
The Issue of the Right to Resources in the Arctic 

In the past, the Arctic Region was virtually inaccessible for economic activity. However, global 

warming and technological advances have made the exploitation of vast natural resources, as well as 

navigation in newly passable Arctic shipping routes, feasible. Due to these incentives, the region has 

witnessed an increase of territorial claims by the Arctic coastal states, with a view to resource 

exploitation.  

The Arctic is inhabited by four million people, with indigenous communities estimated at about one-

tenth of the total population. Eight of the world’s countries have territorial possessions in the Arctic – 

the area north of the Arctic Circle, these include: Canada, Denmark (Faroe Islands and Greenland), 

Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russian Federation, Sweden, and the United States (Alaska). All eight Arctic 

States are Arctic Council members, as well as representatives of indigenous communities. This 

intergovernmental forum was established with the aim of promoting collaboration in the Arctic and 

mostly focuses on environmental protection and sustainable development. Even though the Arctic 

Council has been successful in conducting research, its record in terms of effectively addressing the 

identified issues is poor. The organisation suffers from a lack of funding and authority.  

Various initiatives are underway to foster a culture of responsible resource exploration in the Arctic. 

For instance, the Arctic Economic Council’s Responsible Resource Development Working Group is 

working on developing such a framework by looking into the best business conduct practices for 

overcoming challenges, navigating investment conditions, and meeting the needs of the Arctic’s 

indigenous communities.  

The natural resources that can be economically exploited in the Arctic can be divided into two 

categories: living natural resources (fish) and non-living natural resources (including non-renewable 

resources such as oil, natural gas, minerals, and aggregates).   

One of the primary reasons for the Arctic’s immense economic attractiveness is the billions of cubic 

metres of fossil fuels which have been extracted in the Arctic since the mid-twentieth century. 

Currently, the region produces about one tenth of the world's oil and a quarter of its natural gas. The 

Russian Arctic is the source for about 80 percent of this oil and virtually all of the natural gas; Arctic 

Canada, Alaska, and Norway are the other leading producers. Recent appraisals suggest that a 

considerable fraction of the world's undiscovered petroleum reserves lie within the Arctic. Most of 

these hydrocarbon resources, about 84%, are expected to lay offshore.  

Significant barriers to exploitation of mineral and hydrocarbons exist, including short shipping 

seasons, melting permafrost, summer swamps, fragile ecosystems, and -50 degree temperatures.  

Over the last two decades, as temperatures have warmed and sea ice has retreated, the Arctic Ocean 

has been getting more productive, which means there could be more ocean micro-organisms to 

support growing fish stocks. Today, the Bering Sea is home to one of the world’s largest fisheries and 

its stocks are growing rapidly as fish migrate north due to rising ocean temperatures. However, not 

everything is trending in a positive direction. While higher levels of plankton create conditions that 

are more conducive for harvestable fisheries, ocean acidification is rapidly progressing in the Arctic.   

The 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) established that coastal states 

have jurisdiction over fishing within their exclusive economic zones – areas that stretch 200 nautical 

miles beyond the limits of country’s territorial seas. Sometimes the EEZs of adjacent countries 

enclose bits of the “high seas,” which, as international waters, lie outside of fishing jurisdictions. Any 

state can fish in these areas unless otherwise specified in international agreements. Sometimes, fish 



spawned in the jurisdiction of one country migrate to the jurisdiction of another country and are 

fished by the other country’s fishermen – a phenomenon called interception.  These issues give rise 

to the potential for conflict over fisheries: either access to or distribution of.  

Conservationists are concerned about the effects of any expansion of fishing in these previously 

unimpacted regions, with many calling for the creation of new Arctic marine reserves.  

 

Points to consider: 

- What measures could be taken to resolve the issues of conflicting territorial claims in the 

Arctic?   

- Heightened economic activity threatens the fragile ecosystem of the Arctic. Should a 

multilateral agreement specifically for the Arctic region, such as the Antarctic Treaty for 

Antarctica, be set up?   

- The Arctic Council is the primary intergovernmental forum in the Arctic. What should its role 

in regard to resource exploitation be?   

- Should any exploitation of fossil fuels be banned considering their role in anthropogenic 

climate change?   

 

 Useful links: 

https://www.allaboutworldpolitics.com/conflict-and-security/rising-tension-in-the-arctic-circle/ 

https://www.unep.org/explore-topics/oceans-seas/what-we-do/working-regional-seas/regional-

seas-programmes/arctic-region 

https://www.arctic-council.org/ 

https://arctic.review/future/natural-resources/ 
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