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Abstract 

The Arctic is quickly evolving from a frozen frontier into a geopolitical crossroads 
where global warming, resource access, and great-power rivalry converge.  
Once considered a domain of scientific cooperation and low tension, the region is now 
central to NATO and EU strategic planning amid Russia’s militarization and Sino-Russian 
coordination. This paper examines how transatlantic institutions—the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization and the European Union—are redefining defense postures to deter 
aggression and preserve stability in the High North. Drawing on official NATO and U.S. 
Department of Defense strategies, foresight analyses, and contemporary policy papers, 
the study outlines current challenges in command structure, domain awareness,  
and environmental resilience. It concludes with policy recommendations for enhancing 
NATO–EU cooperation, integrated deterrence, and long-term security in the Arctic  
by 2040. 

Introduction

Once a remote and desolate region, the Arctic has emerged as a critical area of strategic 
competition. Melting ice has unveiled new maritime corridors such as the Northern Sea 
Route, transforming what was once a frozen buffer into a navigable gateway between 
Europe and Asia. For NATO and the European Union, this transition carries profound 
implications: the Arctic is not only a frontier of climate change, but also the northern flank 
of transatlantic security. 

Russia’s renewed militarization of its Arctic territories—particularly on the Kola 
Peninsula, home to its Northern Fleet and nuclear second-strike forces—has shattered 
the long-held notion of the Arctic as an apolitical zone. At the same time, China’s “Polar 
Silk Road” ambitions have introduced a new strategic actor seeking dual-use access 
to Arctic infrastructure and resources. These developments coincide with NATO’s 
historic northern enlargement through Finland and Sweden, marking a new era in Arctic 
deterrence and alliance planning. 

As noted in the NATO Parliamentary Assembly’s Fridbertsson Report (2025), the Arctic 
is no longer insulated from continental geopolitics but directly tied to deterrence 
dynamics in Europe and the Indo-Pacific. The U.S. Department of Defense Arctic 
Strategy (2024) similarly underscores a “monitor-and-respond” doctrine, emphasizing 
the Arctic as both the first line of homeland defense and a key domain for global power 
projection (DOD-ARCTIC-STRATEGY-2024).  

The German Marshall Fund’s Policy and Posture Brief (2023) further stresses 
that NATO’s strategic shift—under the Deterrence and Defense of the Euro-Atlantic Area 
(DDA)—must align new Nordic capabilities with unified command planning under Joint 
Force Command Norfolk (Policy and Posture in the Arctic). 
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This study seeks to answer three key questions: 

1. How have NATO and the EU redefined their Arctic defense policies since Russia’s
2022 invasion of Ukraine?

2. To what extent can transatlantic coordination mitigate gaps in deterrence,
infrastructure, and command integration?

3. What practical steps should be taken between 2025 and 2040 to maintain stability
and strategic advantage in the Arctic?

The paper argues that Arctic security can no longer rely on ad hoc bilateral coordination 
but must evolve into a unified transatlantic framework combining NATO’s military 
deterrence with the EU’s regulatory and technological instruments. Only through this 
synthesis can Western democracies counterbalance the militarized ambitions of Russia 
and the opportunistic strategies of China in the High North. 

Methodology 

This study employs a qualitative, comparative policy analysis based on primary official 
and institutional sources. Six cornerstone documents form the analytical framework: 

1. NATO Parliamentary Assembly Science and Technology Committee –
Fridbertsson Report (2025): Current policy review of Arctic security
and recommendations for Allied coordination.

2. U.S. Department of Defense Arctic Strategy (2024): The official articulation
of U.S. defense objectives and “monitor-and-respond” deterrence doctrine.

3. NATO Allied Command Transformation – Regional Perspectives: Arctic (2021):
Strategic foresight study projecting climate, economic, and geopolitical trends
to 2040.

4. German Marshall Fund – NATO’s Policy and Posture in the Arctic (2023): Policy
brief evaluating command structures and Nordic enlargement outcomes.

5. Mitchell Institute Policy Paper “Homeland Sanctuary Lost” (2025): Technical
assessment of NORAD, missile defense, and domain awareness vulnerabilities.

6. IIASA – Arctic Policies and Strategies: Analysis and Synthesis (2020): Academic
comparative framework analyzing 56 Arctic policy documents, including EU
and national strategies.

Additional contextual material—such as the NATO Arctic Manual (ATP-17C)  
for environmental-operational context and recent European media coverage 
(Novinky.cz, 2025) — is incorporated to provide current, real-world examples. 

The analysis proceeds through three layers: 

• Strategic foresight (long-term systemic drivers),
• Operational assessment (doctrine and command structure), and
• Policy synthesis (transatlantic coordination and governance).
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This methodological triangulation ensures a comprehensive evaluation of both 
conceptual strategy and practical defense planning in the Arctic context. 

Background and Literature Review 

From Frozen Frontier to Strategic Theatre 

For most of the post–Cold War era, the Arctic was regarded as a “zone of peace,” 
characterized by cooperation, scientific research, and environmental preservation. 
Institutions such as the Arctic Council—established in 1996—embodied this 
cooperative spirit, promoting sustainable development and dialogue among Arctic 
states, Indigenous peoples, and observers. However, the security environment began  
to shift after Russia’s 2007 North Pole flag-planting expedition, which symbolically 
asserted its continental shelf claims under the United Nations Convention on the Law 
of the Sea (UNCLOS). The annexation of Crimea in 2014 and the subsequent 
modernization of the Northern Fleet further accelerated this militarization trend. 

According to the NATO Allied Command Transformation’s “Regional Perspectives: 
Arctic” foresight report (2021), the Arctic’s transformation is driven  
by both geophysical and geopolitical convergence. The melting of sea ice—occurring 
at three times the global average—has opened new commercial and military corridors. 
The Northern Sea Route (NSR), which cuts shipping distance between Europe and Asia 
by 40 %, has become not only an economic artery but also a potential strategic 
vulnerability. The ACT report predicted that “competition, not cooperation, will define  
the High North by 2040,” a forecast that now appears prescient given Russia’s full-scale 
invasion of Ukraine and Sino-Russian coordination in the Arctic domain. 

The Arctic as a Pillar of Strategic Deterrence 

Historically, the Arctic has served as both a sanctuary and a launchpad for nuclear 
deterrence. During the Cold War, it functioned as the shortest route between U.S. 
and Soviet ballistic missile trajectories, making it a natural buffer and early-warning zone. 
Today, the Kola Peninsula once again anchors Russia’s strategic posture. The U.S. 
Department of Defense Arctic Strategy (2024) identifies the region as a “direct avenue 
of approach to the U.S. homeland,” where Russia’s submarine-launched ballistic 
missiles, radar systems, and airbases provide the capability to threaten both North 
America and Europe (DOD-ARCTIC-STRATEGY-2024). 

Meanwhile, the Fridbertsson Report (2025) emphasizes that seven of the eight Arctic 
states are now NATO members—a historic shift that redefines the region’s security 
architecture. This alignment transforms the Arctic from a peripheral space into a core 
zone of alliance deterrence, linking it to NATO’s broader strategic concepts under 
the Deterrence and Defense of the Euro-Atlantic Area (DDA). The report concludes 
that NATO’s role in the Arctic has evolved “from environmental monitoring to active 
deterrence and collective defense coordination.” 
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European and Academic Perspectives on Arctic Governance 

Beyond NATO’s military view, the European Union and academic institutions frame  
the Arctic through governance and sustainability lenses. The IIASA “Arctic Policies  
and Strategies” synthesis report (2020) analyzed 56 Arctic strategies—ranging 
from Canada to China—and identified four key trends shaping Arctic policymaking: 

1. The tension between economic opportunity and environmental preservation,
2. The return of state sovereignty as a dominant organizing principle,
3. The persistence of science diplomacy as a stabilizing factor, and
4. The emergence of an Arctic–space nexus, where satellite and communication

infrastructure underpin both civilian and defense applications.

These findings reinforce the EU’s own 2021 Arctic Communication, which calls 
for maintaining the Arctic as a “peaceful, sustainable, and secure” region.  
Yet, as the IIASA study highlights, the EU’s non-military presence contrasts with Russia’s 
weaponization of geography and climate resilience, leaving a gap between normative 
aspirations and hard security realities. 

The Post-2022 Paradigm: War and Climate Intersect 

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022 irreversibly altered Arctic security calculations. 
The German Marshall Fund’s Policy and Posture Brief (2023) argues that while Russia’s 
land forces are degraded by the war, its Arctic air and maritime capabilities remain 
largely intact, posing a sustained threat to NATO’s northern flank. Moreover, Moscow’s 
risk tolerance has increased as it uses nuclear signaling and sub-threshold hybrid 
operations to project strength abroad despite domestic instability. 

At the same time, the Arctic’s climate transformation intensifies operational complexity. 
The DoD Arctic Strategy (2024) warns that “climate change is rapidly reshaping  
the Arctic,” predicting nearly ice-free summers by 2030. This environmental volatility 
challenges both U.S. and Allied military infrastructure, much of which dates back 
to the Cold War and suffers from permafrost thaw, coastal erosion,  
and communications blackouts. As Mitchell Institute’s Policy Paper 
(2025) emphasizes, domain awareness and missile defense gaps across Alaska, 
Greenland, and northern Canada could render the region the “most likely avenue 
for attack on the U.S. homeland.” 

Synthesis: From Peripheral Theater to Central Axis 

The literature collectively underscores a strategic realignment: the Arctic is no longer 
a marginal flank but a central axis of transatlantic security. The combination of climate 
change, renewed great-power competition, and technological asymmetry has made 
the region both volatile and indispensable. NATO and the EU face a shared imperative: 
to balance environmental stewardship with credible deterrence. 
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As the Fridbertsson Report (2025) notes, this requires integrating scientific, diplomatic, 
and military dimensions into a unified strategic approach—“bridging Arctic security  
and Arctic sustainability.” The challenge for policymakers is to translate these insights 
into coherent planning that simultaneously deters adversaries, protects critical 
infrastructure, and preserves the fragile ecological balance of the High North. 

The Strategic Environment in 2025: Threats and Actors 

Russia: Arctic Bastion and Geopolitical Lever 

Russia’s strategic posture in the Arctic remains the most significant challenge 
to transatlantic stability. Despite heavy losses of ground forces in Ukraine, the U.S. 
Department of Defense Arctic Strategy (2024) notes that Russia’s Northern Fleet, 
strategic aviation, and submarine forces remain “largely intact,” enabling Moscow  
to threaten both North American and European territories (DOD-ARCTIC-STRATEGY-
2024). The Kola Peninsula, which hosts Russia’s submarine-launched ballistic missile 
(SLBM) systems, long-range bombers, and nuclear storage sites, continues to function 
as a sanctuary of second-strike capability and as the operational heart of Russia’s 
deterrence doctrine. 

Since 2014, Moscow has significantly expanded its Arctic footprint—constructing 
or refurbishing over 50 military sites, including radar installations, runways, and forward 
operating bases. These projects extend from the New Siberian Islands to Franz Josef 
Land and the Kola region, supported by the world’s largest fleet of icebreakers (over 50 
vessels, including nuclear-powered ones). The Fridbertsson Report (2025) stresses that 
this infrastructure allows Russia to project both soft and hard power, combining 
surveillance networks with anti-access/area denial (A2/AD) systems. 

Russia’s 2023 Foreign Policy Concept identifies the Arctic as the country’s second most 
strategic priority after its “near abroad.” Consequently, Russian doctrine integrates 
the Arctic into broader efforts to challenge NATO’s deterrence architecture. 
As the German Marshall Fund (GMF) Policy and Posture Brief (2023) observes, Russia 
increasingly relies on hybrid operations—GPS jamming, cyber intrusion, disinformation, 
and undersea sabotage—to test NATO resilience. These tactics, often conducted below 
the threshold of armed conflict, are designed to normalize pressure and exploit legal 
ambiguities in international waters. 

Recent reports, such as the 2025 Norwegian Ministry of Defense statement 
(Novinky.cz), confirm Russia’s continued nuclear naval buildup near the Polar Circle, 
reinforcing the perception of an Arctic rearmament spiral. Such developments risk 
escalating into miscalculation scenarios, particularly as NATO expands its maritime 
and air presence in the High North. 
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China: From Observer to Polar Actor 

Although not an Arctic state, China has declared itself a “Near-Arctic Nation”  
and incorporated the region into its Polar Silk Road strategy under the Belt and Road 
Initiative (BRI). The DoD Arctic Strategy (2024) warns that China “seeks to leverage 
Arctic access for dual-use infrastructure and influence,” pursuing commercial ventures 
that mask military or intelligence objectives. Beijing currently operates three 
icebreakers and has conducted over a dozen Arctic research expeditions, during which 
it tested unmanned underwater vehicles (UUVs) and polar-capable drones—
technologies with potential reconnaissance or surveillance utility. 

The GMF (2023) and NATO PA (2025) analyses converge on one conclusion:  
Sino-Russian alignment in the Arctic is deepening. Joint naval drills off Alaska in 2022  
and 2023, as well as China’s financing of Russian LNG projects on the Yamal 
Peninsula, illustrate a pragmatic partnership driven by mutual isolation from the West. 
The two states signed a 2023 memorandum of understanding between the Chinese 
Coast Guard and Russia’s Federal Security Service (FSB) to enhance “maritime law 
enforcement cooperation,” signaling an unprecedented level of operational trust. 

While China’s Arctic engagement remains economically motivated in the short term,  
its trajectory suggests strategic intent—to normalize its presence in Arctic governance 
and secure access to rare earths, data cables, and energy transit routes. As the IIASA 
2020 synthesis noted, China’s framing of the Arctic as a “global commons” directly 
challenges the sovereignty-based order upheld by Arctic states. 

Climate Change: The Geopolitical Multiplier 

Climate change is the ultimate force reshaping Arctic geopolitics. The DoD Arctic 
Strategy (2024) estimates that the Arctic will experience “its first practically ice-free 
summer by 2030,” drastically expanding access to maritime corridors such as the Bering 
Strait and Barents Sea. The Mitchell Institute (2025) emphasizes that these new transit 
routes, while economically promising, also expose vulnerabilities: they shorten response 
times, blur defense boundaries, and enable adversarial power projection into NATO’s 
northern flank. 

Environmental volatility also undermines defense infrastructure. Permafrost 
thaw, coastal erosion, and extreme weather degrade Cold War-era radar stations  
and bases across Alaska, Greenland, and northern Canada. This fragility impedes  
the operation of sensors and early-warning systems crucial for NORAD and NATO’s 
Integrated Air and Missile Defense (IAMD). The combination of shrinking ice coverage 
and unpredictable weather patterns increases the probability of maritime accidents, 
miscommunication, and gray-zone incidents. 

Paradoxically, the retreating ice cap also amplifies resource competition. Estimates 
suggest that the Arctic holds 13 % of the world’s undiscovered oil and 30 % of its natural 
gas reserves. As energy corridors shift, the line between civilian economic 
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activity and military strategic positioning becomes increasingly blurred—a phenomenon 
the IIASA 2020 studytermed the “commercial–security nexus.” 

Hybrid Threats and Infrastructure Vulnerabilities 

Beyond traditional state competition, the Arctic faces a spectrum of hybrid threats  
that challenge existing defense frameworks. These include cyberattacks on satellite 
constellations, undersea cable disruptions, espionage in scientific research facilities, 
and information operations targeting Arctic Council members. The GMF Policy Brief 
(2023)highlights an “uptick in sub-threshold attacks” across Nordic countries, 
suggesting a deliberate Russian campaign to test NATO cohesion without triggering 
Article 5. 

Critical undersea and digital infrastructures—fiber-optic cables, energy pipelines,  
and satellite relays—constitute the “nervous system” of transatlantic communication. 
Yet, as the Fridbertsson Report (2025) warns, these systems are poorly 
defended against sabotage or natural hazards. The report recommends enhanced 
cooperation between NATO’s Centre of Excellence for Countering Hybrid 
Threats (Helsinki) and the EU’s Critical Infrastructure Protection Directorate, 
underscoring the growing overlap between military and civilian resilience. 

The Mitchell Institute (2025) reinforces this concern, calling for a layered 
defense combining radar, space-based ISR, and missile tracking to detect and deter 
“low-observable or hypersonic threats emerging from the northern vector.” Without such 
modernization, the Arctic could become a strategic blind spot in the integrated 
deterrence framework. 

Summary: A Crowded and Contested Frontier 

By 2025, the Arctic has evolved into a multi-domain arena where military, economic, 
and environmental dimensions intersect. Russia remains the immediate aggressor, 
China the opportunistic investor, and climate change the silent catalyst transforming 
both. NATO’s enlargement and renewed strategic concepts represent progress, yet they 
remain constrained by fragmented command structures and outdated infrastructure. 

As the GMF (2023) succinctly concludes, “The Arctic’s stability depends on bridging 
transatlantic threat perceptions.” Without synchronized North American and European 
approaches, the region risks becoming both the first warning lineand the weakest link  
of collective defense. 
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NATO and U.S. Arctic Strategy: Building a Deterrence 
Architecture 

The U.S. “Monitor-and-Respond” Doctrine 

The 2024 Department of Defense Arctic Strategy serves as the blueprint for U.S. 
operations in the High North. It defines the Arctic as “a region critical to homeland 
defense and vital to national interests,” mandating a monitor-and-respond approach 
based on integrated deterrence, intelligence-led awareness, and allied cooperation 
(DOD-ARCTIC-STRATEGY-2024). 

This doctrine reflects a calibrated balance: rather than permanent forward deployment, 
the U.S. seeks to maintain flexible readiness supported by domain awareness, 
rapid joint force projection, and interoperability with allies. Three “lines of effort” 
underpin the strategy: 

1. Enhancing Arctic capabilities — particularly radar and satellite coverage, cold-
weather equipment, and joint training. 

2. Engaging allies and partners, especially through NORAD, NATO, and bilateral 
frameworks such as the U.S.-Canada Joint Statement on NORAD Modernization 
(2021). 

3. Exercising calibrated presence, ensuring the Joint Force can deploy globally  
“at the time and place of our choosing.” 

Key operational priorities include the modernization of the North Warning System 
(NWS), the development of Over-the-Horizon Radar (OTHR), and space-based missile 
detection. Together, these aim to eliminate the “strategic blind spot” across Alaska, 
Greenland, and northern Canada. 

The strategy also stresses cooperation with Finland, Norway, and Denmark 
(Greenland) — territories now directly integrated into NATO’s northern command 
architecture. This alignment merges U.S. homeland defense with NATO’s Euro-Atlantic 
deterrence posture, forming a seamless defensive arc from Alaska through the GIUK 
gap to Norway’s Barents coastline. 

NATO’s Northern Evolution and Command Architecture 

NATO’s Arctic posture has undergone a profound transformation since 2022. 
The German Marshall Fund’s Policy and Posture Brief (2023) observes that the Vilnius 
Summit (2023) marked the beginning of a strategic reorientation for the Alliance’s 
northern flank (Policy and Posture in the Arctic). 

The accession of Finland and Sweden is the single most consequential geopolitical 
development in Arctic defense since the end of the Cold War. Finland adds over 1,300 km 
of NATO border with Russia, effectively converting the Baltic Sea into a NATO-controlled 
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basin. As the GMF report states, Finland’s and Sweden’s integration acts as a “force 
multiplier for interoperability and readiness”—strengthening the Integrated Air  
and Missile Defense (IAMD) network across the High North. 

To operationalize this shift, NATO introduced Regional Plans under the Deterrence and 
Defense of the Euro-Atlantic Area (DDA) framework. The Regional Plan Northwest, led 
by Joint Force Command (JFC) Norfolk, now covers the High North and the Atlantic.  
This command unifies U.S., Canadian, British, and Nordic assets across air, maritime, 
and undersea domains. 

However, as GMF analysts Conley and Arts (2023) highlight, the Arctic command system 
remains fragmented. Responsibilities are split between: 

• JFC Norfolk (High North & Atlantic), 
• JFC Brunssum (continental Europe & Finland), and 
• U.S. Northern Command (USNORTHCOM) for homeland defense. 

This overlap can create coordination friction in crisis scenarios, especially where North 
American and European theaters intersect. The brief thus calls for a streamlined NATO–
NORAD interface and recommends updating the U.S. Unified Command Plan to better 
integrate Arctic operations. 

Joint Training and Operational Readiness 

Exercises remain the lifeblood of Arctic deterrence. The DoD Arctic Strategy 
(2024) outlines a robust training calendar including: 

• Arctic Edge (Alaska) — testing cold-weather mobility and logistics, 
• Operation NANOOK (Canada) — binational NORAD–NATO cooperation, 
• Nordic Response (Norway) — successor to Cold Response, emphasizing joint 

amphibious and air operations, 
• Dynamic Mongoose (North Atlantic) — anti-submarine warfare drills, and 
• Arctic Challenge (Scandinavia) — multilateral air force coordination. 

These exercises serve multiple purposes: they demonstrate resolve, validate 
command relationships, and test interoperability under extreme conditions. 
The Fridbertsson Report (2025) stresses their political dimension: “Presence equals 
deterrence; absence invites probing.” 

Yet, challenges persist. The Arctic Manual (ATP-17C) reminds commanders 
that temperature, terrain, and light cycles impose unique operational constraints. 
Navigation requires specialized vessels and aircraft, while personnel face extreme 
fatigue and sensory disorientation. The manual emphasizes that Arctic warfare 
“demands logistics before tactics”—a lesson reinforced during NATO’s Trident Juncture 
2018 and the 2024 Arctic Edge exercise. 
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Domain Awareness and Technological Innovation 

One of NATO’s greatest vulnerabilities in the Arctic remains  
domain awareness—the ability to detect, track, and interpret threats across air, sea, 
cyber, and space. The Mitchell Institute (2025) notes that Arctic surveillance still relies 
on legacy Cold War-era systems with limited polar coverage. It warns that a “single gap 
in detection may result in hours of warning loss,” especially against hypersonic  
or low-observable platforms. 

To mitigate this, NATO and the U.S. are pursuing a multi-layered ISR (Intelligence, 
Surveillance, and Reconnaissance) strategy combining: 

• Ground-based radar modernization, 
• Space-based infrared sensors, 
• Undersea acoustic networks, and 
• Data integration via secure satellite constellations (including commercial 

providers such as Starlink Arctic). 

The DoD (2024) explicitly links these technologies to integrated deterrence, arguing  
that “awareness equals deterrence.” Parallel initiatives such as the Ted Stevens Center 
for Arctic Security Studies (Anchorage) foster knowledge-sharing between scientists 
and military planners—bridging climate research with tactical awareness. 

The European Union’s Role: Resilience and Governance 
in the High North 

While NATO provides the military backbone of Arctic deterrence, the European 
Union contributes through governance, regulation, and resilience. The EU’s 2021 Arctic 
Communication defined three priorities: combating climate change, promoting 
sustainable development, and enhancing security. Yet, as the IIASA synthesis 
(2020) observed, the EU’s role is largely civilian and normative, focusing on energy 
transition and research rather than hard power. 

However, recent developments have pushed the EU closer to security integration. 
The Fridbertsson Report (2025)recommends that the EU “become a functional security 
partner in Arctic resilience,” especially in cybersecurity, dual-use technology,  
and infrastructure protection. The European Defence Fund (EDF) and Horizon 
Europe programs are increasingly channeling resources into Arctic-relevant 
technologies—satellite imaging, autonomous monitoring drones, and ice-resilient 
energy grids. 

The EU’s Critical Entities Resilience Directive (CERD), adopted in 2023, directly 
supports Arctic defense by safeguarding undersea cables, ports, and energy hubs.  
When combined with NATO’s hybrid defense mechanisms, it forms a complementary 
architecture: 
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• NATO ensures hard security and deterrence; 
• EU ensures resilience, regulation, and economic continuity. 

The GMF (2023) highlights the necessity of bridging these approaches: “Transatlantic 
defense cannot succeed if military security and civilian resilience remain 
compartmentalized.” The EU’s Arctic engagement thus represents not competition, 
but strategic complementarity—a dual framework that integrates defense  
with sustainability. 

Case Study: Russia’s Nuclear Fleet near the Polar Circle 
(2025) 

In early 2025, Norwegian Defense Minister Bjørn Arild Gram publicly warned that Russia 
had assembled a nuclear-capable fleet near the Polar Circle, including Delta IV  
and Borei-class submarines and nuclear-powered icebreakers, operating  
out of the Murmansk and Franz Josef Land areas (Novinky.cz, 2025). This was the most 
significant Arctic mobilization since the Cold War. 

The incident illustrates how Russia leverages strategic ambiguity—maintaining plausible 
deniability while projecting coercive presence. Satellite imagery confirmed an uptick  
in sorties and underwater activity along the Barents Sea, within proximity to NATO’s 
maritime patrol areas. 

The crisis exposed two systemic weaknesses in Allied Arctic posture: 

1. Delayed intelligence fusion. Nordic radar data and U.S. satellite feeds were not 
immediately synchronized due to classification barriers. 

2. Limited persistent presence. NATO naval assets in the area were rotational 
rather than permanent, allowing Russia to operate in informational grey zones. 

NATO’s response, coordinated through JFC Norfolk, included enhanced aerial patrols 
under Operation NOBLE DEFENDER and a Norwegian-led subsurface monitoring 
mission. However, the episode underscored the limits of NATO’s  
monitor-and-respond model: rapid awareness did not equate to rapid action. 

In policy terms, this case validates the arguments raised by the Mitchell Institute 
(2025) and GMF (2023)—that deterrence in the Arctic cannot rely solely on monitoring;  
it requires persistent, visible, and networked presence. The incident also reaffirmed 
the Fridbertsson Report’s call for a permanent NATO Arctic Coordination Hub, linking 
NORAD, EU entities, and regional commands. 

Policy Gaps and Structural Challenges 

Despite significant strategic advances since 2022, the transatlantic Arctic posture 
remains hindered by a combination of institutional, logistical, and technological 
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weaknesses. The following four gaps summarize the most critical barriers to a credible 
and enduring deterrence posture. 

Fragmented Command and Control 

The German Marshall Fund (2023) identifies overlapping jurisdictions among JFC 
Norfolk, JFC Brunssum, and USNORTHCOM, creating friction during crisis 
coordination. While the Deterrence and Defense of the Euro-Atlantic Area 
(DDA) framework introduced regional coherence, no unified Arctic Command yet exists. 
This results in delayed decision-making and duplicated chains of command when 
North American and European theaters intersect—precisely the seams adversaries seek 
to exploit. A permanent NATO Arctic Coordination Hub (as proposed by Fridbertsson 
2025) could harmonize information-sharing, align rules of engagement,  
and provide a single crisis-response interface linking NORAD with NATO. 

Infrastructure and Mobility Deficits 

Arctic deterrence still depends on Cold War-era bases with degrading infrastructure. 
The DoD Arctic Strategy (2024)warns that permafrost thaw and coastal erosion threaten 
runways and radar sites. Limited deep-water ports north of the Arctic Circle  
and insufficient ice-hardened vessels constrain sustained presence. By contrast, Russia 
operates more than 50 icebreakers, including nuclear-powered variants, while NATO 
relies on fewer than 10 allied ships. Without expanded maritime logistics and icebreaker 
capacity, NATO’s deterrence will remain intermittent and largely symbolic. 

Technological Asymmetry and Awareness Gaps 

The Mitchell Institute (2025) warns that Arctic surveillance still suffers from  
“latency gaps” in polar satellite coverage. Although new constellations  
and Over-the-Horizon Radar (OTHR) projects are under way, data fusion  
and classification barriers impede timely situational awareness. The inability  
to integrate U.S., Canadian, and European sensor data in real time undercuts  
the “monitor-and-respond” model at the heart of U.S. strategy. 

Civil-Military Fragmentation 

The EU’s civilian mechanisms—RescEU, Horizon Europe, and the Critical Entities 
Resilience Directive (2023)—remain operationally disconnected from NATO planning.  
As the GMF brief argues, defense and resilience must be treated as interdependent 
capabilities. Without formal EU-NATO task forces for undersea infrastructure protection 
and dual-use logistics, the Alliance risks losing strategic depth to bureaucratic silos. 
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Policy Recommendations 

Short Term (2025 – 2030) 

1. Create an Arctic Security Initiative (ASI). Modeled on the European Deterrence 
Initiative, ASI would pool funding for infrastructure, ISR assets, and joint training. 
The Fridbertsson Report (2025) and GMF (2023) both stress that small, rapidly 
deployable capabilities yield disproportionate strategic effects. 

2. Modernize Domain Awareness Networks. Integrate U.S. OTHR systems  
with Nordic radars and EU satellite platforms (Copernicus & Galileo).  
Establish an Arctic ISR Fusion Cell within JFC Norfolk for real-time data analysis. 

3. Institutionalize EU-NATO Infrastructure Coordination. Merge EU CERD 
implementation with NATO’s Hybrid CoE (Helsinki) to jointly protect undersea 
cables, ports, and energy networks. Shared threat assessments would reduce 
duplication and increase resilience. 

4. Enhance Visibility and Presence. Establish rotational maritime and air patrols 
north of the Arctic Circle under  a permanent Arctic Deterrence Operation  
(NOBLE DEFENDER extension). Visibility itself acts as deterrence. 

Medium Term (2030 – 2040) 

5. Establish a Permanent NATO Arctic Command. Stationed in Bodø or Trondheim, 
this command would centralize operational planning, exercise coordination,  
and crisis response for the High North. It should serve as the institutional bridge 
between NATO and NORAD. 

6. Joint Icebreaker and Logistics Fleet. A multinational icebreaker program funded 
through NATO’s Common Funding mechanism or the EDF would address mobility 
asymmetry with Russia. Pooling shipbuilding contracts across Norway, Finland, 
and the U.S. Coast Guard would lower costs and standardize capabilities. 

7. Expand Arctic 7 Cooperation. Formalize defense dialogue among the seven 
democratic Arctic states (excluding Russia). Focus areas: undersea surveillance, 
satellite security, and emergency response. 

8. Invest in Climate Adaptation for Bases and Energy Nodes. Fund research  
on frost-resistant materials, off-grid energy storage, and autonomous logistics  
to ensure operability under rapid climate shifts. 

  

BOHEMIA DEFENSE



Long Term (2040 onward) 

9. Integrate Climate and Security Planning. Elevate climate adaptation to a core
pillar of deterrence planning. Establish an Arctic Climate Security Forum
co-chaired by NATO and the EU to coordinate defense-related research
and disaster response.

10. Institutionalize Science Diplomacy. Use EU framework programs to maintain
scientific dialogue with non-NATO Arctic actors to prevent miscalculation
and build transparency channels. As IIASA (2020) found, science remains
one of the few domains where trust can survive strategic competition.

Conclusion 

The Arctic has moved from the periphery of global politics to its front line. Climate change 
has opened new routes and opportunities, but also exposed new vulnerabilities. Russia’s 
militarization and China’s economic entry have converted the High North 
into a laboratory of multi-domain competition. In response, NATO and the EU have begun 
to reshape their strategic presence—yet their approach remains fragmented, reactive, 
and technically under-resourced. 

To secure the Arctic frontier, Allies must move from monitor-and-respond to anticipate-
and-act. This requires not only hardware and infrastructure but also a shared strategic 
culture that treats the Arctic as an integrated part of Euro-Atlantic defense. NATO’s 
northern expansion and EU technological resources together create an unprecedented 
window of opportunity to build that framework. If seized, the Arctic could serve 
not as the next flashpoint of conflict, but as the proving ground of transatlantic unity 
in a warming world. 
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