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Abstract 

The Arctic is an increasingly important region due to climate change. States are competing for control 

of new trade routes and resources. Russia, in particular, has increased its military presence in the Arc-

tic since 2007. This paper answers the following question: To what extent does the EU act collectively 

in defence policy in the Arctic? I also answer the question of who is initiating this action and whether 

there is a specific trigger for starting to act. The hypotheses developed are that either states are the 

drivers of investment or co-operation with others, or that European Union institutions are the drivers 

of collective action. Official government documents, scientific studies and the media are used to col-

lect data. The results show that it is mainly states that are acting. They are cooperating in various 

forms and organisations, and some are investing heavily in their own capabilities. Russia is increasing-

ly isolated, and its activities in Ukraine since 2014 can be identified as the trigger. The European Un-

ion keeps trying to take the initiative, but its efforts are mostly unsuccessful or have limited success. 
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Introduction  

The then incumbent US president surprised many people around the world on 16 August 2019. His 

latest idea was the subject of a report in the Wall Street Journal. Trump proposed buying Greenland 

(Salama 2019). What many, including the former Danish prime minister, think is a bad joke, has quite 

serious ulterior motives (Preker 2019). After all, Greenland is in the Arctic, a region that in recent 

years has increasingly become the focus of geopolitical games played by the major powers (Köhne 

2020b). The Arctic has become more geopolitically relevant in recent years as climate change has 

caused ice areas in the Arctic Ocean to recede. 12.6% is the loss of ice mass in the Arctic per decade, a 

NASA (2020) study has revealed. The region around the North Pole is not only rich in resources, but 

the exposed areas will also be of enormous importance for global trade in the future. This is because 

the Northeast and Northwest Passages have the potential to facilitate trade between Europe, Asia and 

America, as the new routes can greatly reduce the distance between trading centres (Braune 2020).  

While the seriousness and relevance of Trump's proposal may be disputed, it highlights the importance 

of the Arctic region. This significance extends to Europe as well, but the West has been slow to re-

spond, allowing Russia to take the lead. Russia perceives the changing Arctic landscape as both a se-

curity threat and an opportunity for its own development, making early investments in Arctic capabili-

ties and potentially becoming the dominant power in the region. However, recognizing the strategic 

importance of the Arctic for Europe's security, trade, and prosperity, Europe and the West are now 

becoming more proactive (Köhne 2020b). Considering Russia's dominant position and its implica-

tions, it is crucial to examine the EU's defence stance in the Arctic. Statements from EU Commission 

President Ursula von der Leyen (2019), emphasizing the need for Europe to understand "the language 

of power," suggest a willingness to act. Although debates on joint EU foreign and security policies 

have persisted, there is still no well-established system or clear competencies in this area, which re-

main with individual nation states. Furthermore, calls for EU's strategic autonomy contrast with the 

rise of nationalist movements within member states (Neumann 2018). Despite these challenges, it is 

relevant to observe how EU member states are working together in a geopolitical arena right at their 

doorstep, even without a fully integrated framework.  

For this reason, I will address the following question in this paper: To what extent does the EU act 

collectively in defence policy in the Arctic? For this purpose, I will examine the actions of nation-states 

and EU institutions with regard to the changing situation in the Arctic. In addition to collective action 

in general, there is also the sub-question of who does the cooperation come from, the EU or the states? 

This question makes a big difference, especially in the context of the EU, because it is crucial for the 

distribution of competences. Another sub-question is whether there is a specific occasion for the start 

of cooperation. This could be, for example, the emergence of a new threat related to the Arctic. My 

work will be empirical, and I will take data on collective action as the basis of my work. In other 

words, I'm looking at how much collective action actually happens. To get a conclusive result, I will 
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conduct a case study. For the collection of the data, I will perform a triangulation. This means that I 

will look at official documents from governments and the EU, as well as scientific articles and media 

coverage. 

The topic of my work has a great scientific and societal relevance. I focus on the issue of defence and 

security and to what extent the EU can address this issue together. This topic will be essential for the 

EU and the member states in the coming years and decades due to the changed situation in world poli-

tics caused by Russia's aggression, China's rise, and America's "America First" policy (Jäger 2021). 

Joint action is necessary for the relatively small European states to stand up to the other major powers, 

especially if the trend that began under Trump of America focusing on itself and the Pacific region 

continues to solidify, and Europe is increasingly left to its own devices (Paul 2015). Security is fun-

damental to the political and social stability of any society. It ensures the framework in which culture, 

trade and the economy can develop in the first place (IGM 2022). 

I will start my work with a theory part, in which I will elaborate a theoretical framework based on the 

theories of realism and Neofunctionalism. Afterwards, I will present my research design. This will be 

followed by an analysis that will lead to the presentation of the results and then a discussion of them in 

terms of the hypotheses and the research questions.   

 

Theoretical Framework  

A European foreign and defence policy is a controversial topic. While for many states defence policy 

is a core part of their own sovereignty and one of the central tasks of the nation state, it is also clear 

that the small European states, compared to the major powers, cannot keep up on their own. Therefore, 

if European states want to keep up, joint action is essential (Lorenz 2017). Even though the Common 

European Foreign and Security Policy is a cooperation mechanism between the EU member states 

with the aim of gradually achieving a common foreign and security policy (Schubert 2011), the EU 

has hardly any competencies and there can be no talk of an effective European security and defence 

identity (Csernatoni 2021). The military situation in the Arctic is a question of security and thus of 

foreign and defence policy. It is a question of essential interests for the Arctic states, but also for the 

rest of Europe and especially for the EU, since economic interests are also connected with the Arctic. 

Therefore, to analyse this situation and examine how much collective action of the EU and its member 

states happens, I will use the theories of international relations. In particular, I will focus on the realist 

approach. However, I will also consider a contrarian approach. For this purpose, especially regarding 

the European context, Neofunctionalism is a good choice. 
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Realism  

One possible theory on the cooperation of states comes from Waltz in his work “Theory of Interna-

tional Politics” (1979). In it, he develops several basic assumptions. The first assumption is that the 

international system is one in which anarchy reigns. Another assumption is that the units, in this case 

the states, are functionally equal and face each other as sovereign states on an equal footing. States are 

rational and unitary actors. The third assumption is that in that context, states act based on self-help. 

Their actions are designed for their own survival. Anarchy ensures that states focus on self-help strate-

gies. “Because some states may at any time use force, all states must be prepared to do so” (Waltz 

1979 p.102). Furthermore, Waltz assumes that the distribution of power among states influences the 

position of states in the system and the structure of the system. The explanatory variable for the ac-

tions of states is the distribution of capacities, respectively, of the different resources. States always try 

to balance power to increase their chance of survival. The balance can be internal or external. Internal 

means, for example, investing in the military to balance the power of another state and thus create a 

balance. The other option is external balancing. In external balancing, states form alliances. If a state A 

rises, then state B seeks other weaker states to form an alliance and balance the power share. Thus, a 

state of Balance of Power is formed. According to Waltz's theory, power is only a means to an end, or 

in other words, a means to security. It is not the absolute gain of power that is decisive, but the relative 

gain of power. States are thus not power maximisers but security maximisers. Balancing, whether ex-

ternal or internal, happens automatically and there is no need for an explicit trigger. It happens all the 

time and is not a controlled process but rather a kind of reflex of the states. In the context of the EU, 

this would mean that states would cooperate if they expected a relative gain in their own security and 

thus a balance of power could be promoted. The initiative for this comes from the states themselves. 

This is because cooperation then ensures that the basic interest of the states, namely security, is 

strengthened.  Even though the theory was criticized especially after the end of the Cold War, for ex-

ample by Richard Ned Lebow with his article "The long peace, the end of the Cold War, and the fail-

ure of realism" (1994), Waltz argues that his theory is still highly relevant. This is because the collapse 

of the Soviet Union has changed the system, but the system has not collapsed. Therefore, there is still 

an anarchic system in international relations. 

Stephen Walt argues similarly to Waltz in "Alliance Formation and the Balance of World Power" 

(1987). Walt, too, explains the emergence of alliances with a balancing theory.  According to Waltz, 

alliances form to stabilize the balance of power in international politics or to prevent the dominance of 

one country or group of countries. Walt has come to the same conclusion, but according to him, it is 

not the balance of power that is decisive, but the danger. Unlike Waltz, here an explicit threat is needed 

as a trigger for balancing. States have different ways of responding to it. One option is what Walt calls 

bandwagoning. It occurs when a state aligns "with the source of danger" (Walt 1987, p. 17). The other 

option is to build an alliance with other states. For the European states, this would mean that action 

would only be taken when a concrete danger exists. Such an increased threat situation can be identi-
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fied, for example, in 2014 after Russia's annexation of Crimea.  The annexation made European states 

aware of Russia's aggressiveness and thus created an awareness of the threat (Eitze 2014). This reas-

sessment of the threat could be an incentive for states to react. 

 

Neofunctionalism  

Ernst B. Haas provides a different view. He has taken a critical look at functionalism as it is represent-

ed, for example by Mitrany (1966) and deals critically with the shortcomings of functionalism. In do-

ing so, he develops a theory that is new in many parts, namely Neofunctionalism. Haas' Neofunction-

alism assumes that European integration can be understood as a process of gradual transfer of political 

power to supranational institutions. Economic integration and functional cooperation play a central 

role in this process. Economic integration, Haas argues, leads to mutual dependencies or interdepend-

encies. This fosters the emergence of transnational interest groups, which may then push for further 

integration, recognizing that their goals can be better achieved through cross-border cooperation. The 

good experience gained from cooperation in one area leads to the continuation of cooperation in other 

areas (Haas 1958).  

Haas calls this effect spill-over. Haas distinguishes between 3 dimensions of spill-over. First, there is 

the functional spill-over. Here, the expansion of integration results from factual necessity and technical 

interdependencies. If it is necessary to gain a transfer of competence from the government in one area, 

this will lead to further such steps. This solution can then be adopted for other problems in another 

sector. Thus, the solution jumps along. Another type is political spill-over. Integration spill-over results 

from learning processes of national elites shifting their activities and expectations to the supranational 

level. Integration expansion occurs when a government concludes that there are more effective poli-

cies through integration. The third type is Cultivated Spill-Over. The expansion of integration results 

from deliberately controlled initiatives by supranational community institutions. So already existing 

supranational bodies or institutions want to expand their competences or power. This would mean that 

the EU or its institutions would take the imitative and try to get the states to act together. The EU tries 

to convince the states of its own point of view and to show that the transfer of competences to the su-

pranational EU is to the advantage of all, including the individual states. Neofunctionalists argue inte-

gration takes place from the small to the large, starting at a technical, non-political contentious level, 

from this small integration it develops into higher and higher spheres, as more and more people expe-

rience that integration is beneficial for them. (Haas 1958). The hypothesis of Neofunctionalism can be 

summarized as follows. The institutions created by governments are developing their own dynamics 

and are replacing what are actually state tasks in more and more areas. As a result of the good experi-

ences that then emerge, more and more advocates for supranational solutions are found, including in 

other sectors. This creates a self-reinforcing process through which sovereign states are gradually ab-

sorbed into an international supranational organization (Haas 1964). The integration process is charac-
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terized by the interplay of pulling forces and counterforces. This can also be seen in the fact that the 

integration process often proceeds from problem to problem, and the time in between is not very dy-

namic. Only when an acute problem causes the pulling forces of the integration process to become 

greater than the counterforces is progress possible, and this opportunity is then often seized (Eppler 

2013). One example is the joint EU credit raising to cushion the economic consequences of the Corona 

pandemic. For a long time, Germany and other EU countries refused to jointly borrow money on the 

capital market. It was only when the Corona crisis caused the pulling forces to become great enough 

that they agreed to take this step. But the external challenge needed to be there first. (Schmutz 2020).  

Table 1: Overview: Theoretical Framework  

Theory Cause for action 
possible behavioural alterna-

tives 
  internal Balancing 

Structural Realism; 

Waltz 

Balance of Power / relative gain in secu-

rity 
 

  external Balancing 

  Bandwagoning 

Realism; Walt Concrete threat / Balance of Threats  

  Building Alliances 

   

Neofunctionalism; Haas 
Pulling forces stronger than counterforc-

es 
Action from the EU 

   

 

Hypothesis  

According to these theories, there are various possible courses of action in the event of tensions in the 

Arctic. Structural realism according to Kenneth Waltz states that states act to increase their own power 

and to ensure their security and sovereignty and thus their survival. The goal of action must be to in-

crease the chance of their own survival. Therefore, states try to establish a balance of power. There-

fore, the first hypothesis is as follows: 

H1a: European member states will act collectively in some way if this increases their relative 

security. 

H1b: European member states will act collectively within the European Union if this increases 

their relative security. 

Another option, according to Waltz, is internal balancing. This would involve states investing in their 

own military capabilities. The second hypothesis is therefore the following: 

H2: European states are not acting collectively and instead are increasing their own invest-

ments in security. 
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However, if there is an increase of danger for the European member states, for example due to Russia's 

actions, then there is also another option for action, according to Walt: bandwagoning. Hence, the third 

hypothesis: 

H3: If the military threat from Russia in the Arctic increases, states at risk will cooperate with 

Russia. 

Haas’s Neofunctionalist theory takes a different approach. According to his theory, it is not the states 

that take the initiative, but rather the EU institutions due to cultivated spill-over. Cultivated spill-over 

means that institutions develop their own interests and try to gain more competences. States agree to 

joint action when it is so beneficial in some way that it outweighs the disadvantages of losing control. 

Therefore, the fourth hypothesis is: 

H4: As soon as the EU institutions have acquired initial competences in the field of security or 

defence, they will launch initiatives to expand these competences. States cede their compe-

tences to the EU institutions when it is to their own advantage.   

 

Research Design  

To answer the research question and test the hypotheses, I will conduct a case study. I will look at the 

European states as well as the European Union. I focus on the period since 2007. In 2007, Russia 

placed the Russian flag on the seabed above the North Pole with the help of a submarine. This act can 

be seen as the beginning of a new era in Arctic cooperation. Whereas before, the Arctic was considered 

a region free from geopolitical conflicts and characterized by cooperation and collaboration. By plac-

ing the flag, Russia made it unmistakably clear that it was laying claim to the North Pole and thus 

began a period of conflict (Quiring 2007). Therefore, the period from 2007 to the present is an appro-

priate period to analyse the defence position of the EU in the Arctic.  

Actors from whom I include data must meet at least one of two conditions. Either a part of their na-

tional territory must be in the Arctic, or they must have an Arctic strategy that includes security aspects 

and have observer status in the Arctic Council. Sweden, Finland, and Denmark meet the former condi-

tion. The second condition is met by Germany, France, and the Netherlands (Appendix I). Spain is an 

observer in the Arctic Council but has not developed a coherent strategy yet. The same is true for Po-

land, however Poland is currently working on a strategy (The Arctic Institute 2022). Italy is an observ-

er in the Arctic Council and has also formulated a strategy, but the strategy does not address security 

aspects. Therefore, Italy is not an active actor in terms of security policy, at least. Demands or isolated 

initiatives may also emerge from other states, but I assess the lack of engagement in the Arctic Council 
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and the lack of a coherent strategy as a lack of political interest regarding the region, and for this rea-

son, it is not to be expected that any of the other states will step forward as a leading actor. 

To test the hypotheses, it is first necessary to define what confirmation of the hypotheses looks like. 

This is also important for content validity. The first hypothesis, predicting external balancing, would 

be confirmed if there is evidence that nation states cooperate, and that the initiative comes from the 

states themselves. According to Waltz, it doesn't take a particular moment for states to start their activi-

ties; they balance continuously. According to Walt, on the other hand, it takes the presence of a con-

crete danger for states to start acting. The type of cooperation is not defined, so cooperation within the 

EU (H1b), cooperation in other organizations like NATO, but also bilateral cooperation is possible 

(H1a). It is crucial that the cooperation is related to the Arctic, especially to military cooperation in the 

Arctic.  

The second hypothesis is confirmed if nation-states increase their defence and military inventories on 

the one hand and their investments in Arctic capabilities on the other hand. Arctic capabilities can be 

increased, for example, by investing in infrastructure, but also by investing in military equipment suit-

able for the Arctic.   

H3 is confirmed in a similar way to H1. Again, the initiative must come from the states. In this case, 

however, the cooperation must relate to the aggressor. It only occurs when there is an increased danger 

to the states. 

To confirm the fourth hypothesis, on the other hand, the initiative must come not from the states but 

from the institutions of the European Union. The EU actively tries to gain competences and to con-

vince the states that collective action is necessary. These competences do not have to be explicitly 

related to the Arctic, but in general in the field of security, defence and foreign policy. A clear sign is 

therefore when the Commission develops goals and strategies and actively campaigns to be granted 

more competences in the relevant area. Yet, the Commission is not the only institution of the EU, and 

it is therefore also possible that other EU institutions act.  

Table 2: Operationalization  

Hypothesis What to expect What to find 

H1a 
States act together in any 

way  

States cooperate in any way and that the initiative comes from 

the states themselves 

H1a 
States act together within in 

the EU 

States cooperate within the EU and that the initiative comes 

from the states themselves 

H2 
States invest in their own 

abilities   

States invest in military equipment/infrastructure, in exercises 

or in better training 

H3 
States will work together 

with the Aggressor  
States cooperate with the Aggressor 

H4 
EU Institutions will act to 

get collective action  

The EU actively tries to gain competence and to convince the 

states that collective action is beneficial 
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Another thing that needs to be operationalized is what cooperation or joint action looks like in the 

military sphere. In the European Union, cooperation in the military field is understood as "harmonising 

a combined effort" (EU 2022). This means that the states coordinate their actions, which pursue the 

same goal, in order to achieve the goal. This goes beyond the mere minimization of inconsistency. To 

identify cooperation, it must be possible to find common projects. These can be many and range from 

joint training and exercises to joint capacity building to joint military actions (Council of the European 

Union 2023).  

After the hypotheses have been tested, a picture emerges of the extent to which European states coop-

erate and the extent to which this cooperation takes place within the EU. The resulting picture can then 

be used to answer the research question. Since I look at both the initiatives of the states and the EU, I 

can also answer the first sub-question by testing the hypotheses and explain from whom the coopera-

tion, if any, originates. The testing of the hypotheses also provides an answer to the question whether 

there is a trigger for the states or the EU to start acting. I can answer this because I do not only look at 

the current situation, but at a longer period of time. This makes changes and developments visible and 

reveals whether there is a certain point in time from which action is taken. 

 

Method of Data Collection  

For the collection of data in this thesis, I will use triangulation. This means that I will use different 

data sources to shed light on different perspectives. The sources I will use are on the one hand, official 

documents of governments or parliaments. I include laws, statements of intent, strategy papers but also 

official speeches and statements of government members. The second source I refer to are media re-

ports and the third source are scientific studies and analyses, which have been produced, for example 

by think tanks. Using different sources and different perspectives is necessary on the one hand to make 

sure that all actions and imitative are covered. On the other hand, it is also necessary to properly clas-

sify the information. The strategies that governments articulate are formulated in a cryptic way. They 

aim at the effect on the recipient. Thus, for example, aggressive strategies could be formulated in such 

a way that they are received more moderately by the recipient. Goals can also be written to meet the 

expectation of the global community. This is the case, for example, with environmental protection. 

When Russia prioritizes environmental protection in its Arctic strategy, its practical actions make it 

clear that it is not serious (Kluge 2021). Therefore, the assessment of think tanks, scientists and media 

are of great importance, otherwise the analysis result could be inaccurate. This is also a valid approach 

to ensure reliability in my study. 

 



11 
 

Method of Data Analysis  

The analysis will be based on the hypotheses that I have already stated earlier in the theory part. I will 

test the hypotheses while contrasting the importance of the Realist and Neofunctionalist approaches in 

this case. In doing so, I will observe the development that exists in the defence position of the EU and 

European states with reference to the situation in the Arctic. For this purpose, I will use the method of 

process tracing. I will first look at the documents from the official state side and then analyse the sci-

entific analysis and media coverage as a control. The analysis will be done by looking through the 

documents and texts for indicators that support one of the hypotheses. I have already defined the indi-

cators for each hypothesis in the Research Design section. The testing of the hypotheses is done sepa-

rately between the hypotheses based on the realist approach and the functionalist approach, because 

different indicators are important in the respective approaches. While the realist approach focuses on 

the individual nation states and is the driving force, the functionalist approach focuses more on the 

EU, or more precisely the EU Commission. Therefore, in the realistic approach, documents at the na-

tional level are more important, and in the functionalist approach, documents at the EU level are more 

important. The fourth hypothesis is an exception. There, the state is also decisive due to the political 

spill-over. However, it only appears through the demand that the EU take responsibility. Because of 

these differences in the approaches, a separate analysis makes sense, but in the end, it comes together 

to form an overall picture that presents the EU's defence position in the Arctic. 

 

Background on the situation in the Arctic 

The Arctic is not a clearly defined area, and there are many different definitions. However, there is 

widespread agreement on which countries are Arctic. The eight Arctic countries are Russia, Canada, 

Norway, Sweden, Finland, Iceland, the United States, and Denmark (through Greenland). These coun-

tries also constitute the members of the Arctic Council (Klimenko 2019). The Arctic Council is the 

leading intergovernmental organization in Arctic affairs. In addition to the eight Arctic states, indige-

nous peoples are also represented as permanent members of the Council. Non-Arctic states may partic-

ipate in the Arctic Council as observers. The Council's task is to strengthen cooperation in areas such 

as the environment, economy and society. Security issues are not on the agenda (Government of Cana-

da 2018). Traditionally, the Arctic has been perceived as a unique region distinct from geopolitical 

tensions observed elsewhere, embodying the concept of "Arctic Exceptionalism" (Dolata, 2015). 

However, the dynamics in the Arctic shifted when Russia symbolically planted its flag on the North 

Pole, signalling its ambitions in the region (Köhne 2021). This act highlighted that tensions do exist in 

the Arctic, similar to other parts of the world. The increasing interest in the Arctic is driven by climate 

change, as rising temperatures lead to the retreat of Arctic ice. Consequently, the High North has be-

come an area of growing human activity, revealing previously inaccessible resources and opening up 
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new shipping routes like the North-East Passage and the North-West Passage. These developments 

significantly impact global economies by establishing faster connections between Europe, America, 

and Asia. Consequently, the Arctic is transitioning from primarily a realm of scientific interest to a 

focal point of geopolitical interests (Stojkovic, 2021). But climate change also holds great implications 

in terms of security, especially for Russia. Melting ice is creating a large open flank in Russia's north. 

In the past, Russia's Arctic coast was protected by the ice. This natural wall is now disappearing more 

and more. At the same time, Russia's sense of security is also dwindling as a result. Russia is compen-

sating for this with massive investments in its own Arctic capabilities and military, and since 2007 

Russia has steadily expanded the scope of its military activities in the region (Boulègue 2019). 

 

Analysis 

Based on the situation presented before, I have developed my research question. I will now analyse the 

collected data to answer this question. I will start with the initiatives coming from the European states. 

In the first part I will deal with the non-Arctic states (France, Netherlands, Germany), then with the 

Arctic states (Finland, Sweden, Denmark). After that, I will focus on the initiatives coming from the 

European Union. 

 

Initiatives of non-Arctic EU member states 

Although the Netherlands, France, and Germany all have both observer status in the Arctic Council 

and a coherent Arctic strategy, the scope of their activities differs greatly. What is apparent in all three, 

however, is that security aspects have long played only a minor role in the strategy. Instead, interest in 

the Arctic has long been limited to issues such as sustainability, economics, science and the living 

conditions of indigenous peoples (Humrich 2021).  

This changed from the middle of the 2010s onward. The reason for that is, on the one hand, the situa-

tion in the Arctic itself, with Russia increasing its military presence and being more aggressive. But on 

the other hand, the situation in Ukraine is also contributing to the increased awareness. Russia's an-

nexation of Crimea in violation of international law and the war against Ukraine was a wake-up call. 

Russia's actions in Ukraine are causing a reassessment of the situation in the Arctic (Humrich 2021 

France Government 2022/High Representative 2022). The states reacted similarly: They invested in 

their own military capabilities and increasingly searched for international cooperation.  

First, I look at how the states want to strengthen their own position. Germany wants to develop its 

capabilities primarily through joint exercises and exchange of experience (Germany 2019). However, 

investments are also being made. For example, €1.43 billion is to be invested in eight new aircraft that 

will help close a capability gap in air surveillance. Germany has consistently struggled with key capa-
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bilities for the High North, such as maritime reconnaissance aircraft, submarine hunting units and 

submarines. But work is underway to at least reduce these skills gaps. This is being done with the ac-

quisition of new submarines and a new modern frigate capable of submarine search. Armament pro-

jects are also being developed jointly with nations that have experience in the Arctic domain. Exam-

ples include the U212 CD submarine, which is a joint project with Norway, and the Franco-German 

Maritime Airborne Weapon System (MAWS) project (Paul 2021b). In addition, the MKS ("Mehr-

zweckkampfschiff") 180 is to be equipped with an ice class so that it can navigate in Arctic waters, 

and snowmobiles are to be purchased (Deutscher Bundestag 2020). Additionally, various initiatives are 

being launched to increase knowledge of and capabilities to operate in the Arctic. Examples include 

increasing the research budget for the Arctic to one of the highest in the world and opening an Arctic 

office in 2017 with the goal of strengthening coordination and exchange. However, there is still no 

effort from the German side to invest in hard security. Instead, Germany wants to contribute its media-

tion expertise. 

In France's 2016 Arctic strategy, the tone changes. Instead of continuing to insist that the Arctic is in-

dependent of geopolitical tensions, France paints a more realistic picture of the situation. France is 

setting itself the goal of expanding capabilities within its armed forces to operate in the Arctic. (France 

2016) Even if the 2016 announcement has not been fully implemented, it is worth noting that France 

has been able to significantly increase its Arctic capabilities. For example, the French Navy has been 

manoeuvring regularly in the Norwegian Sea since 2016, and the French Army now participates more 

often in exercises in Arctic areas. In 2018, the navy managed a fully autonomous crossing of the 

Northwest Passage, which is another proof of France's Arctic abilities (The Watch 2022b). As a result, 

France is considered one of the few non-Arctic states besides the A5 "capable of conducting signifi-

cant military operations in the Arctic" (Depledge et. Al. 2019). From 2015 to 2019, France quadrupled 

its capabilities (Ministère des Armées 2019). The main focus now is to maintain these capabilities. 

This is done, for example, with the regular missions in Arctic waters. France has a special focus on 

anti-submarine warfare. This area is to be strengthened, as it is of enormous importance for the Arctic 

(France 2022). The already mentioned Franco-German project MAWS (ES&T 2021) also helps in this 

area. In addition, the procurement of icebreakers is also being considered (France 2022). 

While the Netherlands has assured in the Defence White Paper (2022) that it wants to increase the 

military budget, no concrete measures are implemented or planned as of today. Whether this will 

strengthen Arctic capabilities remains an open question. Instead, the Netherlands relies strongly on 

exercises and information exchange with other countries to strengthen its own capabilities. Norway 

deserves special mention here (Kingdom of the Netherlands). 

When it comes to the question of cooperation partners, there are differences among the three EU 

members. Germany declares in its Arctic Strategy to be an advocate for multilateral cooperation (Ger-

many 2019). In practice, this is reflected by joint multinational exercises such as "Arctic Challenge 
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2021," which is just one of many examples (Bundeswehr 2021). Northern European states such as 

Norway, Sweden, and Iceland are particularly in focus (Germany 2020/Paul 2021b). Especially the 

relationship with Norway is very close (Paul 2021b). Germany always operates in the context of the 

EU and NATO (Rotter 2021). It advocates and actively calls for a stronger role for both the EU and 

NATO in the Arctic. For Germany, these two organizations are not opposites, but complement each 

other.  Germany is clearly committed to membership in both organizations and to the responsibilities 

that come with it (Germany 2019). After playing only a minor role in Germany's first Arctic strategy, 

the EU is now becoming increasingly important for Germany. The EU is the "Rahmen und Richtung" 

(“Framework and direction”) (Humrich 2021) for German policy. German interests in the Arctic large-

ly coincide with those of the EU. Deepening the CFSP and CSDP have been things on the German 

agenda for some time. Germany sees the Arctic as an opportunity for the EU to prove itself as a relia-

ble security actor, which is why Germany calls for a stronger role in its strategy paper. This stronger 

focus on the EU as a security actor also derived in part from Donald Trump's presidency, whose anti-

multilateral policies made it obvious that Europe cannot constantly rely on the United States as a secu-

rity guarantor. After Brexit, it was primarily Germany and France that took the driver's seat in a com-

mon European defence. This was done, for example, by enabling a Permanent Structured Cooperation 

(PESCO) for defence. (Humrich 2021). Despite the increased focus on the EU, however, it remains to 

be noted that from a security policy perspective, Germany's interest in the area should be seen primari-

ly in the context of NATO (Paul 2021b). This is also illustrated by the numerous cooperation and exer-

cises in the context of NATO. While NATO is essential for Germany in terms of deterrence, the EU is 

the place where political power can be generated and exercised. Therefore, from Germany's perspec-

tive, it makes sense to continue to advocate for a coexistence of the two organizations and to call for 

stronger cooperation and engagement in the Arctic context from both (Humrich 2021). 

France is striving for cooperation with its European partners, in which the actions of states comple-

ment each other to achieve a common goal. Whether this kind of cooperation should happen within the 

EU remains open. However, France stresses that the development of a common strategy for the Arctic 

by the EU and the member states is essential. France wants to play an important role in the region, but 

at the same time sees the responsibility to take care of the security problems in the region first and 

foremost with the Arctic states themselves (France 2022). This does not mean, however, that the other 

states are not involved, because France demands and supports at the same time a stronger commitment 

of the EU (Auffret-Cariou 2022). Together with the European countries Germany, the Netherlands, 

Sweden, Finland, Norway and Denmark as well as Canada and the USA, France is also part of the 

ASFR (Ministère des Armées 2019). Until 2014, Russia was also part of it, but had to leave due to the 

annexation of Crimea. Said ASFR is the only military format dealing with hard security, military capa-

bilities, and security architecture in the Arctic region (The Watch 2022a). France also emphasizes its 

NATO membership and sees it as a responsibility to contribute to the stability of the region. It main-

tains bilateral relations with several countries, too. The Nordic countries in particular are important 
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partners. Close cooperation was agreed with Finland in 2018, with Sweden a year later and with Den-

mark the cooperation already agreed in 2014 will be further deepened. Iceland is also a strategic part-

ner and there is ongoing dialogue with Canada (Ministère des Armées 2019). France has a responsibil-

ity for stability in the Arctic because of the role it has in the international system (Auffret-Cariou 

2022). 

The Netherlands is pursuing a different approach. It aims to strengthen bilateral relations with the Arc-

tic states (The Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2021). Once again, it is important to emphasize the relation-

ship with Norway (Kingdom of the Netherlands). The Netherlands is committed to ensuring that all 

security developments in and around the Arctic are dealt with primarily within the framework of 

NATO (The Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2021). This shows that a strong role of the EU in the Arctic is 

rejected. NATO is the cornerstone of defence, but at the same time it demands more European cooper-

ation and would like to take a leading role in this development. It is willing to invest financial re-

sources in strengthening European cooperation and "use the current momentum to boost the develop-

ment of European defence capabilities" (Ministry of Defence 2022). The Netherlands also calls for EU 

instruments such as PESCO and the EDF to be used to invest more efficiently (Ministry of Defence 

2022). In addition to the EU and NATO, the Netherlands also cooperates in the JEF, a UK-led alliance 

consisting of multiple Nordic and Baltic countries (Ministry of Defence 2022). 

 

Initiatives of Arctic EU member states  

Next, I look at the positions and actions of the 3 states that are both members of the European Union 

and an Arctic state, Denmark, Finland, and Sweden. Two things can be seen in these states as well: 

Strengthening their own capabilities and strengthening cooperation. 

Denmark, with access to the Arctic through the Faroe Islands and Greenland, recognized the signifi-

cance of the Arctic early on and has increased its focus on the region since the mid-2000s (Zelt 2018). 

The Danish government aimed for a low-tension Arctic, but also acknowledged Russia's growing ag-

gressiveness. In response to Russia placing its flag at the North Pole in 2007, Denmark led the adop-

tion of the Ilulissat Declaration in 2008, seeking de-escalation in the region (Mortensgaard 2021).  

Its first strategy (2011) recognizes that a strengthening of its own military is necessary to safeguard its 

sovereignty. Sovereignty will be demonstrated with a stronger presence of Danish troops in Arctic 

waters (Schulze 2017), surveillance and reconnaissance. The Arctic capabilities of the army are to be 

expanded (Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2011). The announcement to strengthen the own capabilities 

was followed by actions. 1.5 billion Danish Krone was invested in an Arctic Capabilities Package, 

which aimed to strengthen surveillance (Jacobsen 2022). As early as 2009, the Danish parliament had 

approved a plan for a military command and task force for the Arctic, to be established by 2014. Fur-

thermore, an Arctic Response Force, composed of various parts of the Danish Armed Forces, will be 
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established for operations on Greenland and in other Arctic areas. In addition, F-16 fighters will be 

sent to the region, new frigates equipped for Arctic operations will continue to be acquired, and other 

military vessels will be transferred to the region (Wezeman 2012). The Danish intelligence agency 

PET has also increased its focus on Greenland, placing it on its list of national risks for the first time 

(Köhne 2020a). Due to "`abnormal activities` reported in and around the GIUK Gap1" (Gjerstad 2021), 

further investments are needed. To close the gap, Denmark is investing 400 million in an air surveil-

lance radar on the Faroe Islands (Gronholt-Pedersen 2021). Air radars and drones will also be de-

ployed in Greenland. In addition, Denmark plans to invest money in the capacity to analyse the data 

(Seliger 2021). Another measure is the reactivation of Cold War infrastructure (Rombach 2023). Over-

all, a tripling of military spending on the Arctic can be seen (Rachold 2022). Danish actions are always 

in response to Russia. Denmark tries to keep its contribution to a security dilemma as small as possi-

ble, but at the same time does not want to end up in a position of weakness (Danish Defence 2022b/ 

Jacobsen 2022). 

Finland is also investing in its military, but it started later. The first Arctic strategies from 2010 and 

2013 hardly included any security aspects (Kopra 2021). This changed with Russia's annexation of 

Crimea. Russia's actions destroyed the previously good relations and trust in Russia (Koivurova et Al. 

2022).  "Finland's strength lies in capable defence forces, developed to operate in Arctic conditions, 

and possessing Arctic expertise of a high international level" (Finnish Government 2021). Being able 

to act independently of others is a core element of Finnish defence. Russia's aggressiveness in 

Ukraine, combined with the steady increase of Russian military presence in the Arctic, makes it inevi-

table for Finland to expand and develop the Arctic capabilities of its own army. This is being done 

with increased training and more financial resources (Koivurova et Al. 2022). One example is the 

Talvikotka 23 exercise, conducted by the Finnish Special Forces to improve combat tactics in colder 

climates (Bryant 2023). An example of the increased funding is the acquisition of new Pohjanmaa-

class warships, which are capable of operating in Arctic waters (Häggblom 2023). New F-35 jet fight-

ers are also being purchased (Sarkar 2023). In general, Finland's military spending has been very sta-

ble in recent years and high compared to other countries. For example, Finland exceeds NATO's 2% 

target (Bundeswehr n.d.). In 2022, Finland's military spending increased by a further 36%. This is the 

highest percentage of any country in the world (Sarkar 2023). 

Stability and hard security are very much in focus for Finland. Therefore, Finland has built a high de-

fence capability and operability in the Arctic climate (Rachold 2022). What is special about Finland is 

that they see their whole country as Arctic and therefore the Arctic determines all thinking, planning 

and acting. As a result, there is no need for extra investment in Arctic capabilities, because everything 

is designed to function in these conditions (Kuusela 2020). Another proof of the great Arctic capabili-

 
1 Area between Greenland, Iceland, and UK where area-wide monitoring is not available. 
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ties and knowledge is that about two-thirds of the world's icebreakers were built or designed in Finland 

(Finne 2018). 

Sweden's historical reluctance on Arctic security is changing in its 2020 strategy (Rachold 2022). Un-

like the previous 2011 strategy, which focused on cooperation (Ministry for Foreign Affairs 2011), the 

new version emphasizes national capability and advance planning (Government Offices of Sweden 

2020). Strengthening and better training the armed forces for Arctic operations are crucial components 

(Government Offices of Sweden 2020). This updated approach marks a departure from the old strate-

gy, discarding the notion of the Arctic as low-tension (Khorrami 2020b). Sweden is reducing its inter-

national mission scope to prioritize self-defence. Reactivating the total-defence concept aims to attain 

greater independence (Khorrami 2020a). The Arctic now receives equal attention to the Baltic region 

(Khorrami 2021c). To support these objectives, military investment will increase, targeting 2% of GDP 

for defence by 2026, and a new military base will be established in northern Sweden (Edvardsen 

2022). To achieve this, military spending will increase by 40% between 2021 and 2025. The money 

will be invested in strengthening all branches of the military, including the restoration of five regi-

ments and an air force squadron, as well as the acquisition of more A26 submarines (Mader 2020). 

Next, I look at the cooperation of the EU Arctic states. For Denmark, cooperation with the USA is a 

crucial aspect (Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2022). Denmark's security in the Arctic depends on this 

partnership (The security policy analysis group 2022). The Danish approach emphasises both a closer 

cooperation with the US and the desire for an Arctic with low tensions. (McGwin 2020). The strategic 

significance of Greenland strengthens the bond between Denmark and the US, as Greenland's im-

portance to the US prompts significant investment and grants Denmark leverage through the "Green-

land Card" (Rahbek-Clemmensen 2018/ Mattern 2021). Initially, Denmark's cooperative stance with 

the US did not extend to NATO as a whole, as greater NATO involvement in the region was met with 

scepticism due to the mantra of a low-tension Arctic. However, this stance has shifted, and Denmark 

now supports a stronger NATO presence due to Russia's actions in the region (Jacobsen 2022). While 

the 2011 Arctic Strategy only invoked NATO's Article 5, the mutual assistance clause (Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs 2011), the new Arctic strategy, which is delayed, is expected to reflect this change 

(Krog 2023). Although the new Arctic strategy is yet to be released, the Foreign and Security Policy 

Strategy emphasizes the need for deeper cooperation with NATO and the US, positioning Denmark at 

the centre of NATO and advocating for increased NATO involvement in the Arctic (Ministry of For-

eign Affairs 2022). Denmark's evolving stance underscores the evolving dynamics of Arctic coopera-

tion and security. 

Denmark engages in significant cooperative ventures beyond NATO and the US. It maintains close ties 

with other Arctic nations, particularly Canada, Norway, Iceland, Sweden, and Finland (Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs 2011). Regular exercises, exchanges, and port visits between naval forces and the 

Coast Guard contribute to this collaboration, as seen with Canada (MacDonald 2015). Denmark also 
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seeks cooperation with states sharing similar values, such as France and Germany (Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs 2022). Multilateral cooperation, including with Nordic countries like Sweden, Norway, Fin-

land, and Iceland, is also important (Menn 2015). Denmark supports enhanced cooperation within the 

A5 framework and actively engages with organizations like JEF and NORDEFCO (Danish Defence 

2022b/Menn 2015). 

The EU's role for Denmark is complex. While Denmark endorsed a broad partnership with the EU in 

the Arctic and advocated for EU leadership in 2011, its Arctic territories, including Greenland, are not 

part of the EU (Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2011). This constitutional relationship creates challenges 

for effective EU action. Consequently, Denmark gravitates towards NATO and the U.S. in security and 

defense matters, perceiving the EU as having no role in its security and defence policy (Mortensgaard 

2021). However, with the U.S. shifting its focus towards the Pacific, the EU's significance is increas-

ing. Denmark aims to strengthen European security while maintaining a strong transatlantic bond, 

calling for closer EU-NATO cooperation. However, stronger EU involvement must under no circum-

stances be at the expense of the United States (Henley 2022). That Denmark is serious about promot-

ing a stronger EU is demonstrated by its recent accession to the EU's Common Defence Policy. (Hen-

ley 2022). Previously, Denmark's limited participation in the EU's defence activities kept the EU's role 

marginal. However, the Russian attack on Ukraine has prompted a reconsideration of this stance. 

Denmark emphasizes that while NATO remains their most crucial tool, the EU offers an additional 

avenue for defending their interests (Henley 2022). 

Finland relies on a variety of bilateral and multilateral relationships (Finnish Government 2021). The 

importance of cooperation for Finland was recognized early on (Heininen 2014). The close relations 

with the United States, between whose armed forces there is an intensive exchange, especially regard-

ing military operations in the Arctic, are important (Bryant 2023). Joint exercises also take place (Phil-

lips 2023). Of particular importance is the connection with Sweden. In 2018, a memorandum of under-

standing on defence cooperation was signed, which ensures that the two neighbours are cooperating 

more and more closely. Multilaterally, the Nordic countries also play a special role. NORDEFCO is 

the manifestation of defence cooperation between Finland, Sweden, Denmark, Iceland and Norway 

(Copra 2021). Within this Nordic cooperation, Finland aims to make Arctic issues more present (Finn-

ish Government 2021). Particularly close is the cooperation with Norway and Sweden. One example 

of this is the air combat exercise “Arctic Challenge”, which is held every two years jointly by Finland, 

Sweden, Norway and Denmark. Finland is also part of the British-led JEF (Kuusela 2020). Another 

important institution for cooperation is the Arctic Council. The "Arctic Council is, and should remain 

as, the main forum on Arctic affairs and policy" (Heininen 2014). No new institutions for cooperation 

are needed (Finnish Government 2021). Instead, Finland advocates that the Arctic Council be expand-

ed to include issues such as security and defence (Heininen 2014).  
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Of particular importance to Finland is the EU. Finland advocates a strong role for the EU, which also 

requires investment from the Union. Finland, together with Denmark and Sweden, would like to be at 

the forefront of EU Arctic activities and actively influence them (Finnish Government 2021). Finland 

"strongly supported the European Union's northern and Arctic engagement and Arctic policy since its 

accession in 1995" (Koivurova et Al. 2022). Finland has in the past and will continue to bring Arctic 

concerns to the EU agenda and would like to extend this to military areas. Finland sees itself as an 

attorney for the EU in Arctic matters. On the one hand, this strengthens its own position within the EU 

as a key state and expert on the Arctic, and on the other hand, it also strengthens the EU's role in the 

Arctic. Finland sees the EU as a "global Arctic player" (Heininen 2014). The Union is the framework 

in which Finnish Arctic policy happens (Kopra 2021). 

Finland's long-standing commitment to neutrality and independence prevented it from considering 

NATO membership. Nonetheless, they developed close ties through programs like Partnership for 

Peace, and since 2014, Finland has been an Enhanced Opportunity Partner, providing logistical sup-

port during exercises and crises (Kopra 2021). They actively participated in NATO exercises (Rachold 

2022). However, Finland's neutrality stance changed due to the Russian war, leading them to join 

NATO in April 2023 (Kirby 2023). Finland will promote Arctic issues in NATO and put them on the 

agenda (Kuusela 2020). 

Finland has long been interested in good relations with Russia. This changed fundamentally with the 

annexation of Crimea, but at the latest with the start of the Russian war in Ukraine. Finland, like many 

other EU members, broke off relations with Russia almost completely (Humrich 2021/Finnish Gov-

ernment 2021/Koivurova 2022). Even cooperation in the Arctic Council has been suspended until fur-

ther notice (Paul 2022). 

Sweden's security policy is characterized by a strong emphasis on cooperation, with a historical com-

mitment to neutrality (Ministry for Foreign Affairs, 2011/Khorrami 2019). However, Sweden engages 

extensively in bilateral cooperation, particularly with the United States, which is considered a crucial 

partner for Swedish defence policy (Khorrami 2019). The cooperation between Sweden and the United 

States is comprehensive and has a long history, making the US a bulwark for Swedish defence 

(Khorrami 2021a). Additionally, Sweden maintains close ties with Finland in Arctic affairs, and the 

two countries collaborate through initiatives such as NORDEFCO and JEF. Other Scandinavian and 

Nordic countries are also important partners (Khorrami 2019). To give an example, Sweden, Finland 

and Norway have a well-rehearsed plan for joint exercises and train together on a daily basis (The 

Watch 2022c). Other states with which there are bilateral agreements are the United Kingdom, Cana-

da, and Germany (Government Offices of Sweden 2020). Sweden's goal is to create the most diverse 

network of defence cooperation possible (Khorrami 2020a).  

Traditionally, the EU has played a limited role in Sweden's security policy (Khorrami 2020b). Howev-

er, Sweden's perspective shifted with concerns over the reliability of the US during the Trump admin-
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istration, leading to a more open approach towards a stronger EU role (Khorrami 2020a). Sweden now 

welcomes a stronger EU role and actively shapes the Union's Arctic policy, considering the EU an 

important Arctic player (Government Offices of Sweden, 2020). Nevertheless, Sweden recognizes that 

the EU lacks hard security capabilities, which are addressed through cooperation with NORDEFCO 

and the US (Khorrami 2019).  

Sweden also maintains relations with NATO despite its neutrality, primarily through PfP and partici-

pates in the Arctic Security Forces Roundtable (Thatcher, 2022; The Watch 2022a). While Sweden 

traditionally adheres to neutrality, it has intensified its relationship with NATO and expresses a prefer-

ence for NATO-EU cooperation (Khorrami 2021). Recent developments, including the conflict with 

Russia, have prompted Sweden, like Finland, to express its intention to join NATO (Edvardsen 2022). 

With the majority of Arctic countries being NATO members, NATO's focus on the Arctic is expected 

to increase (Khorrami 2022). 

 

EU initiatives 

The Lisbon Treaty, in force since 2009, established the CFSP and the CSDP, transferring certain policy 

aspects to the EU. However, the EU's competences in this inter-governmental area are limited, with the 

final decision-making authority residing with member states (Algieri 2009). 

The EU's engagement in the Arctic began in 2008, leading to the adoption of several documents. Ini-

tially focused on observing climate change impacts (EU Commission 2008), the responsibility for 

action rested with member states (Council of the European Union 2009). Over time, the EU recog-

nized security and stability in the Arctic as a core interest (European Parliament 2011). Consequently, 

the EU assumed greater responsibility, aiming to collaborate with Arctic states to enhance monitoring 

and surveillance capabilities, including through the Galileo satellite project (European Commission 

2012). The growing importance of the Arctic for global trade highlighted the need for a comprehensive 

strategy (European Parliament 2014), which was later implemented in 2016. The EU sought dialogue 

with third countries, investment in soft security, research on Arctic dual-use resources, and the devel-

opment of effective security capabilities (European Commission 2016). While member states primarily 

hold responsibility for Arctic affairs, other EU members also have obligations. The EU aims to in-

crease involvement in the Arctic Council and the Barents Euro-Arctic Council (European Commission 

2019). The 2021 strategy emphasizes cooperation with NATO and Western partners, a stronger EU 

presence in the Arctic, and a shift from observer to an engaged actor (EU Commission 2021). 

To stay within the scheme already applied to nation states, I will first look at what measures have been 

taken to improve the EU's own capabilities. In general, and not explicitly related to the Arctic, the EU 

wants to strengthen its own capabilities to "contribute to the peace and security of our continent, re-

spond to external conflicts and crises, build the capacities of partners and protect the EU and its citi-
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zens" (High Representative 2022). The aim is to respond to the new geopolitical situation, and this 

process has been underway since 2016. The goal is a stronger EU that can act independently and au-

tonomously. To achieve this, they want to invest money, for example in strategic enablers. However, 

investments are not only to be made in new material, but also in reforming the structures. The EU 

should be able to act more quickly, act with foresight, and become more effective and efficient. To 

achieve this, new institutions are to be established, the actions of the EU and the various member 

states are to be better coordinated and there is to be more cooperation. With the EU Rapid Deployment 

Capacity, the Union wants to develop an intervention force that can be deployed quickly (High Repre-

sentative 2022). The EU satellite projects Copernicus and Galileo also play a major role in monitoring 

and surveillance in the Arctic and can thus provide important data and help close the GIUK Gap (EU 

Commission 2021). The EU's progress in defence policy in general can also be seen in projects such as 

FCAS, PESCO, military border protection in the framework of FRONTEX or missions in Mali (Mül-

ler 2021). The goal of the strategic compass is to continue this development through 2030 (Kaim 

2022). 

If you look at cooperation, the EU is primarily looking for close ties with NATO. The desired coopera-

tion goes beyond mere collaboration, sharing of information or joint exercises. Rather, the aim is to 

develop a joint strategy. In addition to NATO, the EU also wants to work with other Western partners. 

The UK is also to remain an important partner in security matters post-Brexit (EU Commission 

2021/Müller 2021). Despite having to wait over 20 years for observer status in the Arctic Council (Ci-

olan 2022), the EU is engaged in the AC. Cooperation with the A8 is to be further intensified. There is 

also a plan to intensify cooperation with Greenland (Aliyev 2020). With Russia, which importance for 

the European security system was emphasized for many years, the EU stopped any cooperation after 

the war in Ukraine began in 2022 (Alfred-Wegener-Institute 2022). 

However, there is some evidence that there is a discrepancy between what the EU demands or promis-

es and what actually happens. As early as 2010, France and the UK, which were still part of the EU at 

the time, expressed disappointment with the EU. Due to the lack of progress on the CSDP, they are 

looking for cooperation outside the EU (Kempin 2010). In addition, it is not clear what exactly the EU 

wants (Paul 2022). The Commission remains rather vague in its strategy (Kaim 2022/Raspotnik 2021). 

It only reacts to the situation in the Arctic and what the United States, Russia and China are doing 

instead of taking the initiative and actively shaping it itself (Raspotnik 2021). The EU promises a lot 

without showing a strategic priority. There is no concrete path of implementation (Kaim 2022). The 

common foreign policy also suffers from problems such as "weak leadership, incoherence, disunity 

and all kinds of rivalries" (Raspotnik 2021). This makes the implementation of any strategy impossi-

ble. Another problem is that the structures of the Union do not work (Paul 2022). There is over-

institutionalization and diffusion of responsibility. On top of all this, there is a lack of political will 

(Kaim 2022). The nation-states show no willingness to hand over competences to the EU (Aliyev 
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2020). The Arctic is also not relevant for all 27 member states and thus there is no common effort to 

push the EU forward in this area (Raspotnik 2021). The EU policy in the Arctic is mainly dominated 

by the Arctic states. Germany has also been increasingly active recently. States outside the EU, such as 

Norway and Iceland, are also seeking influence. Arctic policy is not made in Brussels, but in the nation 

states, claims Østhagen (2021a). 

 

Discussion  

After the analysis of the collected data, the discussion of the data now follows. I will use the infor-

mation collected to either confirm or falsify the four hypotheses I have formulated. I will do this in the 

order in which I established them. 

The first hypothesis suggests that states cooperate in order to increase their relative security. Hypothe-

sis 1b further suggests that this cooperation takes place within the framework of the EU. The states 

studied all rely on cooperation to address Arctic-related challenges, with a particular emphasis on part-

nerships with other Arctic states. Relations with Norway and the Finnish-Swedish alliance stand out. 

However, the level of engagement with the EU (H1b) varies considerably between the states (Table 3). 

Finland has consistently supported a strong EU role in the Arctic. France, although a NATO member, 

also prefers to cooperate with its European partners. Germany, on the other hand, favours a stronger 

involvement of both organisations, recognising NATO's effectiveness in defence and deterrence, while 

valuing the EU's potential for political influence. Sweden presents a difficult case, having initially 

opposed greater EU involvement in the Arctic due to concerns about the impact on its historically sig-

nificant partnership with the US. However, under Donald Trump's administration, Sweden has moved 

closer to Finland's position, strengthening the EU's role. Denmark, through its Arctic territory of 

Greenland, is primarily focused on the region and tends to prioritise cooperation within NATO, given 

Greenland's non-EU status and geographical proximity to North America. The Netherlands, while 

generally supportive of a stronger EU in defence matters, sees NATO as the only relevant actor in the 

Arctic. 

Table 3: States' position on the engagement of the EU and NATO 

More in favour of 

the EU 
Both working together 

More in favour of 

NATO 

Finland Germany Denmark 

France Sweden Netherlands 
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Sweden's position is particularly surprising since, like Finland, it was not a NATO member for a long 

time. Nevertheless, Sweden did not push for cooperation within the EU and instead relied on coopera-

tion outside the EU, e.g., in the framework of NORDEFCO. It remains to be seen how Finland's and 

Sweden's position will change now that both have abandoned their long-standing neutrality and joined 

NATO. Since Sweden has in the past placed great value on diversity in defence cooperation, it is quite 

likely that Sweden will even increase its commitment to the EU to have an alternative to NATO. Den-

mark's future position also remains open, as it only joined the Common Security and Defence Policy 

in 2022 in response to Russia's war. A more positive attitude towards the EU is therefore definitely 

imaginable.  

An important consideration in the choice between the EU and NATO or the US is the interaction be-

tween the two and also the external impact, especially on Russia. An example of this is Sweden, which 

opposes a stronger role for the EU because it fears that this would lead to a withdrawal of the US and 

thus a weakening of NATO. Support for NATO can therefore also be seen as a commitment to the US. 

Externally, NATO tends to stand for a confrontational course. This can be seen, for example, in Den-

mark's consistent support for the US and NATO. Denmark recognised the danger posed by Russia at 

an early stage and is trying to do something about it. The EU is focusing less on confrontation and 

deterrence and more on de-escalation. Thus, until the beginning of the war in Ukraine, the EU tried to 

stay in contact with Russia. The pro-EU position of Finland can also be partly explained by this de-

escalating function that the EU assumes. Finland has a long border with Russia and, just like the EU, 

has for a long time sought to cooperate with Russia, at least in some areas, in order to maintain a dia-

logue. 

In summary, the data analysed confirmed hypothesis 1a. All states seek cooperation with partners to 

establish a balance of power. Hypothesis 1b, on the other hand, cannot be fully confirmed. While some 

countries do seek cooperation with the EU, there is also opposition to greater EU involvement. The 

nature of the EU's foreign policy prevents progress in such a situation, so countries look for coopera-

tion outside the EU, for example in NATO. 

The second hypothesis is that states do not cooperate but invest in their own capabilities, meaning they 

pursue internal balancing. This hypothesis can be partially confirmed. Although almost all states invest 

in their Arctic capabilities (Table 4), this is not done instead of cooperation. On the contrary, the states 

are pursuing a two-track strategy: rearmament and cooperation. The Arctic countries invest the most in 

their own security, followed by France and Germany. The Netherlands falls slightly behind the other 

countries in this respect. 
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Table 4: States' investment  

 Investment in equipment Investment in staff 
Increased presence or exercis-

es 

France 
 

 
 

Germany 
 

 
 

Netherlands   
 

Denmark 
   

Finland 
 

 
 

Sweden 
   

 

The third hypothesis claims that states engage in bandwagoning and ally themselves with the aggres-

sor, in this case Russia. This hypothesis can be clearly falsified. There is no evidence of any rap-

prochement with Russia and no movement in this direction. Instead, the opposite is the case. Connec-

tions and collaborations with Russia have almost completely stopped after the annexation of Crimea in 

2014 or at the latest after the start of the war in 2022. Therefore, one can make the clear statement that 

the hypothesis is false. 

The fourth hypothesis is that the EU institutions are launching initiatives to achieve collective action 

by the member states and thus expand their own competences. We can indeed see many attempts by 

the EU to combine the interests of its members and to be a significant actor in the Arctic (Appendix 

II). 

Based on the development within the various initiatives, one can also see that the EU's claim to com-

petences in security policy in the Arctic is growing. However, there is also clear criticism that the EU's 

claim does not correspond to reality. The EU wants to be an increasingly important player, also geopo-

litically, but little of this can be seen in implementation. The member states are therefore looking for 

other partners and other forms of organisation in which more effective cooperation is possible. The EU 

talks a lot but acts little. I can therefore state that the assumption of the fourth hypothesis, that the EU 

institutions are trying to expand their competences, can be confirmed, but the conditions under which 

these attempts succeed are not given. This means that joint action within the EU and the associated 

transfer of competences from the nation states to the EU institutions is not advantageous for the mem-

ber states. 
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Conclusion  

At the end of my thesis, I will now use the collected findings to answer my research question: To what 

extent does the EU act collectively in defence policy in the Arctic?  First, it can be said that a lot hap-

pening in the Arctic. From the Arctic states and EU's large military forces, we see investments to im-

prove their own abilities to operate in the Arctic. Capability gaps are being addressed and surveillance 

in the region is being ramped up. Military personnel are being actively trained and there is an in-

creased military presence. 

However, this internal balancing does not mean that the European states rely solely on their own 

strength. Quite the contrary, they are very aware that they alone, despite all their investments, have no 

chance of balancing out the strength of Russia or even China. That is why the states are pursuing a 

two-pronged strategy. They are strengthening their own capabilities, but above all they are working 

together. A rapprochement with Russia to lower tensions is not in sight; instead, Russia is increasingly 

isolated from the West. Cooperation such as JEF or NORDEFCO show that the states are willing to act 

collectively. There are also good bilateral relations, for example between Euro-Arctic states. 

While there is openness and willingness to cooperate, the role of the EU in the Arctic remains ques-

tionable. From the EU's perspective, my research reveals a rather disappointing picture. Despite the 

EU's aspirations to become a geopolitical actor (von der Leyen 2019), this ambition is not evident in 

the Arctic. The most recent Arctic Strategy of the EU suggests that it sees itself as a legitimate security 

actor in the region. However, the Arctic is not a focal point in the Strategic Compass, which was pub-

lished a year after the Strategy and is intended to shape the EU's Common Foreign and Security Policy 

until 2030. The lack of attention to the Arctic in the Strategic Compass indicates that the 2021 Arctic 

Strategy does not signify a breakthrough for the EU. 

The reasons for the EU's failure to act collectively in the Arctic are multifaceted. On one hand, it stems 

from a lack of political will among states like Denmark and the Netherlands, which oppose stronger 

EU involvement. On the other hand, some member states display limited interest. Only nine out of the 

27 EU member states participate in the Arctic Council, and only eight have formulated a national Arc-

tic strategy. Additionally, crucial actors in the European Arctic, such as Norway and the UK, are not 

EU members. Although these countries actively engage in the Arctic, cooperation with them cannot 

take place within the EU framework. Another setback could be Finland and Sweden's accession to 

NATO. Once completed, seven out of the eight Arctic states will be NATO members, excluding Rus-

sia. Consequently, NATO is well on its way to becoming a central institution for Arctic security and 

defence, potentially making other organisations such as the ASFR obsolete. It can therefore be as-

sumed that NATO's role in the region will increase. For the EU, such a tendency is not noticeable. 

So, to answer the question, one has to say that the relevant EU members act collectively, but outside 

the framework of the EU. Therefore, the EU's defence position in the Arctic is highly dependent on the 
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individual members and especially on NATO. This does not mean that the EU is irrelevant, as there are 

indeed some projects in which it is active, for example via PESCO. The EU is also relevant in the area 

of soft security, for example with the European satellite projects Copernicus and Galileo. 

Regarding the sub-question of who initiates cooperation, both the states and the EU have made repeat-

ed attempts to cultivate collaborations. The states have experienced relatively more success in this 

regard compared to the EU. Therefore, one can conclude that the existing cooperation and agreements 

are primarily initiated by the states themselves rather than the EU. 

Two key events in Ukraine that can be attributed to Russia - the annexation of Crimea and the invasion 

of Ukraine - led to the start of cooperation. These events prompted a re-evaluation of the threat posed 

by Russia and motivated significant efforts from most states. The war fundamentally transformed the 

security landscape in Europe, leading to Finland and Sweden joining NATO and Denmark joining the 

CSDP. Thus, a clear threat was necessary for states to act. However, it is not solely Russia that triggers 

action; the unreliability of one's own allies can also prompt a reassessment of the situation, as seen 

during the Trump presidency. 

These findings align with the conclusions of other studies. For instance, Julian Bergmann and Patrick 

Müller (2021) assert that the EU's defence policy is often sluggish, and progress is typically driven by 

crises. Rosa Beckmann and Ronja Kempin (2017) also argue that the success of the Common Security 

and Defence Policy relies on the willingness of states to transfer competences, and without such coop-

eration, the EU's ability to act is limited. Regarding the Arctic, Ionela Ciolan (2022) suggests that the 

EU's engagement in the region has been more rhetoric than practice. My own findings corroborate 

these observations. By examining Arctic security policy from the European perspective, my work 

helps shed light on the disparity between the EU's proclaimed geopolitical aspirations and the reality. 

Furthermore, it provides insights into the diverse defence policy interests of Arctic states, explaining 

the EU's limited involvement in the region. 

The strength of my work lies in its extensive empirical base, incorporating diverse sources to provide a 

comprehensive understanding and accurate assessment of the situation. A weakness, however, is the 

lack of statistical data. As a result, an assessment of what the real balance of power is between the 

actors is relatively difficult. This is an area for future research, but this data is often confidential and 

difficult to obtain. Further research could focus on the impact of Sweden and Finland joining NATO, 

Denmark joining the CSDP, and exploring the increasing involvement of emerging Arctic actors like 

the US and China. These aspects offer potential for inclusion in future studies. 

My findings have practical implications, highlighting the need for the EU to invest significantly in 

hard security to establish itself as a credible security actor. However, progress depends on the political 

will of member states, and the EU should avoid making grand promises it cannot realistically fulfill. 

Failure to match words with actions erodes member trust and leads to frustration. At the same time, the 
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EU must be prepared to respond swiftly in times of crisis if the political will arises. Unfortunately, the 

EU missed the opportunity to present itself as a reliable security guarantor during the Ukraine conflict, 

which influenced Sweden and Finland to choose NATO. The EU's future role in the Arctic remains 

uncertain due to the majority of Arctic states and all EU Arctic states being NATO members. The EU 

must define its role alongside NATO and establish an institutional framework for military cooperation 

among its members. Exploiting synergies and pursuing joint projects within the EU framework is cru-

cial for achieving independence and exerting geopolitical influence through collective action. 
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Appendix  
 

 

Appendix I: Overview: EU states and their engagement in the Arctic 

  Arctic Council Member  
Arctic Council Ob-

server 

Arctic Strate-

gy/Policy 

Security aspects integrat-

ed 

Belgium          

Bulgaria          

Denmark  x   x x 

Germany    x x x 

Estonia         

Finland  x   x x 

France    x x x 

Greece         

Ireland         

Italy   x x   

Croatia         

Latvia         

Lithuania          

Luxembourg         

Malta         

Netherlands   x x x 

Austria         

Poland   x in work  ? 

Portugal         

Romania         

Sweden x   x x 

Slovakia         

Slovenia         

Spain    x     

Czech Republic         

Hungary         

Cyprus         

European Un-

ion  
   Application pending x x 

  
 = Council Member + 

Arctic Policy 
      

  
 = Council Observer + 

Arctic Policy 
      

  

 = No Council Member/ 

Observer but Arctic Policy      

Source: Own illustration based on own research 
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Appendix II: Published EU documents relating to the Arctic since 2008 

Year Initiator Title 

2008 EP Arctic Governance 

2008 Commission The European Union and the Arctic Region 

2009 Council Arctic Issues 

2011 EP A Sustainable EU Policy for the High North 

2012 Commission 
Developing a European Union Policy towards the Arctic Region: 

Progress since 2008 and Next Steps 

2014 EP EU Strategy for the Arctic 

2014 Council Developing a European Union Policy towards the Arctic Region 

2016 Commission An Integrated European Union Policy for the Arctic 

2016 Council Council Conclusions on the Arctic 

2017 EP An Integrated EU Policy for the Arctic 

2019 Council EU Arctic Policy 

2021 Commission 
A stronger EU engagement for a peaceful, sustainable and prosper-

ous Arctic 

 

 


