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Introduction  

As global temperatures rise, the Arctic ice cap is melting at an accelerating rate, unveiling what could 
become the most significant reconfiguration of global trade routes since the opening of the Suez Canal. 
The retreat of sea ice has created new navigable corridors – most notably the Northern Sea Route, the 
Northwest Passage, and the potential Transpolar Route – shortening travel distances between Asia, 
Europe, and North America by up to 40%. This shift presents an unprecedented opportunity for economic 
growth, maritime innovation, and geopolitical influence. Yet, it also introduces immense environmental, 
legal, and humanitarian challenges. 

While some nations view the Arctic as the “last frontier” of globalization, others warn of the risks of 
transforming a fragile ecosystem into a new arena for competition. The United Nations Conference on 
Trade and Development (UNCTAD) emphasizes that the development of Arctic trade must occur under a 
framework of sustainability, equity, and multilateralism. The central question is not only who will benefit 
from these new routes—but also how the international community will manage them without endangering 
the planet’s climate balance and regional stability. 

 

 

Key terms  

Near-Arctic States: a term used by China that refers to countries that claim a stake in arctic 
governance despite not having any land north of the arctic circle. 

UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS): An international agreement that outlines 
nations' rights and obligations concerning their access and use of the world’s ocean. It allows the 
regulation of states’ claims to extend their continental shelves, which is a major source of conflict 
in the arctic. This agreement has not been ratified by the US. 

Northern Sea Route (NSR): A shipping route that goes from the Kara Sea to the Bering Strait and 
along Russia's Arctic coastline. When compared to the Suez 
Canal route, it provides the biggest distance savings (up to 
40%) between Northern Europe and East Asia. 

Northwest Passage (NWP): A sea route through the Arctic 
Ocean, along the northern coast of North America via 
waterways through the Canadian Arctic Archipelago. The 



sovereignty over these waters is disputed between Canada (which claims them as internal waters) 
and other nations (which see them as an international strait). 

Transpolar Sea Route (TSR): A future, hypothetical shipping route that would run through the 
international waters of the central Arctic Ocean, bypassing the coastal zones of the Arctic states. It 
would become usable only with extensive, sustained ice melt. 

Ice-Class Cargo Ship: Vessels specifically reinforced to navigate through sea ice. Their 
development and deployment are crucial for the commercial viability of Arctic shipping. 

Arctic Amplification: The phenomenon where the Arctic region warms at a rate two to four times 
faster than the global average. This is the primary reason behind the ice melt which makes these 
new trade routes possible. 

Sea Ice Retreat / Arctic Meltdown: The long-term decline in the amount and thickness of Arctic 
sea ice, particularly the multi-year ice that is harder and therefore more dangerous for ships. 

Blue Ocean Event: A term used to describe the point when the Arctic Ocean becomes virtually 
ice-free (defined as having less than 1 million square kilometers of sea ice extent) for a period of 
time. 

Black Carbon: Soot produced by the burning of fossil fuels and biomass. When deposited on ice 
and snow, it reduces their albedo (reflectivity), causing them to absorb more heat and melt faster. 
It is a major pollutant due to increased Arctic shipping. 

Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ): A sea zone prescribed by UNCLOS over which a state has 
exclusive rights regarding the use of marine resources, including energy production from water 
and wind. It extends 200 nautical miles from the coast. 

Extended Continental Shelf: A claim a coastal state can make under UNCLOS to extend its 
jurisdiction over the sea, beyond its EEZ, based on the geological continuation of its land territory. 
This is a major source of territorial claims, such as Russia's claim to the Lomonosov Ridge. 



General overview  

 

 

 

 

The Arctic region is transforming faster than any other part of the planet. Temperatures are rising at over 
four times the global average, and what was once a frozen expanse of inaccessible waters is becoming an 
emerging maritime corridor linking the world’s major economies. As sea ice continues to recede by 
roughly 13% per decade, routes such as the Northern Sea Route (along Russia’s coast), the Northwest 
Passage (through Canada’s Arctic Archipelago), and the potential Transpolar Route (across the central 
Arctic Ocean) are becoming seasonally navigable. This geographical shift carries profound economic 
implications: the Northern Sea Route can shorten voyages between East Asia and Northern Europe by up 
to 40%, saving shipping companies nearly two weeks of travel and millions in fuel costs. According to 
UNCTAD, Arctic routes could handle 10–15% of global Asia–Europe trade within the next three decades. 

Yet, these economic benefits are overshadowed by a fierce contest for control. The Arctic is estimated to 
contain roughly 13% of the world’s undiscovered oil and 30% of its undiscovered natural gas, along with 
deposits of rare earth minerals, nickel, and cobalt – resources that are increasingly critical for global 
energy transitions. As sea ice melts, access to these deposits becomes easier, intensifying competition 
among Arctic coastal states (Russia, the U.S., Canada, Norway, Denmark via Greenland) and major 
non-Arctic powers like China and the European Union. Each actor seeks not only commercial gain but 
also strategic leverage in defining who sets the rules for navigation, extraction, and governance in a 
region that could soon resemble a new maritime frontier. 

This competition has spurred an unprecedented militarization of the High North. Russia has reopened 
Cold War–era bases, deployed advanced radar and missile systems, and developed the world’s largest 
fleet of nuclear icebreakers to patrol and secure the Northern Sea Route. NATO, in response, has 
increased its Arctic exercises and surveillance capabilities, with U.S., Canadian, and Nordic forces 
reinforcing their northern commands. What began as a race for trade has thus evolved into a contest of 
deterrence and prestige. Even though the Arctic Council excludes military matters, its cooperative 
mandate is being strained by rising geopolitical tensions, particularly after Russia’s growing isolation in 
international forums. 



At the same time, the environmental cost of Arctic development is immense. Increased ship traffic emits 
black carbon, accelerating ice melt by darkening the ice surface. Oil and gas exploration threatens fragile 
ecosystems already destabilized by climate change, and accidents in these remote, frigid waters could take 
decades to recover from. Indigenous populations such as the Inuit, Nenets, and Saami face disruptions to 
their traditional hunting, fishing, and herding patterns, as industrial projects encroach on ancestral lands 
and shipping lanes disturb marine life. Many Arctic communities lack the infrastructure to respond to 
emergencies, leaving them disproportionately vulnerable to the region’s transformation. 

Efforts have been made to manage this unfolding reality through international cooperation, yet these 
mechanisms remain fragmented. The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) 
remains the cornerstone of Arctic governance, defining states’ rights to continental shelf extensions and 
Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs), though the U.S. remains outside its legal framework. The Arctic 
Council, established in 1996, promotes dialogue on environmental protection and sustainable 
development but has no binding authority. Non-binding resolutions such as UNGA 76/72 (Oceans and the 
Law of the Sea) and IMO’s Polar Code (2017) have introduced safety and environmental standards for 
Arctic shipping, yet enforcement remains inconsistent. Meanwhile, overlapping claims—such as those 
over the Lomonosov Ridge by Russia, Canada, and Denmark—continue to test the limits of existing 
international law. 

Ultimately, the Arctic has become a stage for a new kind of power politics—one defined not only by 
territory but by infrastructure, technology, and governance. Whoever can provide safe navigation, control 
data flows, and invest in sustainable logistics will shape the future of global trade. For others, the 
challenge lies in ensuring that economic ambition does not destroy one of the planet’s most vulnerable 
ecosystems. The debate in UNCTAD thus revolves around finding a balance between opportunity and 
preservation: how to integrate the Arctic into the global economy without repeating the extractive 
mistakes of the past. 

Major parties involved 

Russia:​
 Sees the Northern Sea Route as a national asset and economic lifeline. It has invested heavily in Arctic 
ports, military installations, and nuclear icebreakers, and requires foreign ships to pay navigation fees and 
follow Russian regulations. Russia’s approach emphasizes sovereignty and control, often framing Arctic 
development as a pillar of its global power projection. 

United States:​
 Advocates for freedom of navigation and open sea routes but has not ratified UNCLOS, limiting its legal 
authority. The U.S. is increasing its Arctic military presence through the Alaska Command and NATO 
cooperation, while also investing in scientific research and icebreaker construction to counterbalance 
Russian and Chinese influence. 

China:​
 Labels itself a “Near-Arctic State” and promotes the Polar Silk Road as part of the Belt and Road 
Initiative. It has invested in LNG projects, shipping infrastructure, and research bases in the region. While 



publicly supporting peaceful trade, its growing strategic footprint raises concerns about long-term 
geopolitical ambitions. 

Canada:​
 Defends its claim that the Northwest Passage constitutes internal waters, opposing foreign use without 
authorization. Canada also supports environmental protection and Indigenous consultation but faces 
pressure to capitalize on economic opportunities as Arctic shipping expands. 

European Union and Nordic States (Norway, Sweden, Finland, Denmark, Iceland):​
 Prioritize environmental protection, sustainable development, and indigenous rights. Norway, a major 
Arctic energy producer, seeks to balance environmental standards with economic interests. Denmark, 
through Greenland, has its own territorial and resource claims under UNCLOS. 

Indigenous and Local Communities:​
 Represented within the Arctic Council through organizations like the Inuit Circumpolar Council, these 
groups emphasize the importance of sustainable livelihoods, cultural preservation, and inclusion in 
policy-making. Their role is increasingly recognized in global debates on Arctic governance. 

 

Ambiguous or Balancing Actors 

India:​
 Maintains a research-driven, environmentally focused Arctic policy but seeks to diversify energy and 
trade routes, supporting multilateral dialogue under UN frameworks. 

Japan and South Korea:​
 As advanced maritime nations, they promote the use of Arctic routes for trade efficiency while investing 
in ice-class ship technology. Both balance commercial opportunity with climate commitments. 

France and Germany:​
 Support EU-led sustainability initiatives while encouraging European companies to participate in Arctic 
energy and shipping projects under strict environmental standards. 

 

Timeline 

- 1973: Start of the concern over environmental changes in the polar regions which leads to early 
discussions about Arctic cooperation and the need to better understand its ecosystem. This marks the 
beginning of global attention toward the Arctic’s importance. 



- 1996: The Arctic Council is officially established; a platform for Arctic and non-Arctic nations to work 
together on issues like environmental protection, sustainable development, and scientific research is 
created 

- 2007: Arctic sea ice reaches a record low, alerting scientists and world leaders. The rapid melting sparks 
new interest in the region’s potential for trade and shipping routes that could reshape global commerce. 

- 2011: The Arctic Search and Rescue Agreement is signed, becoming the first legally binding deal made 
under the Arctic Council. It shows how cooperation in the region is becoming increasingly necessary as 
activity in the Arctic grows. 

- 2013: More countries outside the Arctic region gain observer status in the Arctic Council. This reflects 
the expanding global interest in the Arctic’s economic potential as well as its strategic position for 
international trade. 

- 2016: The Paris Agreement highlights the need to slow down global warming to protect fragile 
environments like the Arctic. Although efforts have been made, temperatures continue to rise, resulting in 
the acceleration of the melting of the sea’s ice. 

- 2018: Reports confirm that the Northern Sea Route is open for longer periods each year. This shift 
makes Arctic shipping routes more practical and increases competition among countries willing to benefit 
from them. 

- 2021: International discussions within the UN and UNCTAD focus on how to manage Arctic trade 
responsibly.  

- 2023: Arctic ice reaches another record low, intensifying debates over the future of the region. The need 
for global cooperation becomes more urgent as nations realize that the Arctic’s transformation will affect 
the entire world. 

 

Possible Solutions: 

 Establishing a Binding Multilateral Framework for Arctic Navigation and Trade​
 The absence of a comprehensive treaty governing Arctic economic activity leaves critical gaps in safety, 
sustainability, and legal accountability. Delegates may consider the creation of a new UN-led framework 
to regulate shipping, infrastructure development, and environmental safeguards. Unlike the purely 
scientific and demilitarized Antarctic Treaty System, this framework would need to accommodate 
commercial interests while setting enforceable limits on pollution, icebreaking, and extraction.  

Clarifying Legal Ambiguities and Promoting Universal Adherence to UNCLOS​
 One of the central tensions in Arctic governance lies in overlapping claims over continental shelves and 
Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs). While UNCLOS provides the legal foundation for maritime 



boundaries, several disputes—such as over the Lomonosov Ridge—remain unresolved. Encouraging all 
Arctic stakeholders, particularly the United States, to ratify and fully implement UNCLOS would 
reinforce a shared legal basis for negotiation. Establishing neutral arbitration mechanisms or ad hoc UN 
panels could prevent escalation and set precedents for handling new transpolar routes once ice-free. Legal 
clarity would also strengthen investor confidence, reduce military posturing, and promote peaceful 
navigation. 

Advancing Sustainable Infrastructure and Green Technology in the Arctic​
 Economic expansion in the Arctic need not mirror the extractive and polluting models of past industrial 
frontiers. Delegates may explore cooperative financing mechanismsto support research and development 
of low-emission, ice-class vessels powered by alternative fuels such as LNG or hydrogen. Similarly, 
investments in renewable-powered ports, fiber-optic infrastructure, and satellite monitoring could enhance 
safety while minimizing carbon output. By embedding environmental sustainability into trade 
infrastructure, states can demonstrate that Arctic development is compatible with global climate 
commitments. 

Ensuring Indigenous Participation and Environmental Stewardship​
 Indigenous communities remain the most affected yet least represented stakeholders in Arctic policy. 
Their livelihoods depend on fragile ecosystems now exposed to industrialization, and their traditional 
knowledge could be vital to sustainable management. Integrating organizations such as the Inuit 
Circumpolar Council (ICC) and the Saami Council into decision-making processes—perhaps through 
observer or advisory roles in UNCTAD-led forums—would lend legitimacy and local insight to global 
policy.  
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