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Abstract

The Arctic region, which has occupied a special position in the discourse of international political
science for more than ten years, has gradually acquired various and often diametrically opposed
images on the pages of both English- and Russian-language studies. For a long time, the central
intergovernmental forum, the Arctic Council, designed de jure to promote international
cooperation and maintain peace in the region, served as a kind of “barometer” of the state of
“exceptionalism” of transnational relations in the region. There is no generally accepted consensus
regarding the role and state of the forum after 2022 either among researchers of international
relations or among official representatives of the member states and observers of the council. In
the context of the unprecedented crisis that has been occurring in the Arctic region since the Cold
War, it is especially important to study the role of the Arctic Council as a key format for
international cooperation in the Arctic throughout all stages of its functioning, as well as an
overview of other formats of regional cooperation that have emerged since the events of 2022,
which made it possible to identify the main trends in the development of a complex structure of
regional interaction at the current stage of its functioning.
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Introduction

For most of the 21st century, transnational relations in the Arctic have been associated with
a unique environment, relevant only for this region of the world. These features of regional
relations also received a specific definition in the research discourse and became known as "Arctic
Exceptionalism". The latter includes: 1) geographical remoteness, 2) the complexity of the
development of economic activity in the region, 3) the vulnerability of its unique ecosystem,
4) the exclusion of military (or traditional) security issues, and 5) the primacy of cooperation in

the field of "low politics" when it comes to solving regional problems and challenges.

The Arctic Council (AC) has long been the core of the regional relations. The AC is a
high—level forum of regional actors that includes eight Arctic states and six Indigenous Peoples’
organizations, non-Arctic States, intergovernmental and interparliamentary, as well as

non-governmental organizations with a special observer status.

Despite the well-known skepticism about the resilience of the regional cooperation system,
the Arctic Council had been functioning successfully until the beginning of the Special Military
Operation (SMO) and continues to exist today. However, the future of the forum, as well as the
future of regional relations in the Arctic, remains unknown. The Arctic space of international

relations remains in a state of unprecedented uncertainty since the end of the Cold War.

The main aim of this scientific work is to study the prospects for the existence of the Arctic
Council, namely the restoration of its activities, the transformation of the regime or its
disintegration. In accordance with the aim, it is planned to consider the theoretical, historical and
political features of international cooperation in the Arctic region, to study the transformations of
the Arctic Council, to determine the peculiarities of the Council's development after 2022, as well
as to explore the relevance of the existing alternatives to this kind of cooperation. The main
theoretical and methodological framework of the study is structural realism, while the O. Young’s
interpretation of the theory of regimes serves as a medium-level theory of the paper. Combining
these two theories makes it possible to analyze the increasing importance of the Arctic Council for
the Arctic states within the context of politization of regional relations and increasing role of
security issues in the region; as well as to take into account the features of regional relations,
expressing the special role of the Arctic Council as a guarantor of the development of regional

cooperation. The methods are classical qualitative methods — deductive logic, historical-



descriptive and problem-chronological methods, analysis of official sources from the archive of

the Arctic Council, official statements by representatives of the Arctic states, their synthesis.

The "Exceptionalism' and regional security in the Arctic

Starting with the theoretical part devoted to the "exceptionalism" of the Arctic, it should be
mentioned that there are a lot of different connotations of the "exceptionalism" concept in works

devoted to international relations in the Arctic [Whitney Lackenbauer, Dean, 2020].

Within the framework of scientific research, several of the most relevant attempts to
integrate "Arctic Exceptionalism" into existing theoretical approaches aimed at studying security

and regional policy issues can be identified.

First, there is an attempt to conceptualize the Arctic transnational space as a separate
regional security complex (RSC), which has its own dynamics of relations and distinctive features
in interactions between regional states [e.g. Lanteigne, 2016; Padrtova, 2017; Sadurski, 2024].
Secondly, there is a stable tradition of studying regional security issues through the lenses of
geopolitics and critical geopolitics, through the analysis of existing territorial claims, how these
issues are used in the official discourse of actors involved in the Arctic reginal relations
[e.g. Dittmer et al, 2011; Knecht, Keil, 2013; Klimenko, 2019; @sthagen, 2020]. Thirdly, it is
equally important to notion the concepts of security governance and multilevel governance to the
realities of regional relations in the Arctic. Following this idea, the expanding range of regional
threats requires the Arctic states to either increase the number of actors involved in the search for
solutions, including non-state actors, or transform the regional cooperation structure into a more
appropriate and relevant one. [e.g. Stokke, 2011; Gjerv, Hodgson, 2019; Zheng, Zhang, 2024; Fei,
Peiqing, 2025].

A distinctive feature inherent to all above-mentioned approaches is the reflection on "Arctic
Exceptionalism," which is the main concept either for studying regional relations, the interests of
Arctic states in the region, maintaining collective security in the Arctic, or, conversely, the
degradation of regional cooperation and the erosion of the regional governance system. In many
ways, this desire to widen or refute the concept of "Arctic Exceptionalism" is justified by the
excessive idealization of this category, which is firmly entrenched in scientific research and official

political discourse.

The initial form of the "Exceptionalism", which we can find in the early works of O. Young

and G. Osherenko, rather reflects the ecological features of the region — harsh weather and climate



conditions coupled with a fragile regional ecosystem, special living conditions of people, difficult
transport and logistical accessibility and so on. [Osherenko, Young, 1989; Young, 1992] With
regard to further conceptualization of the concept, it is generally believed that the
"Exceptionalism" of the Arctic lies in the special conditions of regional relations, which are
characterized by intensive cooperation between states, high geopolitical stability and a developed
consensus among regional actors that exclude military security issues from the official agenda of
relations [Mikkola et al, 2023]. In other words, the region, on the one hand, is "isolated" from
global political dynamics and issues of "high politics"; on the other hand, it is distinguished by the
unique structure of regional governance, which is based on functional cooperation and principles

of peaceful coexistence [Brosnan et al, 2011; Heininen, 2019].

The most appropriate approach is to define the concept of “Exceptionalism”™ as a unique
regional security system established under the Arctic Council. Thus, the "Exceptionalism" of the
region primarily implies the isolation of the Arctic from the general dynamics of international

system, which is maintained by the structure of regional governance [Kapyld, Mikkola, 2019].

Before proceeding to the main part of the study, it is especially important to realize two

fundamentally important details, which often become the subject of discussions.

Firstly, despite some distinctive features of the Arctic, it is obvious that the development
and changes in regional relations have been closely dependent on global trends of international
relations [e.g. Heininen et al, 2019; Klimenko, 2019; Bertelsen, 2020]. It was not only the idea of
the region's "exclusion" from the world politics that was closely linked to the events taking place
inside the USSR and in relations between Moscow and Washington, but the need to institutionalize
regional cooperation is also logically justified by the governance vacuum in the Northern Europe
and Arctic region that emerged after the end of the Cold War. Consequently, the concept of “Arctic

Exceptionalism” was mostly a product of its time.

Secondly, if we assume that the Arctic has always remained closely dependent on common
tendencies taking place in international relations, then the formalization of Arctic institutions took
place under the strong influence of the unipolar moment, following the process of the general
dynamics of rapprochement between Russia and the West, and was not something truly unique in
the anarchic system of international relations. In the existing scientific research concerning the
Arctic region, this phenomenon remains outside the discussion, although it is certainly impossible
to deny the impact of this fact on the development of institutions and international cooperation

[e.g. Mearsheimer, 2019; Hansen, 2010].



Realistic interpretation of regime theory

In this paper the regime theory is used in accordance with the already established tradition
of considering the Arctic through the prism of a critical approach to its "exceptionalism”. First of
all, it is necessary to consider the main works devoted to the conceptualization of international
cooperation in the realist tradition. The main works dealing with the problem of state cooperation
in the anarchy are the works of R. Jervis, J. Grieco and D. Snidal. All the authors appeal to the

postulates of structural, in this context defensive, realism.

In this theoretical context, the interests of sovereign states are reduced to the only important
goal — to ensure their security and survival. The main difficulty lies in that all states exist in a state
of anarchy, which determines not only the absence of a Sovereign capable of preventing conflicts
between them, but also the inability to guarantee the fulfillment of these states’ promises. These
features actualize an extremely important problem underlying the belief that states cannot
cooperate in terms of realism — the problem of absolute and relative gains received by actors in
international relations when cooperating with each other [Grieco, Powell, Snidal, 1993]. The
difference in benefits from interstate cooperation is maximized by such theorists as J. Mearsheimer
and R. Schweller. They argue that states will seek to increase relative benefits even in relations
with their allies at the earliest opportunity in order to guarantee their own security and prevent
aggression, resorting to a variety of methods [Schweller, 1994; Mearsheimer, 2014]. Anyway, not

all realist scholars share this opinion.

American scholar R. Jervis argues that one state’s attempts to increase its security by
maximizing the relative power capabilities and benefits, derived from unfair interaction with other
actors, often do not contribute to achieving the goal of preventing threats and enhancing security.
Moreover, on the contrary, it may lead to security shortcomings, concerning both the state itself
and other actors in the system of international relations. Accordingly, states commonly seek to
maintain the status quo in relations, guided not by the thirst for profit and the desire to maximize
their own capabilities, but by a sense of fear and a desire not to be weakened relative to others.
Thus, according to Jervis, the classic security dilemma can be solved by developing mechanisms
of limited cooperation and other forms of interaction that promote greater awareness of the parties

about each other's intentions [Jervis, 1999].

J. Grieco holds a similar position. In his view, the most important thing is the state's fear
that its partners, who may well become its enemies, will be better informed and have relatively
greater opportunities because of cooperation. Thus, states always strive to ensure that their

partners, regardless of the degree of cooperation, ensure compliance with pre-defined conditions



of interaction that lead to "balanced" or "justice" results. This "Justice" in Grieco's connotation
means a distribution of the results of cooperation that maintains the balance of opportunities that
existed before cooperation. In other words, states offer their partners certain concessions,

demanding to receive similar benefits from their partners [Grieco, 1988].

The position of D. Snidal should also be highlighted separately. The researcher's ideas are
based on the assumption that any states that decide to cooperate in order to resolve a common
problem will receive '"permanent results from this cooperation." This means that
benefits received by each of the states participating in a particular model of cooperation are
proportional to the number of states involved and are divided among them in accordance with the
contribution of a particular state to the common cause. The scholar assumes that the difference in
the benefits, if they appear, will be adjusted either by voluntary concessions from the main
beneficiaries of the project, by reforming the cooperation project as such, or by terminating

cooperation as a matter of last resort [Snidal, 1991].

Thus, it is necessary to highlight certain features of international cooperation within the

framework of the realist tradition, which are noted in the works of each of the authors.

Firstly, cooperation between states is possible in the conditions of anarchy. It is always
based on the interests of ensuring the security of the state, but it is not limited solely to cooperation
in the field of military issues. States can increase their own security by establishing stable and
regular contacts with other states. Secondly, states mainly strive to cooperate within the clear
boundaries of a certain problem area, since the integration of several areas of cooperation, in the
most negative scenario, will increase the relative benefits received by a partner not only within
one specific area, but also in other related areas. Thirdly, states choose less durable and less binding
agreements if they are not sure of their partner's intentions, also seeking to limit the partner's gains
and increase their own benefits from cooperation. Fourth, states seek to maximize the number of
participants in cooperation if they are not sure of their partner's honesty. Thus, states usually try to

minimize the relative benefits received by counterparties.

As Jervis, Grieco, and Snidal point out, multilateral forms of cooperation are implemented
on the basis of intergovernmental agreements designed to define the functional framework of
cooperation and consolidate the capabilities and obligations of states participating in these
cooperation formats. The only reference to a specific institutionalized form of cooperation
involving more than two states is the mention of "international institutions", which is poorly

classified in the works discussed above. In order to adapt the researchers' ideas to the Arctic region



and ensure greater analytical accuracy, the theory of O. Young’s regimes is also necessary to use

in this work [Young, 1982; Young, 1986].

According to O. Young, the international regime is primarily a social institution. Social
institutions are practices that consist of identifiable roles combined with a set of rules or
conventions governing the relationship between the holders of these roles, making them more
predictable. Rules of conduct, usually expressed in the form of treaties or conventions that
constitute an institution, are a superstructure of institutions. Regimes, like all social institutions,
can be formally or informally formulated. Their distinguishing feature is a combination of
expectations and behavioral patterns. Although regimes are resistant to change and, as a rule,
resistant to the influence of individual revisionist states, deviant behavior is acceptable and
inherent in almost all insufficiently formalized regimes. Sometimes deviant behavior signals the

beginning of a regime transformation.

The components of any international regime are agreed principles, norms, rules, procedures
and programs designed to guide cooperation between states towards greater cohesion and lower
costs. These components generate legitimate and sustainable practices in the sphere of relations
between states united around a common problem. All types of regimes, regardless of the form of
their creation, are not static institutions and are subject to change. Thus, some regimes have been
fraught with internal contradictions since their creation, sooner or later contributing to their further
transformation. Other regimes are transformed as the structural changes in the system of
international relations happens. In addition, regimes are often strongly influenced by external

events in the system of international relations.

The initial task of conceptualizing the "regime" concept in international political science
was to demonstrate the importance of studying international institutions. Today, when a consensus
on the existence of regimes in world politics has been reached, the main research problem of many
works devoted to this issue is the study of the influence of international regimes on the interaction
of states, the possibility of socializing the latter and changing their interests. Thus, regime theory
seems to be the most appropriate theoretical framework for studying the transformations and

problems of the Arctic Council in the context of the worsening polycrisis in the world politics.

Formation and transformation of the Arctic Council

The realities of the formation and transformation of the Arctic Council will be considered
with the usage of analytical categories proposed by O. Young. According to the key categories of

the analysis, this chapter of the work will be divided into three parts: regime formation, which



includes consideration of the general context of regime creation, constitutive principles and norms,

and regime transformation [Levy, Young, Zurn, 1995].

Regarding the formation of the international regime, for a long time in the history of
international relations, the Arctic remained its deep periphery. It is not surprising, that the very
concept of "Arctic Exceptionalism" is more or less closely related to the "emptiness" of the Arctic
space, which remained a distant frontier on the geographical map of international relations [Skriba,
Sapogova, 2022]. As technological capabilities increased and space for colonization rapidly
disappeared, the northern latitudes began to attract more attention of the great powers [Lavengood,
2021]. As a result of the two world wars, the Arctic region finally became an important part of the
strategic planning of the Soviet Union and the United States, the two superpowers, being more like
an object of their geopolitical interests than as a separate region of international relations [Huebert,
2019; Albert, Knecht, 2022]. Peaceful coexistence within the borders of the region throughout
almost the entire Cold War was based on mutual deterrence and an arms race [Bertelsen, 2022;

@sterud, Honneland, 2014; Martynov, 2015].

While Moscow and Washington were preparing for a potential military clash in the region,
other Northern states were building their own highly successful models of socio-economic
development, forming a trustful regional environment, and to a certain extent playing a role of
mediator in the bipolar confrontation. Despite the significant role of the European Nordic
countries, whose social systems were "more receptive to new political thinking" [Fokin and
Smirnov, 2012], it is extremely important to understand the special role of the Soviet Union in the
process of demilitarization of the Arctic and the intensification of regional pan-Arctic cooperation
in the second half of the 1980s [Exner-Pirot, 2020]. The Murmansk initiatives, announced by
Mikhail Gorbachev in 1987, became a formal declaration of the expansion of New political
thinking to the North, offering the regional powers constructive cooperation and peaceful
coexistence model. This "Murmansk resonance" became the ideological basis for the launch and
subsequent institutionalization of international cooperation in the Northern Europe and Arctic
[Fokin, Smirnov, 2012]. Subsequently, most of Mikhail Gorbachev's ideas were implemented in
practice with the signing of the Ottawa Declaration, which marked the establishment of the Arctic
Council in 1996. The institutionalization of state relations was based on the following features: a
favorable international political environment, common ecological, socio-economic and cultural
challenges, and the primacy of "low politics." They also determined the main lines of the future

international regime in the Arctic.

The constitutive principles of the Arctic Council, and, consequently, the forms of

cooperation between the Arctic states, were set out in the Ottawa Declaration (1996). Thus, the



Arctic states agreed to coordinate their actions and cooperate on scientific research, environmental
protection, sustainable economic development, and promotion of interest and popularization of
issues related to the Arctic issues [Ottawa Declaration, 1996]. In 1998, at the ministerial meeting
of the Council in Iqaluit, the regulations for the functioning of the Arctic Council were adopted.
In addition to the organizational issues, two provisions of the regulations seem to be the most
curious. Firstly, all Council’s decisions are made by consensus of the eight Arctic states. Secondly,
non-Arctic States can apply for observer status provided that a memorandum is sent to the
chairman State containing information on existing and potential opportunities to assist the work of
the Arctic Council in achieving the goals of cooperation, as well as information on their relevant

projects and actions related to the Council's agenda [Iqaluit Declaration, 1998].

Such ministerial meetings of the Arctic Council are held every two years, providing a
platform for evaluating the results of the work of working groups (WGs) and the chairmanship of
an Arctic state, as well as for discussing the prospects for the next two-year development cycle of
the Council. At the end of each meeting, a corresponding declaration on the results of the meeting
is adopted. In general, it should be noted that from 1998 to 2017, there were no particularly serious
changes in the Council's work results, agenda, and functioning structure [Arctic Council
Declarations, 2017]. It should be noted that the main principles of the Arctic Council as a regime
of cooperations — cooperation in the field of "low politics", the exclusion of traditional security
issues and searching ways to solve common problems in the Arctic — have remained unchanged

for a long time.

Thus, the following features of the Arctic Council should be classified as an international
regime in accordance with O. Young's classification. The Council does not include any structural
differentiation among the Arctic states themselves, while being distinguished by its pronounced
functional orientation and geographical limitations (solving common problems of regional states
within the borders of the Arctic region). Moreover, the Council cannot be considered a strong
regime. Its regulations and founding documents do not cover a wide range of relationships in the
region, ignoring, for instance, issues of military security, and are also very formal in terms of the
fact that they do not provide a mechanism for the regime's response to the deviant behavior of its
participants and a long-term strategy for institutional development. However, precisely because of
its "regulatory weakness," the existence of a consensus decision-making procedure and the lack of
clear boundaries for the further development of the regime form the core of what Young calls an
"autonomous decision-making method," which makes the regime more flexible to external and
internal challenges, and also allows for the revision of regulations, rules and other features of the

regime's activities and structure.



Thereby, the international regime does not exist in a vacuum, and when discussing the
transformation of the Arctic Council's roles, it is necessary to consider the general context of
international relations. The most serious challenges to the principles of functioning of the Arctic

Council are the periods 2007-2009 and 2019-2022.

The events of 2007-2009 have been well studied in research papers on international
political issues. The recorded rates of increase in the average annual temperature and melting of
sea ice not only contributed to the actualization of global climate issues, but also attracted the
attention of the non-regional states to the prospect of economic development of the region
[Raspotnik, 2018]. This increase in the interest of non-Arctic states was accompanied by initiatives
for the internationalization of the Arctic, the idea of creation of an international treaty regulating
the activities of states in the region by analogy with the Antarctic Treaty [Chumlyakov,
Chumlyakova, Ignatyuk, 2023]. Such an initiative directly contradicted the interests of the Arctic

states, which consider this prospect as a threat to their sovereignty and security.

In response to increased international attention to the region and the actualization of climate
problems, the five Arctic coastal states adopted the Ilulissat Declaration (2008) [Ilulissat
Declaration, 2008]. According to the text of the declaration, the five states guaranteed their
sovereign rights within the borders of their exclusive economic zones, which relate mainly to
special conditions of navigation, fishing, and expansion claims the limits of the continental shelf
and the supremacy of the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea in the region. Most importantly,
it was stated that there was no need to establish a special international legal regime, and regional
problems were supposed to be prevented and resolved based on the principles of international law,
peacefully and by finding consensus. Based on this declaration, a number of legally binding

agreements were also adopted under the auspices of the Arctic Council.

In 2013, the Kiruna Declaration was adopted, which changed the rules of operation of the
Arctic Council and complicated the process of accepting new observer states. According to the
new rules of procedure, the state applying for observer status is obliged to support and recognize
the goals of the Council set out in the Ottawa Declaration, recognize the sovereignty of the Arctic
States in the Arctic, take into account the supremacy of existing norms of international law in the
region and the waters of the Arctic Ocean, respect the culture, values and traditions of the
Indigenous peoples, as well as demonstrate political will, interest and economic opportunities to
participate in the work of the Council, report regularly on their activities [Kiruna Declaration,
2013]. In other words, the Arctic states guaranteed the participation of non-Arctic states in solving
regional problems in the field of "low politics", at the same time ensuring the security of their

interests and sovereignty in the region.



Thus, the role of the Arctic Council is changing. Initially, the Council was designed to
stabilize mutual expectations regarding the future behavior of the Arctic states, contribute to
resolving common non-military problems and threats in the region, thereby guaranteeing regional
security, and ensure regular interaction between states for their socialization. The actualization of
a new common threat in the form of the internationalization of the Arctic correlating with the
background of accelerating climate change has contributed to the rapprochement of the Arctic
countries. With the adoption of the Ilulissat and Kiruna Declarations, the Arctic Council de facto
becomes an instrument for protecting the sovereign rights of the Arctic states, and the Council's
status itself is legitimized as the main and only forum for political governance of the region. This
is also evidenced by the data obtained during the analysis of the Arctic strategies of regional states

by A.G. Sakharov and L. Heininen [Sakharov, 2015; Heininen, 2020].

Considering the more serious crisis of 2019-2022 in the work of the Arctic Council, it is
largely the result of growing international and political tensions between Russia and Western
countries in the context of the gradual deepening of the Ukrainian crisis that began in 2014, as well
as increasing contradictions between the United States and China [Steinveg, 2023]. In 2019, M.
Pompeo at the Arctic Council Ministerial Meeting in Rovaniemi identified the "militarization of
the Russian Arctic" and the intensification of Russian-Chinese cooperation as the main threat to
the entire structure of regional cooperation. It is generally believed that this moment made it
impossible to ignore the growing contradictions between the Arctic states. Despite the subsequent
short-term improvement of the international political climate in the Arctic, when the strategic plan
for the development and activities of the Arctic Council for 2021-2030 was adopted, in 2022 the
Arctic Council has stopped its work, and the very future of regional cooperation in its traditional

post-bipolar format has become a big question mark.

Arctic Council after 2022

The start of the Special Military Operation was the moment when non-regional security
issues finally became impossible to ignore within the framework of the Arctic Council. At the time
of mid-to-late 2022, it seemed that the situation was developing according to the most pessimistic

scenario.

Meanwhile the first step towards overcoming the actual freeze in the functioning of the
Council was a "constructive discussion", and then the transfer of the Ministerial Meeting on
Research activities in the Arctic (Arctic Science Ministerial) from Russia to Norway in April 2023

[TASS, 2023]. Norway also received a report on scientific research conducted in the region during



the two years of the Russian presidency. In May 2023, Russia also transferred to Norway the status
of Chairman of the Arctic Council [Morvesti, 2023]. After a long period of closed summer
meetings with all Arctic states, including Norwegian meetings with Indigenous Peoples'
organizations and Working Groups, in September 2023 Norway presented an agreed plan for the
resumption of the Arctic Council working groups, which was to be based on a written
communication procedure [Arctic Portal, 2023]. In October 2023 Norwegian representatives in
the Council organized a meeting with representatives of six Indigenous Peoples’ organizations to
discuss the prospects for resuming the Council's work at the level of working groups [Arctic
Council, 2023]. As a result, by the beginning of March 2024, the eight Arctic states had finally
agreed on a plan to resume the functioning of working groups in online format, which was
perceived by all participants of the Arctic Council as a "decisive step forward" aimed at resuming

the work of the Council [Arctic Council, 2024a].

All these processes were accompanied by comments from officials of the Arctic states,

emphasizing the need to preserve the forum.

First of all, it is necessary to note the constructive position of the official Norwegian
representatives. For example, the Norwegian representative to the Arctic Council
M. Hoglund, albeit in a very restrained form, outlined the importance of maintaining ties between
researchers from Norway and Russia, as well as the need for Russian scientists to participate in
regional cooperation projects. He was supported by Norwegian Minister of Foreign Affairs
A. Huitfeldt [High North News, 2023a]. In addition, back in May 2022, the representative of the
United States to the Arctic Council, J. DeHart outlined the US position on the reasonability of
keeping the participants and structure of the Arctic Council intact, also noting that the prospects
for creating any other format of cooperation in the Arctic without Russia do not meet the interests
of the American side and are poorly implemented [High North News, 2022]. In 2023, Danish
representative T. Winkler stated that, despite the rapid actualization of military security issues, “old
problems" (meaning common regional ones) in the Arctic have not disappeared and are far from
being resolved. He was supported by the representative of Sweden, L. Calais, who reported that
Sweden stands for the preservation and protection of the structures of the Arctic Council in the
long term [High North News, 2023b]. In 2024, the Finnish Ambassador for Arctic and Antarctic
Aftairs, P. Vuorimiki, also declared that the dynamics of the Council's resumption were not the
worst, noting "very good" work with the participation of Russia [Delovoj Petersburg, 2024], and
Iceland's senior official in the council, B. Ellertsdoéttir stated that the impact of new geopolitical

realities is extremely difficult to ignore, however, the continuation of scientific cooperation and



support for the relevance of the Arctic Council for the residents of the region are issues of critical

importance, which requires the return of the forum to regulate functioning.

It should be quoted from the words spoken by the Senior Swedish official to the Arctic
Council in 2024, A. Wernhoft: "Of course, the Arctic Council is not a forum where we talk about
security policy or military aspects, which is a change from my former work. I think this is very
important, and we need such a mechanism. Let us continue to have this protected space to talk
about the scientific challenges and implications for the Arctic and for the people living in the Arctic
and leave security policy to other fora and contexts." [Arctic Council, 2024¢]. Also in 2025,
summing up the results of the Norwegian presidency of the Arctic Council and anticipating the
future Danish presidency, Norwegian Minister of Foreign Affairs E.B. Eide said the following: "It
has been a demanding, yet rewarding experience to revive the work of the Council. Our guiding
goal as Chair has been to steer safely through challenging times, ensuring that the Council can
continue its vital work. Ensuring that the Council could continue to address the most important
issues facing the Arctic. And ensuring that we continued as the Council we were set up to be, with

all the eight Arctic States and six Permanent Participants " [Arctic Council, 2025a].

Following the Norwegian chairmanship of the Arctic Council, all eight Arctic States
reaffirmed their commitment to the traditional goals of the forum, once again recognizing the
importance of implementing the Council's goals outlined in the Ottawa Declaration [Arctic
Council, 2025b]. In addition, the roadmap for Denmark's chairmanship in the Arctic Council from
2025 to 2027, in addition to plans for the development of the forum's permanent priorities,
stipulates separately that the Danes will make every effort to ensure that the Arctic Council remains
a viable and flexible regime, primarily for the Indigenous Peoples and the Arctic population, in
order to maintain stability and constructive cooperation in the region. Denmark will also continue
the efforts of Russia (2021-2023) and Norway (2023-2025) to implement the Arctic Council's
Strategic Plan, adopted in 2021, even before the start of the SMO [Arctic Council, 2025c].

Thus, it is important to understand that the new political environment in the region is the
most serious challenge for the Arctic Council, but does not predetermine its disintegration. For
example, V.P. Zhuravel, a leading researcher at the Center for Arctic Studies at the Institute of
Europe of the Russian Academy of Sciences, believes that the Arctic Council is faced with the
need to reassess its forms of cooperation. Also, according to the researcher's position, Russia does
not seek to replace the Arctic Council with another regime and expects constructive initiatives to
resume cooperation from future chair countries [Zhuravel, 2023]. A.N. Vylegzhanin,
M.N. Lysenko, N.S. Vyakhireva and A.A. Snyatkov also assess the current situation as the collapse

of illusions about the "immunity" of the Arctic to non-regional challenges, but at the same time,



they believe that the creation of any alternative Arctic regimes to the Council and the division of
the Arctic into "Western" and "Eastern" parts propose the risk of additional security threats to the
Arctic states, which they are unlikely to accept [ Vylegzhanin et al, 2023]. Some researchers also
note the fact that, against the background of the deterioration of relations between Russia and
Western states, the general desire to preserve the status quo in the structure of regional governance
in the first months after February 2022 is particularly significant. Thus, Russia tries in every
possible way to keep the Arctic out of the context of a break in relations with representatives of
the West [Pedersen, Steinveg, 2024]. The A-7 Group of Western Arctic states, despite the boycott
of the Russian presidency, also fears the destruction of the structure of the Arctic Council based

on "soft law" and scientific and cultural cooperation [Koivurova, Shibata, 2023].

Summing up the events of 2022-2024 in the Arctic, most importantly, scientific and
research cooperation was resumed at the level of working groups. Cooperation between the six
Indigenous Peoples’ organizations has become even more important, as well as the intensification
of their contacts with the Chairman State of the Arctic Council, both from Norway in 2023-2025
and in accordance with the priorities of the Danish presidency in 2025-2027. So, V. Klimov, a
representative of the Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North, Siberia and the Far East,
quoted by the members of the Sami Council in May 2025, states: "Permanent Participants are very
important to the Arctic Council. It’s us who bring in traditional knowledge. We have always lived
in these territories, and we are the first to observe changes happening in the Arctic. Today, we, the
Permanent Participants, work within almost all of the Working Groups, and our participation in

the Working Groups’ activities is impossible to replace" [Arctic Council, 2025d].

Alternative formats of regional cooperation

As part of this work, some alternatives to the Arctic Council or new possible formats of
regional cooperation in the Arctic that have recently emerged in the context of international

turbulence should also be mentioned.

First of all, speaking about the seven Western Arctic states, it is necessary to highlight the
extremely resonant idea of forming the A-7 group of states, which became relevant with the
accession of Sweden and Finland to NATO [Koivurova, 2022; Boulegue, Depledge, 2024].
"A-7" refers to the seven member states of the Arctic Council and concurrently the member

countries of NATO, excluding Russia.

NATO actually took care of the defense of its northern borders after the Cold War, long

before the new round of crisis in relations with Russia and the accession of Sweden and Finland.



The regularly conducted military exercises of the alliance in the region include “Cold Response”
(from 2023 "Nordic Response"), “Dynamic Mongoose", the largest for its time “Trident Juncture—
2018", as well as exercises conducted in close cooperation with NATO — the exercises of the Air
Forces of the Nordic countries within the framework of NORDEFCO “Arctic Challenge* and the
American-Icelandic naval exercises "The Northern Viking". The most impressive NATO exercises
in the post-bipolar period, related to the Arctic region, were “Steadfast Defender 2024, which
includes fifteen interconnected military exercises from the Arctic Ocean to the Black Sea. Anyway,
the deepening of defense cooperation within the framework of the alliance in no way compensates
the loss of the Arctic Council, which is a regime of cooperation between states with the
participation of Russian researchers and indigenous representatives. Also, the security issues of
Western states remain a big question. The disintegration of the Council may not only put an end
to scientific and research cooperation, but also destroy the last bridge connecting Russia and
Western states in the Arctic, deprive the parties of information exchange and, thus, threaten to form

a security dilemma in the Arctic region.

The European states, in addition to regularly conducting military exercises, have also
retained a number of their own research cooperation projects within the framework of the
European Union. It should be noted that the European Union independently coordinates research
programs. The formally independent European Polar Council and the European Polar Cluster,
funded by the European Commission, combine 23 research projects (from 2014 to early 2025
within the framework of Horizon 2020 and Horizon Europe) with a total amount of more than 160
million euros, involving 32 research stations and 16 vessels, ranging from icebreakers to coast

guard ships [European Polar Board, 2019].

The Council of the Baltic Sea States (CBSS) and the Barents Euro-Arctic Council (BEAC)
are also functioning in close connection with the Pan-European Arctic agenda. Both regimes were
created in the international political context of the unipolar moment. In general, the structures of
both organizations are similar to those of the Arctic Council. Nevertheless, with Russia's
withdrawal not only the format, but also the very nature of the two Councils is undergoing
significant changes, losing its essence. For example, Finland, following Russia, announced its
withdrawal from the membership of the BEAC member states at the end of 2024, arguing that this
form of cooperation has been influenced by changes in the European security system and no longer

meets modern needs and creates duplicate structures [High North News, 2024].

Secondly, on the part of the Russian Federation, the most relevant initiative is the
development of the Arctic sector within the framework of the BRICS group of states. Unlike

Western cooperation regimes that began to take shape in the 1990s and included Russia, in the



context of antagonizing relations with its transatlantic partners, Moscow has to form new

initiatives in the context of the Arctic from scratch.

The direction of development of cooperation within the framework of BRICS for Russia
seems to be one of the most promising formats of multilateral cooperation, which is also relevant
for the Arctic region. Thus, the BRICS Summits have repeatedly noted the successes and
importance of continuing coordinated actions by the participating countries in areas that are more
or less relevant to the Russian Arctic. Among the most relevant examples of such mentions are: a)
oceanographic research, b) water safety, c) infrastructural development of the marine sector
[Johannesburg Declaration, 2018], d) tourism development [Moscow Declaration, 2020], e)
cooperation in the space sector, f) Earth satellite monitoring projects [New Delhi Declaration,
2021], g) the development of common financial mechanisms to achieve the goals of sustainable
development [Johannesburg II Declaration, 2023], h) maintaining energy security and common

actions to prevent the negative effects of climate change [Kazan Declaration, 2024], etc.

More substantive discussions on the implementation of projects within the framework of
BRICS are conducted at the level of ministerial meetings. The gradual entry of the Arctic area into
the forum's agenda began in 2014, when the first BRICS Ministerial meeting on Science,
Technology and Innovation was held, at which oceanography and the study of the polar regions
were mentioned among the main areas of scientific cooperation [Lagutina, Leksyutina, 2019].
Next year, The BRICS Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) on Cooperation in Science,
Technology and Innovation was signed (2015), which became a basis for further deepening
international cooperation in this field. It was assumed that the BRICS member states would
promote educational exchange programs for students and researchers, as well as the formation of
transnational human capital development programs; organize seminars, symposiums and other
conferences aimed at sharing knowledge and experience. Joint financing mechanisms will also be
created to support BRICS research programs and the development of large-scale infrastructure

projects [Memorandum o sotrudnichestve, 2015].

Finally, the First meeting of the BRICS Working Group on Oceanic and Polar Science and
Technology was held in July 2018. The BRICS states discussed the importance of developing
actions related to common priority areas of cooperation in oceanic and polar science and
technology for subsequent meetings and projects within the framework of the BRICS program
[Strelnikova, 2025]. At the second meeting of the working group in 2019, the countries agreed to
develop  cooperation in the field of oceanography, in  particular on:
1) studying marine pollution; 2) conducting deep-sea research; 3) research on extreme

environmental conditions; 4) studying the effects of climate change on the polar environment;



5) research on coastal ecosystems [Joint Statement on the 2nd Meeting, 2019]. At the sixth meeting
in 2024, the preparation of a roadmap for the functioning of the working group was continued. The
main topics were modeling, observation and data processing technologies for predicting the state
of the ocean and climate, the study of marine ecosystems and biodiversity, the study of polar
processes, as well as the study of global deep ocean processes and marine/ocean basins [Joint

Statement on the 6th Meeting, 2024].

The frequent mentions of potential Russian-American cooperation in the Arctic region
should not be ignored. Despite the fact that such a scenario seems to be the least feasible, such an
initiative had already been discussed long before the start of its work. At the annual meeting of the
Russian-American Pacific Partnership (RAPP) in 2019, an official proposal was put forward to
create a Russian-American "Council of the Bering and Pacific-Arctic Region" (BPAC) modeled
on the BEAC and CBSS. Its agenda was supposed to include issues related to sustainable fisheries,
energy resource development, multidisciplinary infrastructure development, research cooperation,

environmental protection, etc. [Krasnopolski, 2019]

Equally important is the fact that Russian Arctic and the Far East, as well as Alaska, are
territories with similar population problems and obstacles to economic development. In addition,
Alaska and the South Korean province of Gangwon are part of the Northern Forum, an
international organization of the Northern regions founded in Alaska (1991), and consisting of the
regions of the Russian Arctic. The forum's working groups mainly devoted to the development of
tourism, cultural preservation, improving the quality of education and logistics bring together a
large number of researchers from the Arctic states and countries interested in regional participation

[Maximova. 2020].

Summarizing the above-mentioned multilateral formats of regional cooperation, it should
be noted the following. As for the BEAC and the CBSS, once effective tools not only in improving
mutual understanding between Russia and European states, but also in expanding the Arctic
Council's agenda in their respective regions, today both Councils are confined to the narrow space
of Northern Europe, which does not make them less useful, but rather makes them local Northern
European projects that duplicate existing cooperation mechanisms. This statement is also relevant
for other potential Western cooperation projects in the Arctic, which will not be able not only to
unambiguously guarantee an effective solution to regional problems without Russia's participation,
but also to maintain a dialogue on regional security issues with Moscow while maintaining

regional threats common to all Arctic states.



As for the prospects for further development of the Arctic area within the framework of the
BRICS for Russia, there are concerns about the possibility of a full-fledged implementation of
such a project. Firstly, among the most active member states of the forum - Russia, China, and
India — there has long been no consensus on the preferred form of regional governance in the
Arctic. While China and India advocated the internationalization of the Arctic Council, until
recently Russia was traditionally considered the most uncompromising opponent of expanding the
representation of "non-regions" in the Arctic [Pedersen, Steinveg, 2024]. Secondly, it should be
noted that until recently, the Arctic region within the framework of the BRICS was not among the
top priorities of the forum, rather being an addition to several common issues, from the problem
of water security [Likhacheva et al, 2021] to research cooperation and ecology [Wang, 2023]. In
this regard, a few years ago, many scholars noted that, despite the declared interest in the region,
the Arctic is of direct existential importance exclusively for Russia, while the involvement of a
number of BRICS partner countries in the region is largely interpreted as reactionary, arising from
the window of opportunity that opened in the early 2010s. [e.g. Leksyutina, 2019]. At the same
time, in the context of several waves of BRICS expansion, over the past two years, there has been
a significant increase in interest in cooperation in the Arctic from not only traditional but also new
BRICS member countries [Strelnikova, 2025]. Therefore, in 2023, a separate section dedicated to
the Arctic was fixed in the Antarctic Plan Brazil, designed for 10 years [TYPASB, 2023]. In turn,
the UAE developed its own Polar Program (The Emirates Polar Program) in 2024, which also pays
serious attention to the Arctic. As for the BRICS Working Group on Oceanic and Polar Research
Zones and Technologies, at its last working meeting to date in May 2025, work began on drawing
up a Roadmap with a developed system of activities and initiatives related to the Arctic region. In
this regard, it can be concluded that the process of forming, among other things, multilateral

cooperation in the Arctic within the framework of the BRICS is gradually gaining momentum.

In general, despite the prospects of the agenda and a number of promising cooperation
initiatives within the framework of the BRICS, the further development and deepening of this
cooperation requires not only the specification of goals, objectives and actions, but also the
conceptualization of a unified approach that satisfies, at least all member states of the BRICS
interested in participating in the Arctic. At the same time, it should be noted that in the current
realities, the BRICS does not pretend to be an alternative for the Arctic Council, but rather an
additional format of cooperation, however, the current trend of globalization of the Arctic,
especially regarding the crisis of the Arctic Council, may make the prospect of diversifying
relations with partners in the region inevitable. In this context, BRICS, given the need to overcome
the limitations outlined above, is one of the most promising "non-Arctic" projects for Arctic

dialogue and cooperation between interested states.



Finally, the role of existing multilateral forums dedicated to discussing regional issues in
the Arctic cannot be ignored. It is necessary to identify a number of more inclusive forums that
unite a large number of non-Arctic states, namely the Arctic Circle, the Arctic Frontiers, the Arctic—
Territory of Dialogue Forum, Arctic Science Ministerial Meetings, various forums and conferences
of the International Arctic Scientific Committee and the Arctic University and so on. In general,
all the diversity of these venues is reduced to repeating the functions of the Arctic Council; for the
same reason, almost all such events held outside the Council structure are either implemented with
the participation of experts from its working groups, or with the direct organizational assistance of

the Council.

Perhaps the best attempt to describe the organizational structure of international political
governance in the Arctic, which must be clearly represented in order to understand the role and
possibilities of alternative forums in the Arctic, was made by C. Wood-Donnelly, who compared
its functioning to an "umbrella mechanism", when the Arctic Council unites many inclusive and
global regimes, which, one way or another, are severely limited by the need to recognize the
sovereignty, de facto organizational monopoly and exclusive rights of the Arctic states in the region
[Wood-Donnelly, 2023]. B. Steinveg also considers the Arctic five coastal states to be the most
influential actors of international relations in the region, determining the main agenda of relations,
especially after the adoption of the Ilulissat Declaration, which scholar sees as a way to overcome
threats emanating from each other and form a mechanism for resolving territorial disputes between
them [Steinveg, 2023]. V.N. Konyshev and A.A. Sergunin believes that the Ilulissat agreement
consolidated informal treaty regarding the fact that the structure of regional governance in the
Arctic has a multi-level and not necessarily formalized structure, an important and mandatory
component of which guarantees the sovereign rights of the Arctic states in the region [Konyshev,
Sergunin, 2018]. L. Heininen also argues that it is the consensus of the Arctic states that directly
affects not only the fate of the Arctic Council, but also all associated regimes and forums. The
scholar sees no serious obstacles to the gradual resumption of the Council's work, since it was
cooperation, dialogue and data exchange between the Arctic states that for a long time guaranteed
both internal regional security (increased the predictability of states' actions, thereby minimizing
concerns about the military threat) and the "external" security of the region, i.e. the protection of

the sovereign interests of the "regionals" in the Arctic from non-regional states [Heininen, 2024].

Accordingly, although the search for alternative or additional platforms for cooperation is
discussed in both Russian and Western official political discourses, it seems that the forms of
cooperation and dialogue in the Arctic are directly dependent on the situation in the Arctic Council.

As for the efficiency of creating and developing such platforms, the request for diversification of



cooperation networks has become more relevant than ever before, but two unavoidable facts must

be taken into account.

Firstly, the common security problems of the Arctic states, especially the five coastal
countries, which traditionally cover the areas of socio-economic, cultural, educational, and
environmental development, have not been resolved and have not disappeared. In addition, since
the early 2010s, the interests of the collective security of the Arctic states have become particularly
important, directed against the initiative to internationalize the region. Although these ideas were
largely forgotten in the context of the spillover of the crisis in relations between Russia and Western
countries in the region, today they are regaining their strength. This can be judged by both the
official statements of representatives of the Arctic states and the results of research devoted to the
analysis of the foreign policy goals of the Arctic states. Secondly, any alternative initiatives for
cooperation between Arctic and non-Arctic states in the context of the collapse of the Arctic
Council will seriously lose legitimacy and significance for the region, as they will not be able to
ensure dialogue between Russia and the Western “A-7" group of states. Thus, the possibilities of
both the Russian Federation and Western countries to guarantee their own sovereignty in the Arctic
will be seriously limited, which seems to be the main international political problem of the Arctic

states, in addition to intraregional development problems.

Conclusion

The Arctic Council has long remained and continues to be a unique regional cooperation
regime. The institutionalization of international research and economic cooperation in the region,
which began in the 1990s, quickly developed into a form of special political integration necessary
for the systematization of transnational cooperation networks in the Arctic. Having become the
central regional regime, the Arctic Council by the end of the 2000s began to be perceived as the
political center not only for the Arctic states, but also for non-Arctic states, non-governmental and
intergovernmental forums and organizations. Until now, all forums and institutions interested in
advancing the Arctic agenda or in implementing the Arctic policy should recognize the high and

de facto central status of the Arctic Council in the region.

The situation began to change significantly after 2022. The crisis of the Arctic Council led
to a gradual transformation of the request for the development of alternative forms of cooperation
in the region. Nowadays there is a unique case, when cooperation regimes formed as sub-regional
platforms for substantive cooperation have the potential to become, either a full-fledged

replacement for the Arctic Council, or the main formats of international cooperation for, on the



one hand, the A-7 countries and Russia, respectively, on the other, in the Arctic. But practically,

the situation is a bit different.

Although the crisis in the Arctic is far from being resolved, almost all Arctic states have
advocated the need to preserve the Arctic Council. This was confirmed first by the successful
transfer of the Council's presidency from Russia to Norway in 2023, and then by the resumption
of limited cooperation at the level of the forum's working groups, which are in fact the main
functional and regularly interacting structures. The main factor in this context is the preservation
of common interests and, most importantly, common threats. If interests such as scientific research
and economic development of the region became "hostages" of high politics issues and were
quickly curtailed at the official level, then common threats — for instance the effects of climate
change and melting sea ice or threats to the sovereignty of the Arctic states due to the growing
demand for a change in the regional legal regime — have not disappeared. They have even become
more relevant. In addition, one cannot ignore the fact that the preservation of the Arctic Council
and cooperation between the scientific community and the indigenous communities still bring the
positions of the Arctic states closer, guarantee the sovereign rights of all these countries in the
Arctic, and also preserve the primacy of low politics issues, thereby minimizing the threat that
either Russia, or the Western countries will gain relatively greater benefits that can be converted

into terms of force.

Thus, against the background of the militarization of the Arctic region and the reduction in
the number of official cooperation regimes with the participation of Russia, it becomes obvious
that the future of not only the format of regional cooperation and the form of participation of non-
regional actors in the Arctic affairs, but also the preservation or rethinking of the concept of "Arctic
Exceptionalism", which has determined the development of the Arctic region for almost thirty
years, will depend on the prospects for the resumption of work of the Arctic Council. The case of
resumption of the functioning of the Arctic Council at the level of working groups provides an
opportunity to look with extremely cautious optimism at the future of international relations in the
Arctic. However, it is extremely important to realize that the new transformations that have yet to
take place in the face of world politics in the future will have a serious impact on what the Arctic
Council will become and what will be understood as "Arctic Exceptionalism" in the post-crisis

period.
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