allow teachers to connect with students for long- 
distance learning opportunities.

Other potential opportunities for improved communication are 
available. In the lower forty-eight states, the U.S. Coast Guard oper-
ates a very high frequency (VHF) emergency radio frequency, which is 
available twenty miles from shore. Presently, the system is not available 
in Alaska, but the coast guard and Federal Communications Commis-
sion could develop a similar system suitable for the Arctic. Additionally, 
the Alaska Arctic Waterway Safety Committee was created in 2014 and 
includes a network of Alaska Natives from the northwestern part of the 
state who are working on proposals for improved communications.76

A major obstacle to improving telecommunications infrastructure 
in the Arctic is the great expense and difficulty involved. Telecommuni-
cations improvements may necessitate new mechanisms on the ground 
or orbiting in space. Policymakers will need to set priorities and explore 
what costs should be borne by governments and what should be led by 
the private sector or through partnerships.

E X TRACT ION

The harsh yet delicate Arctic environment yields copper, nickel, iron, 
gold, and other valuable minerals and metals. The Red Dog Mine in 
Alaska is one of the largest zinc and lead mines in the world, and Rus-
sia’s Norilsk Nickel complex is the largest nickel and palladium mine in 
the world and the fourth largest copper mine. Diminishing sea ice may 
allow for greater marine access to mining, which could bring wealth but 
also disrupt natural habitats. Conversely, melting of permafrost could 
reduce land access to some mining areas. Rare earth metals may also 
be a lucrative industry in the Arctic and provide competition to China, 
which currently controls more than 40 percent of the world’s rare earth 
reserves and still produces about 89 percent of the global rare earth ele-
ments output.77 At times, China has restricted exports, significantly 
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driving up world prices, and a new market could help to lessen the 
dependency on Chinese rare earth metals.78

However, global commodities prices, now low, will influence 
whether Arctic mining will be developed further. The city of Nome, 
for example, was founded during the Alaska gold rush, but dredging for 
gold has ebbed. The Inuit Circumpolar Council advocates for under-
standing of the status, role, and rights of Arctic indigenous peoples in 
relation to extractive industry activity.79 The Task Force calls for the 
highest environmental and cultural standards for resource extraction 
to be examined and put in place before proceeding. 

FISH I NG

The U.S. Arctic is rich in renewable resources, notably fisheries. 
Although the polar sea ice cap has historically precluded significant 
commercial fishing at the North Pole, most commercial and indigenous 
fishing occurs in the territorial waters of Arctic coastal countries. For 
instance, the Bering Sea provides more than half of the wild-caught 
fish and shellfish in the United States each year.80 However, some com-
mercial fishing in the high seas portion of the Arctic Ocean has been 
conducted by fleets from countries outside the region. Accordingly, the 
Arctic countries share an interest in limiting such fishing and reducing 
this type of traffic in the region.

Taking a precautionary approach, the coastal countries agreed not 
to support fishing in this region for now, although the ability to com-
mercially fish in the Arctic is still years away. In 2009, the United States 
placed a moratorium on commercial fishing in its EEZ north of the 
Bering Strait.81 In July 2015, all five Arctic Ocean coastal states agreed to 
the nonbinding Declaration Concerning the Prevention of Unregulated 
High Seas Fishing in the Central Arctic Ocean, stipulating that these 
countries would not authorize their own ships to fish in the Arctic high 
seas until more scientific information about the movement of fish as the 
ocean warms becomes available. Coastal Arctic countries want other 
countries with significant fishing fleets to adopt the same approach. 
The United States invited China, Japan, Iceland, South Korea, and the 
European Union to a meeting in December 2015 to discuss a permanent 
ban, which is supported by the government of Alaska, Alaska Natives, 
the Alaska fishing industry, and environmental groups.82 Subsequent 
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meetings were hosted in 2016 by Norway, again by the United States, 
and by Canada. 

In their joint statement from the U.S.-Canada summit meeting in 
2016, President Obama and Prime Minister Trudeau called for “a bind-
ing international agreement to prevent the opening of unregulated fish-
eries in the Central Arctic Ocean.”83 The Task Force commends this 
step and supports a permanent moratorium, which would help Alaska 
Native subsistence fishers and protect wildlife without significant cost 
to the economies of Arctic countries. Arctic indigenous peoples would 
need to be consulted as this policy develops. To be effective, non-Arctic 
actors with major fishing fleets, including China, Japan, and Taiwan, 
would also need to participate. 

Ecosystem-based approaches offer useful examples. Marine pro-
tected areas (MPAs) are proving to be an effective management tool to 
conserve fisheries and other biological resources. However, other area-
based management approaches are also needed in the Arctic to address 
goals such as food security and conservation in a dynamic system where 
climate effects are causing rapid changes in species distributions and 
ecosystem functions. Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity, 
a multilateral treaty dedicated to promoting sustainable development, 
agreed that at least 10 percent of oceans should be managed as MPAs, 
and the Arctic Council nations have agreed to create a circumpolar 
network of MPAs. Science—both biological and social—is needed to 
shape new area-based management tools that will contribute to main-
taining marine and coastal areas, as well as the cultures connected to 
them. In addition, the Arctic Council and its permanent participants 
could consider MPAs in its discussions. The U.S. government should 
seek integrated approaches to monitor the effectiveness of marine-
managed areas and to allow for flexible adaptive approaches.

FI NDI NGS AND RECOMMENDAT IONS FOR 
ADVANCI NG U.S .  ECONOM IC , ENERGY, AND 
ENVI RONMEN TAL I N TERE STS I N T HE ARCT IC

The Task Force finds that

■■ current low oil prices, as a result of the global economic slowdown and 
increased oil supply from non-Arctic regions, make extracting outer 
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continental shelf Alaska resources less economically viable at this 
time, but their potential strategic importance should be recognized;

■■ increased maritime traffic, the fluctuating world energy market, and 
the changing environment will strain capacities in Alaska; and

■■ governments and companies will need to work together to improve 
telecommunications services in the region.

The Task Force recommends that the United States

■■ improve its Arctic infrastructure by

–– creating a series of safe harbor and search and rescue stations 
along the coast;

–– continuing to examine locations for a deepwater port;

–– developing a trans-Arctic search and rescue communications 
network;

–– developing a corollary in Alaska to the coast guard VHF emer-
gency radio frequency;

–– overlaying information from different sources to create maps 
clarifying no-go areas; and

–– working with other Arctic countries to position more satellites in 
geostationary orbit over the Arctic for telecommunications and 
environmental monitoring; 

■■ support the World Bank’s Zero Routine Flaring by 2030 initiative 
and the Arctic Council’s framework for action on black carbon and 
methane;

■■ extend the moratorium on commercial fishing in the central Arctic 
Ocean;

■■ consider options to maintain the long-term viability of TAPS 
infrastructure;

■■ examine and apply the highest environmental standards for resource 
extraction before proceeding with further mining; and

■■ continue supporting policies that promote environmental conserva-
tion, in addition to addressing climate change.
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The United States cannot be an effective Arctic power without address-
ing the security and strength of the state of Alaska. At 656,425 square 
miles, Alaska is the largest state, more than twice the size of Texas and 
one-fifth the size of the entire United States, but it also has the lowest 
population density in the nation. Nearly one-third of Alaska lies within 
the Arctic Circle. Alaska also has the longest general coastline of any 
state, extending for 6,640 miles, a distance greater than that of all the 
other states’ coastlines combined. Alaska accounts for 8 percent of the 
oil produced in the United States, and most of America’s salmon, crab, 
halibut, and herring come from the state.84

Alaska contains a unique system of multiple jurisdictions. There are 
boroughs that operate like counties and various Alaska Native institu-
tions, including Alaska Native tribal governments and corporations, 
all of which bolster representation but can slow decision-making and 
diffuse responsibility.85 Alaska Native regional and village corporations 
were created as part of the 1971 Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act 
to enable Alaska Natives to own and share the income from natural 
resources on their land (map 2).86

Despite its abundance of resources, Alaska’s economy is vulner-
able. The state’s economy rests on three pillars: oil and gas, the federal 
government and the U.S. military, and everything else, including tour-
ism and fishing. Like many petro-state countries ironically blessed 
with the resource curse, Alaska has benefitted from the profits of 
its sale of petroleum, but has not yet developed a resilient integrated 
economy nor a balanced tax system. Each Alaskan has shared in the 
bounty; a quarter of the revenue generated has been deposited in the 
Alaska Permanent Fund, which invests the money (valued at more 
than $54 billion) and pays an annual dividend to qualified Alaska resi-
dents.87 However, the drop in global oil prices has had a devastating 
effect on the Alaskan economy, resulting in a large budget deficit and 

Alaska and Alaska Natives
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a lingering recession. Alaskans are now considering how to diversify 
their economy. 

Economic, environmental, and energy needs would be addressed 
by improving infrastructure and by diplomatic efforts to reinforce 
existing cooperation among Arctic countries. Some of the infrastruc-
ture that would benefit oil and gas exploration would also benefit 
scientific research and commercial maritime traffic. Such measures 
include improved communications systems, search and rescue, oil spill 
response, assessment of noise impact on marine mammals and mitiga-
tion, and bathymetric mapping. 

ALASKA NAT I VE COMMUN I T I E S 

The people of Alaska are on the front lines of change. The economic, 
environmental, and energy choices made as part of U.S. national strat-
egy will affect them for decades to come. Alaska Natives have lived in 
this harsh region for ten centuries and have successfully adapted to 
many changes, but the accelerated climate change of the modern era has 
had a profound impact on indigenous communities in the Arctic. 

Amid the search for renewed economic vitality in Alaska, a respect 
for environmental stewardship and precautionary planning is needed. 
Infrastructure needs to be developed within the context of sound eco-
system management and understanding of cultural values. Science 
should also be integrated into infrastructure planning to consider 
potential climate impact scenarios. For example, when siting a port, it 
will be essential to know what wildlife migrations and concentrations 
occur in the area, how the area is needed for subsistence, and how the 
area is likely to change as a result of climate change. 

U.S. strategy in the Arctic needs to acknowledge the stresses within 
communities in the U.S. Arctic. People in the region face mental and 
physical health ailments. Water and sanitation are still inadequate for 
human flourishing in some villages in Alaska. In 2015, the United States 
committed to the UN Sustainable Development Goals, which includes 
goal number two on safe water and sanitation. According to the 2014 
American Community Survey conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau, 
3.8 percent of Alaska households had no plumbing, the highest such 
rate in the nation. In rural areas, 8 percent “lacked complete plumbing,” 
sixteen times the national level of 0.5 percent.88 The number of homes 
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in rural Alaska without adequate plumbing is ten times the national 
average.89 Reporting on domestic conditions is part of foreign policy. 
Moreover, a country dedicated to the notion of e pluribus unum (out of 
many, one) should strive to realize the birthrights of every American, in 
Kotzebue as well as in Kansas City.

Human security includes food security and basic elements of human 
well-being. Many Alaska Natives rely on subsistence hunting and gath-
ering, and the changing climate is having an impact on traditional food 
sources. Social disintegration in parts of Alaska Native communities is 
evident. Rates of suicide, addiction, and abuse are among the highest in 
the nation.90 Yet resilient communities are reclaiming their heritage and 
trying to plan for the future. Coastal erosion means that some towns will 
need to relocate. Ironically, some Alaska Natives are in coastal towns 
only because the federal government forced their nomadic ancestors 
to settle there. Thus, deciding which and how village residents should 
move again is emotionally and historically sensitive. Forced displace-
ment interrupts intergenerational knowledge transmission and causes 
cultural disorientation.

As a country, Americans need to decide how to manage internal cli-
mate refugees. From Alaska to Louisiana, people (often poor) are being 
displaced. The United States may need to deal with a wave of climate 
refugees as the Arctic continues to warm and rising sea levels flood 
coastal villages. Although federal support designed for emergency 
response and rebuilding is available, long-term relocation may require 
a new office within the Department of Homeland Security. As the situ-
ation changes for local communities in the Arctic, the United States will 
need to broaden its approach to indigenous communities. 

Historical and cultural connections across the region have spawned 
unusual international organizations. Most international organizations 
are composed solely of states, but the Arctic Council includes six indig-
enous groups as permanent participants. Although not all people in the 
Arctic are Inuit, the Inuit Circumpolar Council, which has held special 
consultative status at the United Nations since 1983, provides an impor-
tant transborder forum for sharing ideas and highlighting common 
interests such as the impact of climate change on the food security of 
subsistence hunters.91 At the White House Tribal Nations Conference 
in December 2010, President Obama, in response to calls from Native 
Americans across the country, announced that the United States would 
support the nonbinding UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
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Peoples, making transborder relations among indigenous Arctic com-
munities a factor in U.S. multilateral diplomacy.92

As part of U.S. strategy in the Arctic, policymakers should consider 
how best to tap Alaska Native expertise to advance policy goals. For 
instance, playing a role in the Cold War DEW Line provided native com-
munities some sense of purpose and connection to the nation as a whole. 
Alaska Natives have been observing the region for generations, and 
including their analyses and observation of climate change could give 
depth and perspective to policymakers’ understanding of the region.93

Alaska Native corporations can also play a role. Separate from state-
chartered municipal governments and from federally recognized tribal 
governments, these corporations are unique regional and village struc-
tures that share the financial benefits of natural resources among quali-
fied members of Alaska Native descent. Some of these corporations 
manage significant international investment portfolios; others have 
more modest assets. Many provide social and cultural services to their 
members and help form a bridge between traditional communities and 
the market economy.

FI NDI NGS AND RECOMMENDAT IONS  
FOR SUPP ORT I NG ALASKA  
AND ALASKA NAT I VE COMMUN I T I E S

The Task Force finds that 

■■ without an income tax, a corporate tax, or even an agreement to tap 
its financial reserves, the state of Alaska is ill prepared to offset the 
reduction in revenue resulting from the decline of oil prices;

■■ climate change affects Alaska Native locations and livelihoods 
dramatically;

■■ subsistence hunters and fishers in the United States rely on their envi-
ronment directly for food;

■■ Alaska Natives’ concept of food security includes the well-being of 
the environment;

■■ a national plan to provide for climate refugees is needed;
■■ Alaska Natives’ expertise can enrich U.S. evaluations of changing 

conditions in the Arctic;
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■■ drawing on lessons from other countries might be applicable to 
working with coastal communities in Alaska; and

■■ given that 3 percent of (and 8 percent of rural) Alaskans lack indoor 
plumbing, the United States is not fully meeting its commitment to 
the UN Sustainable Development Goal number two on safe drinking 
water and sanitation.

The Task Force recommends that

■■ the U.S. government bolster efforts to improve access to safe drink-
ing water and sanitation in Alaska and throughout the country in 
accordance with its commitments to the UN Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals;

■■ the federal government and state of Alaska work with Alaska Natives 
to safeguard subsistence hunting, fishing, and gathering; and

■■ the Department of Homeland Security, in collaboration with that 
of Health and Human Services, establish an office to coordinate and 
fund relocation of entire communities when warranted.



49

The Arctic sits at the crossroads of two major historical trends: the 
changing climate and the search for better trade routes. The melting of 
the Arctic sea ice cap opens up possibilities of more navigation as com-
mercial enterprises bring natural resources out of the region and sail 
across it. Many of the policy recommendations in this report concern 
technology and infrastructure for safe operation in Arctic conditions. 
Infrastructure in Alaska—the U.S. Arctic—needs to be strengthened 
to enable the United States to pursue environmental, economic, and 
social activity as well as to provide for national security. Throughout 
history, humanity has sought to move goods down the road or around 
the world in search of prosperity, ultimately driving trade and shaping 
world politics. The names Gibraltar, Hormuz, and Malacca are redo-
lent with history, and climate change may soon add the Bering Strait 
to that list as well. The United States should not only continue, but also 
augment its renewed focus on the Arctic.

Conclusion
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The lack of infrastructure in the U.S. maritime Arctic is a serious 
national gap with human, security, economic, and environmental 
implications for the twenty-first century. Many elements of infrastruc-
ture mentioned in this report require sustained, long-term investment: 
hydrography and charting, a viable Arctic port, polar ice-breaking 
capability, advanced communications, a robust environmental observ-
ing system, strengthened monitoring and surveillance, search and 
rescue capacity, environmental response capacity, aids to navigation, 
marine salvage, and more. All are necessary to respond to increasing 
Arctic marine use, facilitate marine navigation, and provide for a robust 
marine safety and environmental protection framework not only in the 
U.S. Arctic, but throughout the circumpolar world. From my perspec-
tive, two among this long list of needs require immediate federal fund-
ing: hydrographic surveying and charting and the revitalization of the 
U.S. Coast Guard polar ice-breaking fleet.

Increased geodetic and oceanographic observations and expanded 
hydrography and charting are critical to using the U.S. frontier Arctic 
maritime region. While there are existing U.S. charts for the entire 
region, many regions have not been surveyed to modern standards. 
As indicated in this report, only an estimated 4.7 percent of the U.S. 
maritime Arctic is charted to modern, international navigation stan-
dards. The National Strategy for the Arctic Region issued in May 2013 
highlights charting and mapping the Arctic’s ocean and waterways as 
vital to U.S. stewardship and advancing U.S. national interests. Only by 
increasing the NOAA budget for Arctic hydrography and charting can 
measurable progress be made. Importantly, the nation’s only federal 
hydrographic ships capable of Arctic survey operations, both commis-
sioned in 1968, require strategic replacement. 

The nation’s federal polar icebreakers, operated by the U.S. Coast 
Guard, are instruments of national policy and the visible, sovereign 

Additional and Dissenting Views
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presence of the United States in Arctic and Antarctic waters. They are 
capital assets that operate, normally independently, in both polar regions, 
where the United States has broad national interests; they are naval ships 
as well as the primary U.S. maritime law enforcement presence in polar 
waters. These multi-mission ships represent a unique polar capability and 
global reach, undeniably an integral component of American naval and 
maritime power. The revitalization of these national assets has been the 
subject of many studies during the past three decades—by interagency 
groups, independent organizations (including the National Academies 
of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine), and the coast guard—and all 
have affirmed the strategic importance of polar icebreakers operated 
by the coast guard. None of these comprehensive studies has argued 
that U.S. national polar maritime interests are served by outsourcing 
them to foreign governments or commercial interests. Further studies 
and continued debate about the role of the coast guard icebreaker fleet 
are unwarranted. Greater clarity on this U.S. strategic requirement has 
been illuminated by a rapidly changing Arctic and increasing marine use. 
While the number of new coast guard icebreakers can be debated, these 
assets are clearly critical for maintaining U.S. global maritime capabil-
ity, assuring polar marine access, and providing visible and effective U.S. 
maritime presence, particularly in the U.S. maritime Arctic.

Lawson W. Brigham
joined by Dalee Sambo Dorough, Jill M. Dougherty, and Sherri W. 
Goodman

It is on the question of how fast the Arctic will open to heavy use, and 
accordingly in terms of policy urgency, that I disagree with this well-
written report. Greater policy urgency is necessary both to tap oppor-
tunity and to cope with disaster.

Straight-line extrapolation fails. Acceleration—namely, an inces-
sant, nonlinear increase in temperature, ice melt, transit, resource 
exploitation, and natural calamity—is likely within the experience of 
living Americans. For example, with the first credible, commercial suc-
cess of oil or gas drilling offshore in the Arctic, a gold rush will likely 
ensue. Within a couple of decades, over four hundred mining and drill-
ing sites will become accessible. The United States must decide whether 
it wants its firms to be on the forefront of this bonanza or in the wake.
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With its symbolic claiming of the North Pole, Russia has already 
made its intentions clear. It plans to turn its large sector of the Arctic 
into a Russian lake. Russia already possesses some twenty icebreakers. 
It is constructing multiple deepwater ports. Because of natural advan-
tages of current and wind, Russia’s side of the Arctic is opening first. 
Russia intends to become the locus of trade and transport from Europe 
to Asia, out-competing the Panama Canal. China, too, is preparing for 
a full Arctic role.

Unless the United States wants its coastlines to become a backwa-
ter, it likewise must plan for access to industrial sites as well as to cross-
Arctic transit along well-marked and charted routes. Deepwater ports 
are essential.

All of the environmental change is likely to devastate the Arctic. 
Many populations of caribou, polar bears, walruses, and northern 
minke whales will be extirpated. Native populations, partially depen-
dent upon these food sources, will suffer hugely. In the lower forty-eight 
states, from Manhattan to Houston, the rise of water levels will cause 
devastation to property and life. The problem will be most stark during 
hurricanes when the storm surge will wipe out large sections of Miami, 
New Orleans, and Houston, certainly for those thousands of people 
living in the hundred-year flood plains. Where are the national and local 
strategies to cope with these virtually inevitable outcomes?

Accompanying all of this crescendo of human activity will be large 
issues of national security. Transit of the Arctic by the navies of many 
countries will make Chicago and Toronto the immediate target of 
cruise missiles and precision-guided bombs.

North America cannot be defended from the Arctic except in terms 
of close cooperation with Canada. Whatever the internal complications 
of bureaucratic coordination between commands inside the United 
States (in practice this has been managed), coordination between coun-
tries within NORAD and NORTHCOM is seamless. But the United 
States and Canada must expand their responsibilities to integrate 
undersea, surface, air-breathing, and space-based functions within 
a coordinated whole. Bearing in mind that these joint functions are 
purely that of monitoring and surveillance, the importance of NORAD 
and NORTHCOM cannot be exaggerated. Perhaps the greatest indi-
rect consequence of global warming is that it will create new security 
vulnerabilities in the Arctic that are almost unprecedented.

Charles F. Doran 
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I fully endorse this report as well as its conclusions and recommenda-
tions, especially those concerning indigenous peoples in Alaska. I offer 
the following information only to elaborate on the significance of the 
UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and to offer a 
broader context for understanding the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) from an indigenous perspective. 

The UN Declaration is not legally binding in the same manner as 
treaties, but it has diverse legal effects. It reflects rights already found 
in human rights treaties, and some of its provisions reflect customary 
international law.

Since U.S. endorsement in 2010, the declaration has been a consen-
sus international human rights instrument. It has been reaffirmed twice 
by consensus by the General Assembly. The declaration is regarded as 
an authoritative source of guidance for diverse institutions, including 
parliaments, governments, courts, national human rights institutions, 
and human rights treaty bodies.

States and the General Assembly have recognized, as the UN 
Commission on Sustainable Development wrote, “the importance of 
the United Nations Declaration . . . in the context of global, regional, 
national and subnational implementation of sustainable development 
strategies.” Further, “eradicating poverty in all its forms . . . is . . . an 
indispensable requirement for sustainable development.” In this same 
context, “the responsibilities of all States . . . to respect, protect, and pro-
mote human rights . . . for all, without distinction of any kind” are also 
emphasized by the United Nations.

It is essential to note that, in addition to the need for safe drinking 
water and sanitation, the U.S. commitment to other diverse SDGs and 
SDG Indicators is also important to Arctic indigenous peoples and 
their cultural integrity, self-reliance, and well-being. The realization of 
the SDGs by the United States in a spirit of partnership with indigenous 
peoples must ensure the full exercise and enjoyment of collective and 
individual human rights. Through self-governance, indigenous peo-
ples must exercise their own responsibilities. These include, inter alia, 
food and water security, environmental protection, and stewardship of 
indigenous lands and territories for present and future generations.

Dalee Sambo Dorough
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Although I generally agree with the policy recommendations contained 
in this report, I would like to highlight a difference with one of them. The 
Task Force, while “recognizing the political obstacles,” recommends 
that the Trump administration make approval of the UN Convention 
of the Law of the Sea a high priority for its work with the Senate. The 
Senate should, in my view, provide its advice and consent for UNCLOS 
ratification, but it has in fact declined to do so for several decades. There 
is little prospect of this changing in the near term. Because an adminis-
tration’s legislative priority list is limited, and given the array of compet-
ing items—including ending sequestration and securing a bipartisan 
budget deal—it makes little sense to put UNCLOS at the top of the 
Trump administration’s legislative agenda.

Richard H. Fontaine Jr.

Thank you to the many people associated with Arctic Imperatives who 
worked to better understand America’s only Arctic state, Alaska, and 
its people. Alaskan people and the state we inhabit are precious to me, 
and I desire to continue the dialogue with members of the Task Force 
and others about these important issues. For that reason, I respectfully 
submit this dissent.

First, I do not share the view of the report that “by failing to ratify the 
UNCLOS treaty, the U.S. Senate has undermined the nation’s ability 
to advance its interests in the Arctic to the fullest extent.” Substantively 
and historically, the United States has had and continues to have diplo-
matic, economic, and military ways to secure all of its interests in the 
Arctic, whether or not the U.S. Senate ratifies UNCLOS. The presi-
dent (with Congress) should more clearly define U.S. Arctic interests 
(as they have already, to some degree, to comply with federal law) and 
the United States should act as a nation to secure those interests by rea-
sonable means other than UNCLOS. 

Second, I believe the Task Force’s recommendation that the Trump 
administration designate an Arctic ambassador reporting to the assis-
tant secretary for the Bureau of Oceans and International Environ-
mental and Scientific Affairs within the U.S. State Department is far 
too limiting. The Arctic ambassador’s portfolio and knowledge base 
must be far wider than environmental science. Therefore, while work-
ing cooperatively with State, the Arctic ambassador could be detailed 
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to a higher level at State, to the president’s ambassador to the United 
Nations, or to the Office of the Vice President.

Third, I disagree with the notion that “for the foreseeable future, 
most of the threats in the Arctic are derived from resource extraction 
activities (mining and oil and gas), illegal fishing, search and rescue 
challenges, and the presence of foreign commercial shipping.” Those 
claims are far too simplistic and also made without the benefit of classi-
fied briefings from the Department of Defense or intelligence agencies 
that would, from my own personal experience, reveal more pressing 
defense concerns. I do agree, however, that NORTHCOM should be 
tasked with overall area responsibilities.

Finally, I believe the section on oil and gas is misguided. The report 
correctly identifies the significant resources in Alaska (billions of bar-
rels and trillions of cubic feet of natural gas available), but effectively 
argues to leave it in the ground for some undefined time. The Task 
Force advising on Arctic Imperatives is an august body to be sure, but 
we have no place making the call to lock up U.S. resources—resources 
that can improve the lives and economic opportunity of all. Rather, the 
Task Force ought to urge the federal government to follow its own con-
gressionally passed laws, and federal agencies should consistently and 
timely apply regulations and federal leasing laws. President Obama’s 
ban on Arctic outer continental shelf lease activity should be rescinded. 
When the federal government more consistently applies and follows 
the law, more Americans will have opportunity balanced with environ-
mental protection.

Sean Parnell
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sian and Caspian energy team and IHS institutional investor energy 
research. She is currently the commercial director for IHS analysis on 
climate and carbon and is overseeing an IHS study on the transition to 
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board. She graduated Phi Beta Kappa from Wesleyan University and 
holds an MA from Yale University and an MBA from the Yale School 
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for America’s only Arctic state with the goal of creating opportunity for 
Alaskans. Under Parnell’s leadership, Alaska experienced an economic 
turnaround with billions of new dollars flowing into private sector 
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Additionally, Parnell created educational opportunity for thousands 
of young Alaskans by creating the Alaska Performance Scholarship, a 
merit scholarship for university and job training programs that every 
young Alaskan can earn by successfully completing additional high 
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70 Task Force Members

James B. Steinberg is university professor of social science, interna-
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on the board of directors of Texas Instruments, Inc., and United Technol-
ogies Corporation, and formerly served on the board of SC Johnson and 
Son, Inc. She is a member of the Nuclear Matters advisory council and 
Terrestrial Energy’s international advisory board. She holds an execu-
tive masters professional director certification from the American Col-
lege of Corporate Directors. Whitman also serves a number of nonprofit 
organizations, including as chairman of the American Security Project 
and vice-chairman of the trustees of the Eisenhower Fellowships. She is 
a member of the board of directors of the Center for Responsible Shale 
Development. She co-chairs the Joint Ocean Commission initiative lead-
ership council and is on the advisory board of the Corporate Eco Forum.

Margaret D. Williams is managing director of World Wildlife Fund’s 
U.S. Arctic field program, which entails leading a team of experts in cli-
mate change, wildlife biology, fisheries, oil and shipping, and commu-
nications to implement an international conservation strategy for the 
Bering, Chukchi, and Beaufort Seas. Williams has a special interest in 
Russian conservation. She speaks Russian, and was founder and editor 
for twelve years of the quarterly journal Russian Conservation News. 
Before joining the World Wildlife Fund in 1997, she worked as a consul-
tant to the World Bank on biodiversity projects in Russia and Central 
Asia. Williams is currently a member of the board of the Alaska Ocean 
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Patrick Moynihan (D-NY). Sestanovich comments frequently on 
international issues for radio and television and has written for major 
newspapers, magazines, and other publications. He is a member of 
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